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Chapter 1
 
The grassland sloped gently down toward the low cliff and the scrub-covered mountainside below it, the red-tipped leaves of the clinging pines barely rising above the edge of the cliff. Beyond the dark line stretched the Silvermarsh, its vast expanse veined with blue-gleaming channels, the grey-white reeds rising and falling in a breeze that did not reach the clifftop. On the horizon, where the solid ground of the Shiled Islet lifted at last out of the marshes, the towers of Anshar Asteriona were faintly visible.
Silence Leigh, lying halfway up the grassy slope, shook her head slowly, moved in spite of herself by the subtle beauty. She was a star-traveller, a pilot, inured to the scenery of a hundred different worlds, familiar with the significant beauties of purgatory, the voidmarks spread across a gaudy sky; a simple marshland shouldn't seem so exquisite. But then, this was Asterion, central world of the Hegemony, the greatest power in human-settled space, and this view, this hillside above a cliff, was part of the Hegemon's personal estates, all of which had been chosen to take advantage of naturally occurring beauty. Of course the Silvermarsh would be magnificent.
Sighing, she leaned back into the curve of one husband's arm. Julian Chase Mago shifted drowsily, adjusting himself to her weight. The other husband, Denis Balthasar, was soundly asleep, his head resting against her hip, one arm thrown across her thighs. Overhead, the sky was very bright, the hot, hazed blue of Asterion's late summer. They said, in the magi's hostel, that Asterion had been chosen as the capital because it bore a close resemblance to lost Earth; sleepily, Silence wondered if it were true. All human-settled worlds resembled Earth to a degree: systemic and planetary harmonies related to the original notes of Earth and Earth's star system in varying degrees, allowing the star-ships to travel easily between them, but a close resemblance seemed unlikely. There would be ways to calculate the probability, of course—her teacher Isambard would know them. . .
She shook herself lightly, stretching a shoulder that had stiffened. Chase Mago, disturbed by the movement, murmured an incoherent question, and promptly fell asleep again. Silence smiled. This had been the first day in months she had not spent studying, or, with her husbands, supervising the refitting of the starship, Recusante, for the long voyage to Earth. In fact, Chase Mago should have been installing new dolor-crystal pipes in the harmonium that morning, a delicate, boring operation that would have kept all three of them fully occupied for seven or eight hours, if the dockyard hadn't failed to make its delivery. Isambard had left for the 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, Silence thought, still smiling, she would have had to spend at least a part of the day with him. Isambard had acknowledged eight standard months ago that she was a magus—a theoretical impossibility that still made her laugh, so thoroughly had she upset the magi's understanding of the worlds—but they both knew she was still relatively inexperienced. Her skills would have to be honed and polished before they made the attempt on the Earth-road. Even so, she thought, I need some time apart.
She sighed, her smile fading. The thought of Earth, of the complicated web of obligation and unwritten contract that kept her searching for a way to reach the lost planet, drove away her lingering pleasure in the view.
She shifted against Chase Mago's encircling arm, suddenly faintly impatient with the day's enforced leisure. It was not that she regretted the laziness, but that she was ready to complete the adventure she'd begun nearly two years before. The engineer opened his eyes and yawned hugely, teeth very white behind his dark beard. Before he could speak, however, a flat voice said respectfully, "Sieuri."
Silence sat up, finally disturbing Balthasar, who muttered querulously and rolled over, rubbing at his eyes. She ignored him, and turned to glare up at the figure that stood patiently at the top of the slope.
"I left orders we weren't to be disturbed," she said.
The homunculus looked back at her. It was an expensive toy, finely detailed, its face an immobile, inhumanly beautiful mask sculpted by one of the Hegemony's greatest artists. "A priority call," it said. The voice issued without inflection from a pinhole in the slightly pouting lips.
Silence eyed the homunculus warily. "Who is it?"
"The vizier n'Halian." The homunculus's voice did not change, but it lifted one grey-fleshed hand to its gilded forehead in imprinted response to the title.
"N'Halian?" Balthasar sat up, frowning. "I wonder what he wants."
Silence shrugged, and pushed herself to her feet. Halian n'Halian was the Hegemon's chief minister and his most trusted servant—not a man to be kept waiting.
Chase Mago stood, stretching, then turned to pull Balthasar to his feet. "Who knows?" the big engineer said, calmly enough, but his eyes were wary.
"I bet it isn't good news," Balthasar muttered.
"Don't be such a goddamn pessimist," Silence said, more sharply than she'd intended. Balthasar grinned, and she knew he'd recognized her own fear. She gestured quickly to the homunculus, cutting off the Delian's response. "Please inform the vizier we're on our way. We can call him back, if he doesn't want to wait."
"I beg your pardon, sieura," the homunculus answered. "The vizier is waiting in the garden room."
The three humans exchanged glances, and then Silence said again, "Tell the vizier we're on our way."
"Yes, sieura." The homunculus bowed over folded, grey-fingered hands and turned away, striding over the uneven ground with inhuman precision.
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 instead of the veil required by Hegemonic law, and wound it expertly around her head, covering her boy-short black hair, and tossed the trailing end over her left shoulder, just concealing nose and mouth. It would—just—preserve the amenities, but there was no time to change into full court regalia. "Very," she agreed.
"Come on." Balthasar was already hurrying up the hill after the homunculus; Chase Mago shrugged and followed. Silence clambered after them, frowning. There was no reason that she knew of for the vizier to come to the villa in person; all the obvious things could just as easily have been dealt with over the view-globe network. But there shouldn't be anything wrong, either, she thought, and ducked under a trailing branch from one of the allreds that formed a windbreak at the top of the slope. At the Hegemon's request, she had stayed out of sight for the past months, letting the Thousand, the members of the great families that governed the Hegemony, forget that Adeben Kibbe owed his throne at least 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 surrounding Anshar' Asteriona's starport, in over a month.
Inside the line of allreds, the landscape flattened suddenly, manicured lawn stretching as though cut with a level from the tidy edge of the carpet of fallen leaves to the fretted door. Above the bluestone lintel, carved with an abstract pattern of leaves and twining flowers, the garden room's glass wall had gone green in the afternoon sunlight. Behind it, Silence could just make out the moving shadow that was the vizier. Pacing? she thought, with a sudden feeling of dread, but Chase Mago pushed open the fretted door before she was certain.
Another of the villa's homunculi was waiting at the foot of the back stairway, formal clothes—knee-length coats for the men, and a floor-length veil for her—draped across its stiff arms. 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, grimacing. Silence hesitated for a moment, then started up the stairs without taking the longer veil.
Halian n'Halian was standing in the middle 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 streaming through the windows glittered from the tips of his forked beard.
"Sieuri."
"Vizier," Silence answered, watching his eyes. N'Halian wore his most opaque expression, but she was usually able to read some indication of his mood. She did not think he was afraid, or angry, but there was a new hesitation in his manner that troubled her.
"I am sorry to trouble you, when your servants said you were engaged," n'Halian continued smoothly, "but his Majesty wishes to speak to you."
"What about?" That was Balthasar, coming up on Silence's left. The pilot glanced sideways, and saw that the Delian's thin face was set in a truculent scowl. Before she could say anything, however, Chase Mago made his chilly, oligarch's bow.
"Vizier," the engineer said. "I hope nothing's wrong?"
N'Halian shook his head, and in spite of herself, Silence gave a sigh of relief. Balthasar's mouth twisted, but for once he said nothing.
"I'm instructed to say that his Majesty has acquired something he believes will be of use to you," n'Halian went on, with a smile that showed his gold-set teeth. "He would like to discuss it with you in person."
That's better news than I expected, Silence thought, and said aloud, "of course, vizier. Can you give us any more details?"
N'Halian shook his head. "I'm sorry, sieura, but his Majesty hasn't told me anything more."
"I see," Silence said. She didn't quite believe him, but knew better than to press the issue. "Do we have time to change?"
"That won't be necessary," n'Halian answered. "If you'll come with me, sieuri, I have a flyer waiting."
Silence hesitated for a moment, seeing her reflection in the wall of glass behind n'Halian. She was still wearing the boys' clothes she had adopted on Solitudo Hermae, loose tunic belted over shapeless trousers, tool kit dangling from her 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 off by the fraying, almost transparent shawl instead of a veil. But that was vanity, and she knew it. It wasn't the elegance of court costume—an elegance that weighed over twelve kilograms—that she missed, but the familiarity of Rusadir tunic and tights. "As his Majesty wishes," she said aloud, and wound the shawl more securely across her face.
N'Halian's flyer sat on the disused playing field beside the villa that 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 extended wings. Clearly, Silence thought, they'd been waiting for n'Halian for some time. At the vizier's approach, the soldiers sprang to attention, one moving to trigger the ramp, the others sliding off the wing to stiffen into a hasty salute. The two pilots stood as well, though less smartly. Silence guessed they were civilians—n'Halian's employees rather than members of the Hegemon's official household—and her wariness increased. The Hegemon usually sent his household, unless there were good reasons for secrecy… Then the co-pilot dropped from the wing and began pulling off the baffle that hid the flyer's keel, and Silence suppressed a gasp of surprise. At her elbow, Balthasar whispered a curse. The ship was no ordinary flyer, but a long-range craft, its shiny keel capable of reaching the boundary between the atmospheric and celestial harmonies. She opened her mouth to ask where they were going, but Chase Mago forstalled her.
"I take it we're not going to Anshar' Asteriona?" the engineer asked, as coolly as if he were inquiring about the weather. Silence saw that Balthasar's left 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, with equal courtesy. "His Majesty is at the Winter Palace."
Silence relaxed, and saw Balthasar slip his hand quietly out of his pocket. If n'Halian was willing to tell them where they were going, the secrecy couldn't be directed at them. "That's on the far side?" she asked.
N'Halian nodded once. "That's correct, sieura."
They had reached the bottom of the ramp while they were talking. The co-pilot, still stuffing the thick dura-felt baffle back into its well, stopped abruptly, staring, when he heard the title. Silence stared back, and, after a moment, the man looked away. Even so, she was aware of his interest, of the avid curiosity at her back, as she made her way up the ramp and into the flyer's passenger compartment.
"Another of your admirers, Silence?" Balthasar murmured, with a lifted eyebrow.
Silence flushed. "I doubt it," she said, tartly. She had been noticeable enough as a woman pilot—the only female pilots most star-travellers knew were from the matriarchal world of Misthia—but now she was positively notorious. Despite the Hegemon's efforts to keep her involvement secret, star-travellers' gossip whispered that she'd been a part of his victory, that she knew something about the road to Earth, that she dabbled in strange powers… Having two husbands had not helped, either: three-way marriages weren't common, and the star-travellers who did not believe the wilder rumors were more than willing to speculate about her marriage. She supposed she should be pleased that she had a ready-made red herring, to take interest away from the rumors that she was—that they were—looking for Earth, but she found the whole thing rather embarrassing. The situation wasn't improved by the fact that Balthasar thought it was funny, and added his own bizarre inventions to the stories already circulating. At least Chase Mago was sympathetic, she thought—but then he, like herself, had been a citizen of one of the more conservative worlds of the Rusadir, before the Rusadir had fallen to the Hegemony. Balthasar was a Delian, and on Delos anything was permitted.
She ducked through the low hatch into the flyer's passenger cabin, ignoring the senior pilot loitering in the entrance to the control compartment. The first of the soldiers was already aboard, coiled compactly in the rearmost seat, his sonic rifle stuffed into the holster clamped to the bulkhead behind him. His face was impassive, but Silence 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 windows. Chase Mago dropped heavily into the seat next to her, and Balthasar, with a grimace, took his place behind her. N'Halian settled himself into the seat across the aisle, and gestured to the pilot. The man touched his forehead, and vanished into the control compartment. The rest of the soldiers trooped aboard, and the co-pilot sealed the hatch behind them. A few moments later, the flyer's tiny harmonium sounded, the low, bone-tingling base note swelling rapidly to the complex lift sequence. The flyer shuddered once, and rose. Silence leaned against the bulkhead, watching the ground drop away. This was not the dizzying upward fall of a starship's liftoff; rather, the flyer seemed almost to float upward, the harmonium's note, sounding through the half-tinctured keel, shifting slowly from Asterion's core harmony to the purer celestial tone. The note changed again and the flyer tilted sharply, the world wheeling around it, then steadied on a new course. Already, the ground below was becoming featureless, the Silvermarsh just a pale blob webbed with greyish lines. The flyer banked again, less steeply, and Silence caught a glimpse of one of Anshar' Asteriona's suburbs, a darker, more regular shape spangled with bright patches that were parks.
"Nice flying," Balthasar said, leaning forward. "You think we're on the line yet, Julie?"
Chase Mago's face wore the abstracted expression that meant he was listening with all his heart to a harmonium's seductive music, but he broke his concentration long enough to say, "Not yet. You'll hear it."
"On the line?" Silence asked.
Balthasar nodded. "You know. Whatever harmonic line will take us where we're going."
"I've never flown one of these," Silence said, with some annoyance. She bit back the rest of her thought—I'm a star-pilot, not some planetary hack—knowing that Balthasar had probably flown these craft at some point in his career.
"They use the envelope the way we use the system harmonies, in- and outbound," Balthasar began, but whatever he had been going to say was cut off by a sudden deep shift in the music of the flyer's harmonium. It wasn't the complex, familiar change that marked the moment a starship passed out of a planet's chaotic harmonic envelope, the affinities between the heaven, the celestial music—or its approximation—of the harmonium and the Philosopher's Tincture in the keel itself coming into resonance and steadying to a note so comparatively simple as to be almost inaudible. Rather, the harsh music, which had been wavering on the edge of dissonance, seemed almost to shift to a chord comprehensible to a human ear. It hovered heartbreakingly on the edge of completion, as though in any instant it would resolve itself into a sound so perfect that it would shatter the hearer.
Silence shook herself, seeing her own feelings—pleasure in the lovely note, despair that it was still incomplete, and the certainty of disappointment—reflected and redoubled in Chase Mago's face. For a brief moment, she wondered what more he heard, with his engineer's training, then put the thought aside. The sound was not beautiful, she told herself firmly; it was merely that the human ear perceived as beautiful those sounds which came closest to true harmonies. The harmonium was imitating, as closely as was humanly possible, some part of Asterion's core harmony, 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 planet's harmonic envelope. It was only pilot's convention that said the envelope was monochromatic; like the musica mundana, the complex, system-filling music that resulted from the interaction of solar and planetary harmonies, the planetary envelope was actually made up of innumerable variations on the simple music of the core. It was similar enough, in its function, to make her glad she had not said anything derogatory about the art of piloting these local craft.
Outside the flyer's window, Asterion had dropped away almost completely, its rich landscape fading into broad swaths of color smeared with cloud. There were cities below, Silence knew, but they were invisible at this height. The sky itself had darkened toward the blue-black that marked the border between planetary and celestial harmony. That explained some of the perfection of the flyer's music, Silence thought. The craft was far enough above any local topographical features to avoid their distortion. Still, whatever the reasons for it, the harmonium's note was achingly beautiful, and she was glad when the sound shifted at last to the more muddled music of landing.
It was late morning at the Winter Palace. The flyer slid down an almost inaudible landing beam toward a white, featureless plain. Silence frowned out the window for a long moment before she realized it was snow. The Palace itself, multiple spires gleaming in the noon light, rose from the center of the plain like a fantastic ice sculpture. Silence remembered the Women's Palace, presented on its island like a jewel on a tray, and shivered.
"Either we're at one of the poles," Balthasar said, "or this is magi's work."
Chase Mago shrugged.
"Probably a creation," Silence said, thoughtfully. She was too far away, as yet, to feel the bending of harmonies, of reality, that marked a magus's created landscape, but she could not imagine any Hegemon choosing to live at either of Asterion's poles. She glanced toward n'Halian, hoping the vizier would confirm or deny her guess, but the older man was smiling indulgently into his gilded beard, and Silence looked away. She should not have expected the vizier to betray the true location of one of the royal palaces, but he didn't have to look so smug about it. Then, reluctantly, she smiled. She and Balthasar 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 almost skimming the surface, throwing up a great cloud of snow that rattled against wings and body, completely obscuring the windows. At the same time, the noise of the harmonium changed again, showing new strain as it fought to balance the pull of the planet's core. The flyer dipped and slowed further. The harmonium cut out, and the flyer dropped neatly into an invisible cradle. Silence distinctly heard the cradle fingers clamp onto the flyer's hull, and heard, as distinctly, Balthasar's muttered comment.
"Show-off."
He meant the flyer's pilot, and Silence nodded. Before she could say anything, however, n'Halian had hauled himself to his feet. "If you'll come with me, sieuri?"
"Of course," Silence answered, with all the dignity she could muster. Ahead, she heard the thud of the hatch being thrown back, and shivered in a blast of chill air. Balthasar jammed his hands into his coat pockets, whispering a curse.
N'Halian led them forward to the hatch without showing any sign that he felt the cold, though he was no more warmly dressed than any of them. Silence hesitated in the hatchway, wondering if she could refuse to go further until she could get something warmer to wear. They were still some distance from the palace. Then she saw the gever drawn up beside the flyer, and resigned herself to a cold ride. At least, 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, two doors popped open in the gever's side. Soldiers—members of the True Thousand this time, their splendid uniforms almost gaudy against the snow—stepped from the machine's forward compartment and stiffened into a salute. Silence shivered again, from fear this time: even if most of the True Thousand had supported Adeben's coup, she and her husbands had suffered enough at the hands of the Hegemon's elite guard. Then a slim figure, his crimson coat looped with a colonel's braid, stepped from the passenger compartment.
"Welcome to the Winter Palace, my lord vizier, sieuri."
Silence relaxed then, and sensed rather than saw the others do the same. Marcinik—a colonel now, promoted on the occasion of his marriage to the Hegemon's daughter Aili—was an old acquaintance. He had been their contact in rescuing Aili from the Women's Palace; before that, he had served on the conscript transport where Silence had first discovered her powers. It was, Silence thought, an interesting relationship.
"Thank you, Colonel," n'Halian said serenely, and made his way down the cradle stairs. The bottom steps were slick with blown snow. He frowned, and picked his way delicately across. Following him, Silence suppressed a grin, and heard Balthasar mutter something behind her.
Marcinik gestured for them to enter the gever. He was a handsome man, young for a colonel, with fine aristocratic bones and almond-fair skin. Only the faint lines at the corners of his eyes and bracketing his mouth saved him from a tedious beauty.
"There are coats inside," he said, "since the vizier didn't see fit to warn you."
"I had my instructions, colonel," n'Halian answered, and ducked into the gever's wide passenger compartment.
As Marcinik had promised, there was a pile of quilted coats lying on the nearest bench-seat. Silence reached for the first one, not caring what it looked like, and realized to her surprise that the outer layer, at least, was made of silk. She shrugged it on, hugging the pillowy fabric around herself, and settled into the rear corner of the bench, stretching her feet out to the nearest heating block. The others did the same, but n'Halian waved aside the offer of a coat. A moment later, one of his own soldiers leaned into the gever, holding out a fur-lined cloak. The vizier wrapped it comfortably around his shoulders, and settled into his place. Marcinik, a slight smile on his lips, gestured for his men to close the compartment door.
"I don't suppose you can tell us what he—his Majesty—wants?" Balthasar asked. There was a note in his voice that dared the colonel to answer with more than a simple negative.
"I'm sorry." Marcinik shook his head, still smiling, but Silence thought she glimpsed a sort of annoyance behind that polite mask. She sighed, and looked away. Balthasar had had good cause to dislike the colonel—but she had thought that the two men had come to an understanding during the escape from the Palace. She was aware of Chase Mago's eyes on her, of a slight tightening of the engineer's lips, and knew he was thinking the same thing.
To Silence's surprise, however, Balthasar did not pursue the question, but leaned back against the padded seat. He saw the pilot's glance, and made a slight shrugging movement, one shoulder moving under the heavy coat. Chase Mago grinned, but to Silence's relief, said nothing. The gever rose, engine whining softly, and swung around the cradled flyer in a broad arc that would bring it up to the palace from the east, well away from the main gate. Now that they were moving, Silence could feel the faint, unnatural shifts in the local harmonies—a sort of tingling, a note of almost-music, faint as a feather's fall against her skin—that marked an artificially maintained snowfield. She smiled to herself then, staring out the tiny sideport into the plume of snow kicked up by the gever's passage. It hardly mattered where the Winter Palace was located on Asterion's surface; still, it was nice to have her intuition confirmed.
The gever did not follow the well-marked track that led to the Palace's imposing main gate, but swung off onto unmarked snow, skirting the perimeter wall. They had travelled almost a quarter of the way around its circle before the gever slowed, and Silence saw one of the drivers raise a cupped hand to his mouth. A few moments later a snow-bank shivered and split open with a shower of flakes, revealing a paved tunnel that sloped steeply down into darkness.
"Subtle," Balthasar said, with a quick glance at Marcinik.
The colonel showed no sign of having heard him. The gever slowed still further, engine whining fiercely to compensate, and slid off the snow onto the slick tiling of the tunnel. The snowbank, with its hidden door, rumbled shut behind them. The gever hung in darkness for a moment, its engine idling, and then a light faded into existence ahead of them, throwing a long wedge of brightness along the tunnel floor. The gever lurched into motion again, heading toward the light.
Silence did her best to plot the path of the tunnel, matching its twists and turns against the glimpse 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 impatience, and settled back in her seat, glancing as unobtrusively as she could at the chronograph slung at Balthasar's waist. It was a quarter of an hour later, by the graph, before the gever slowed again and made a sharp turn into a new corridor. They had to have doubled back more than once, Silence thought, glancing as casually as she could at the new surroundings, and wondered again what had prompted this unusual security. From the grim set of Balthasar's mouth, the Delian was wondering the same thing, and Chase Mago looked very thoughtful.
The new tunnel was more brightly lit than the first, and the tiles that covered the floor and the curving walls were pale blue, banded at about the height of a man's shoulder with a wide stripe of deeper blue. As they flashed past a cross-tunnel, Silence could see that its walls were marked with a double stripe, one blue, one red; the second cross-tunnel was marked in green. They had reached the palace's regular maintenance tunnels, she guessed, remembering similar arrangements from the Women's Palace, and wondered again about such roundabout dealings.
A few minutes later, the tunnel widened suddenly, and the gever slowed still further, gliding toward a shallow platform. More troops in the Thousand's bright uniforms were waiting there. They were formed up in the double line of an honor guard, but even so Silence tensed, and saw Chase Mago's mouth tighten again. Balthasar swept back the fronts of the borrowed coat and jammed both hands into the pockets of his own jacket, one thumb visibly caressing the touchplate of his heylin. Silence contrived to touch his shoulder, frowning, and the Delian moved his hand away. The pilot wrapped her coat more tightly around herself, and hoped no one had noticed Balthasar's lapse.
As the gever drew to a halt in front of the platform, the officer in command—a major, Silence noticed, an older man with battle ribbons banding his sleeves and trailing hood—snapped into a salute, then came forward to unlatch the gever door himself. Behind him, a voice high-pitched with strain barked a command. The soldiers swept their ceremonial swords from their gilded scabbards, holding them overhead to form a steel canopy from the gever to an arched doorway at the far side of the platform. Marcinik nodded and stepped from the gever, turning to offer his hand first to n'Halian and then to Silence. The pilot let him steady her as she stepped from the craft, and followed the vizier toward the distant archway. She felt the scarf, never intended to serve as a veil, slip slightly, but she ignored it, disdaining to adjust it or to glance at the men following at her back. She took a certain grim pleasure in the disciplined stir she created.
As she approached the arch, she became aware of Watchers, the created beings that could serve as a magus's eyes and ears. In the same instant, something moved in the carvings above the arch. She glanced up, breaking stride, and saw one of the carvings detach itself from the stone tree that made up the sides of the arch and launch itself, with a raptor's screech, into space. A second statue, another gold-taloned bird of prey, freed itself an instant later, screeching angrily. Balthasar's heylin, she thought, they've sensed it. Without conscious decision, she lifted her hands and spoke a single Word. The sound, hard and flat and as sharp as the crack of stone against stone, seemed to explode in the confined space, cutting through the sudden commotion behind her. The statues froze, then seemed to contract, drawing into themselves, and were sucked toward the arch as though they were metal drawn by a powerful magnet. They snapped back into their places with a noise that struck complex echoes from the walls.
Silence turned slowly—Isambard had taught her how to take advantage of the shock her powers always brought—and hid a smile at seeing them all frozen in surprise. Predictably enough, it was one of the sergeants who recovered first, glancing rapidly from Marcinik to the openmouthed major.
"Sir, Colonel, he's got a weapon—"
The major shut his mouth as though he'd just realized it was open. Marcinik lifted a placating hand. "Take it easy," he began, and Silence cleared her throat.
"Denis?"
Balthasar made a complex grimace and straightened, slowly drawing the heylin from his pocket. Before the troopers could react, he reversed it, presenting the heavy butt to Marcinik. "I—" The Delian hesitated, then continued with more grace than Silence had expected, "—apologize for the trouble. We were not expecting the invitation."
Marcinik accepted the heylin warily, running his thumb absently across the touchplate. It was hot, signalling that the heylin was fully charged, and he lifted an eyebrow. "No more were you," he said, with a quelling glance at the indignant major. "I accept the responsibility."
The major saluted, reluctantly, and Marcinik slipped the heylin into his own pocket. "Sieur Chase Mago—" he began, but the engineer was already shaking his head.
"I'm unarmed, colonel."
"Then let's continue," Marcinik said, and gestured for the startravellers to precede him. This time, the Watchers remained where they belonged, frozen among the stone branches. N'Halian, waiting on the far side of the archway, gave them an impatient nod. A trio of chamberlains, greying men in the long blue coats of their office, were waiting with him, leaning on their staffs of office.
Silence frowned slightly, seeing them. Always before, the Hegemon had gone out of his way to keep their meetings informal; this time he seemed to be doing everything he could to make certain the proper members of the household witnessed their arrival. "Why the publicity, my lord vizier?" she asked softly, using the coinë of the space lanes rather than the High Speech of the court, as she took her place at n'Halian's elbow.
The vizier gave her a quick, sideways glance before answering. "His Most Serene Majesty would honor you according to your rank."
He had used the High Speech, Silence noted, as though he'd intended to be overheard. "And what rank's that?" she asked, still in coinë. "'I—we—have no official position here."
N'Halian slipped into coinë at last, this time with a rather annoyed glance at the nearest of the chamberlains. "You are a subject of his Majesty'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 dropped back a half-step, so that she was no longer walking at n'Halian's side. The reception they'd had, after the secrecy of the flight that had brought them to the Palace, worried her; she couldn't think of a good reason for this sudden reversal.
The chamberlains led them down a long corridor that fed abruptly into a huge, high-ceilinged hall. The floor was covered with a thick, snow-white carpet, and the walls and massive support pillars were hung with more carpets, these woven in subtle, muted shades of grey. Strange bluish shadows flickered briefly across the carpets. Silence glanced up, not wanting to seem too obviously ignorant, and saw, high in the vaulted ceiling, a miniature skyscape. Clouds flicked across the scene, swelling and changing, then vanishing without releasing their burden of rain.
"You better hope it doesn't rain here," Balthasar murmured, and Silence heard Chase Mago's choked snort of laughter in response. She smiled herself, tardily recognizing a magus's illusion, and followed the vizier down the length of the hall. The layers of carpet swallowed any sound of footsteps. They moved in an unnatural quiet, broken only by the hiss of the silk coats and the heavier rustling of the vizier's furs.
At the end of the hall, one of the chamberlains used his staff to touch a plate set above the gold-studded door. Chimes sounded somewhere inside, muffled like everything else by the carpets, and then, very slowly, the door was drawn back. A second chamberlain said, "The vizier Halian n'Halian, Colonel Marcinik, the doctor Leigh, Her husbands."
The figure in the doorway was also familiar: the Hegemon's favorite page. The boy bowed deeply, almost double, and answered, "His Majesty expects them."
The first chamberlain returned the bow, and stepped back from the door. The second chamberlain bowed, too, not as deeply as the others, and said, "I commit them to your care."
The page bowed again, and opened the door fully. Silence caught a brief glimpse of a warmly lit room, walls alternately paneled and hung with woven gold, and men in the elaborate robes of the Thousand and the Ten Thousand gathered in little groups beneath branching lamps that held globes and eggs and rounded polygons filled with fixed fire. Then the page gestured, with yet another bow, for n'Halian to precede him down a path marked by a crimson 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 make even Balthasar obey. Silence drew herself up to her full height, wishing for only the second time in her life for the protection of the court regalia, with its floor-length veil, and did as she was told. From pictures and descriptions she recognized the Hall of Audience, the place where the Hegemon heard the 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 more public way of announcing both her presence and the Hegemon's patronage of their group. Already, she could hear the whispers beginning, and did her best to shut out the surprised disapproval.
"Bow," n'Halian hissed again, and Silence did so, automatically. She caught a dizzying glimpse of the Hegemonic throne—a massive construction of gold and precious minerals and the wood-ivory that was the bone of the semi-sentient reef-dwellers of Alonae, a display of wealth that transcended any question of taste—but then the page opened the small door that stood to the left of the throne.
"Your Majesty, the persons you sent for."
N'Halian swept through the narrow doorway without disdaining to acknowledge the page, and the others followed. The page closed the door gently behind them. Silence realized then that they had been admitted to one of the Hegemon's private meeting rooms, a privilege that at least some of the nobles waiting in the Hall would never achieve. The realization was at once flattering and frightening; to calm herself, she glanced quickly around the room, concentrating on her surroundings.
The place was instantly familiar, from the shielded computer cabinet and the locked book-presses to the massive desk and the immense inverted pyramid with its light-bearing homunculissima, to the cluster of tabourets and the black-robed magus sitting in the central place. The Hegemon had brought his private office with him from Inarime, furniture, books, and all. For a moment, seeing Isambard sitting so calmly among the scattered papers, Silence could almost imagine herself back on Inarmine, a half-trained fugitive.
"Thank you, Halian. Sieuri, welcome." Adeben Kibbe pushed aside the last of the papers that filled his desk, and leaned back in his chair. It alone was new, a tall, carved thing that strongly resembled a throne. The Hegemon, not a tall man by anyone's reckoning, should have been dwarfed by it; Silence was not surprised to see that he dominated it and the entire room.
"Thank you, your Majesty," she said, and was a little surprised at her own presumption. "May I ask what's prompted so—" She hesitated delicately and deliberately over the next word. "—flattering a welcome?"
The Hegemon smiled. Silence was aware as well of the vizier's amusement, like the sudden warmth of a fire, and of Isambard's more measured approval. "I have a present for you, sieura—for all of you." The Hegemon gestured gracefully toward Isambard's hunched figure. "Thus I summoned Doctor Isambard as well."
"A present?" Chase Mago said, softly, but the Hegemon heard him.
"A present—a gift," he amended, switching to coinë with a bland smile. Silence heard Chase Mago gasp affrontedly, and Balthasar's stifled snicker.
She suppressed her own annoyance. The Hegemon was deliberately baiting them, first with his mention of a gift and then with the insulting shift from the courtiers' High Speech to the common coinë.
The Hegemon continued. "My agents have been fortunate enough to acquire . . . something that should be very useful to you in your search." He paused, clearly expecting a question, but Silence met his gaze with a blank stare. The quiet lengthened.
Isambard said, with some asperity, "Your Majesty, I have been waiting for an hour to hear about this mysterious gift. If it will please you to hear me ask, very well, I am asking: what is it?"
Silence winced at the bluntness of the magus's words, but Adeben did not seem to be offended. "It's very gracious of you to indulge me, Isambard. I trust you'll indulge me further, and allow me to begin at the beginning." He reached for the papers he had pushed aside at their arrival, and swept on without waiting for an answer. "Three weeks ago, on Enkomi, the local satrap's guards were called out to deal with a disturbance in the Pale."
Balthasar snorted at that, and Silence hid a grin. Enkomi's Pale was notoriously rowdy, and the satrap's forces equally notorious for their inefficiency. The Hegemon continued unheeding. "When the guard-captain and his men arrived at the bar in question, they found a fight in progress among the crew of a Rose-Worlder merchantman. One man, the ship's captain, was already dead; the others were apparently trying to take the killer into custody themselves. The satrap's men arrested both parties, and the killer threw herself onto his—the satrap's—mercy." Adeben looked up, allowing himself a faint smile. "I believe the Rose Worlds' legal code considers homicide to be an extremely serious matter." He referred to his papers again, theatrically. "Her plea was accepted, over the Rose-Worlders' protests. I might add that the woman was the merchantman's record-keeper—"
"Supercargo," Balthasar murmured, but there was a new, approving note in his voice.
The Hegemon lifted his eyebrow. "As you say. In any case, she is more than willing to trade everything she knows about the Rose Worlds and the star roads that lead between them—and about the engines that block the Earth-road—for her life."
Chase Mago said, "May I ask, your Majesty, how you got her to admit she knew about the Earth-road? From all I've heard, they put a geas on their people."
"Any geas can be broken," Adeben answered, "as you well know. And in this case, our knowing that the engines were there helped make it easy." He glanced 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 more important than all others. "I was wondering more about the price."
The Hegemon smiled. "I thought it was good merchant practice to examine the goods first, and then inquire the price." He held up his hand, forestalling Chase Mago's immediate response. "Frankly, Sieuri I wish you would—interview—the supercargo first, and decide for yourselves if her information will be of any use to you. Then we can talk about the thing that I want."
Silence glanced at the men to either side, and saw her own suspicions reflected in their faces. Before she could say anything, however, Isambard said, "That seems reasonable, your Majesty. Thank you."
Silence bit back her anger, recognizing from the magus's tone that no argument of hers would sway him. At least, she thought bitterly, the Hegemon didn't quite have the gall to try to pass off this supercargo's information as payment of the debt he owed her for destroying the enemy fleet at the Battle of Niminx. No, this was just the bait for some political favor, and probably an unpleasant one.
"Certainly." The Hegemon gestured to Marcinik, still waiting by the door. "Colonel, if you'd escort them to the cell block? You may use the private way."
"Very good, your Majesty," Marcinik answered.
The page rose from the corner where he'd been sitting, and crossed the room to place his palm against one of the diamond-shaped tiles that formed a band along three of the room's four walls. There was a dull pop, and a narrow door sagged open in the wall to the left of the massive desk. Marcinik bowed to the Hegemon, and stepped forward to pull the door fully open. Isambard stood slowly, gathering his robes around him, and beckoned for the others to join him. Reluctantly, Silence followed him through the narrow opening, and the page shut the door behind them.
The latch had barely clicked shut before Balthasar murmured, "Doesn't it figure they'd have a jail here?"
"Yes, it does," Chase Mago said, grimly. "Marcinik, where exactly are we going?"
There was a note in his voice that made Silence take a quick step forward and catch hastily at his sleeve. This was no time for the engineer to come to the end of his prodigious patience. "Hang on a minute, Julie, take it easy." To Marcinik, she added, "Could we have a few more details, Marcinik?"
"Of course, I'm sorry." The colonel looked genuinely chagrined, and Silence felt Chase Mago's muscles relax under her touch.
"They brought her—the supercargo—here for privacy, and so you could talk to her more easily," Marcinik continued. "This isn't really a jail. Of course there are secure sections; they were built for things like this. You should be flattered: this is part of the private passage." Silence glanced around the tiny, beige-walled cubicle, and had to stifle a slightly hysterical laugh. After the opulence of the rest of the Winter Palace, the undecorated room and the equally plain staircase that spiralled down from one corner seemed almost to belong to some other place entirely. Her eyes met Balthasar's, and the Delian gave her a mocking grin before stepping forward to murmur something in Chase Mago's ear. The engineer shrugged him away, but managed a reluctant smile.
"If you'll follow me?" Marcinik went on.
Silence stood back to let Isambard precede her down the curving staircase, grateful it was a closed spiral. She counted twenty complete turns before they reached the bottom, and guessed that they had come down at least two levels, were now below ground level. "Secure section" this might be, she thought, but it was beginning to look very much like a conventional jail.
The stairway ended in another beige-walled cubicle, this one with its door directly opposite the last step. The jamb was painted red—the first mark of color Silence had seen since they'd left the audience chamber—and the flat silver panel of a two-stage lock replaced any visible latch-plate.
"Tell me, Colonel," Isambard said abruptly, "what sort of restraint is this woman under?"
Marcinik hesitated for an instant, then set his palm against the silver plate. "Restraint?" He did not glance at the star-travellers behind him.
Isambard, Silence thought savagely, had no such delicacy. The magus said, a touch of impatience in his voice, "Is she under geas, or trance-bound, or—which?"
"Trance-bound, I believe," Marcinik answered, with some distaste. A chime sounded then, and the door swung open, sparing him the necessity of a more detailed answer. "Sieuri, we're entering the secure section of the palace. I'll ask you to bear that in mind."
He had not looked at Balthasar, Silence thought, but his meaning couldn't've been clearer. Chase Mago said, with some relish, "That's one for you, Denis."
The Delian grimaced, but said nothing.
The secure section had wider corridors, with walls that were painted a white tinged with the faintest admixture of blue. Every ten meters or so, a shallow alcove was set into the wall. As they passed the first one, Silence glanced sideways, into the red-glowing eyes of a guard-homunculus. It took every ounce of her control not to jump back in surprise. She made herself walk stiffly away instead, matching the others' pace, telling herself the creature was passive now, would not harm them… Only if they somehow lost their authorization—was Marcinik himself their passport, she wondered suddenly?—would the homunculus become active. Balthasar touched her shoulder, making her start, but when she glanced up, the Delian's face showed only a sort of sympathetic encouragement. Chase Mago, too, had slowed his steps a little, so that her shoulder was almost rubbing against his arm. His massive presence was calming, and Silence made herself look into each alcove until she was certain the guard-homunculi could no longer surprise her.
The corridor ended abruptly, at another door that carried a two-stage lock. Marcinik put his palm to the plate, but this time the door slid open to reveal another man in the uniform of the True Thousand.
"Colonel," the stranger said. His tone was polite enough, but his eyes were wary, and his right hand wasn't far from the butt of his slung heylin.
"Captain Drieu," Marcinik answered. "These are the persons his Majesty wished you to admit."
Drieu's eyes flickered over the group, pausing briefly and unhappily on Balthasar, but then he seemed to relax slightly.
"Very good, colonel." As he spoke, he gestured unobtrusively with his left hand, and Silence was suddenly aware of the fading of a tension so all-pervasive that she hadn't noticed it until it was gone. She frowned —it was something she should have noticed, if she was going to call herself a magus—but then Drieu was motioning for them to enter.
"This way, sieuri, if you please."
They emerged into an odd, curved room, its walls banded with multicolored tubes of fixed fire—less a room, Silence thought suddenly, than a corridor, a circular corridor ringing some hidden core. More doors like the one through which they'd entered seemed to feed into the ring, and each was sealed with one of the complex two-stage locks. A pair of troopers in the Thousand's battle dress paced slowly along the curve, sonic rifles cradled in their arms. Another half-dozen troopers were seated on a set of benches between two doors, their rifles stowed neatly beneath their feet, but instead of playing cards or talking, their eyes were fixed on the newcomers. Silence shivered and looked away, but she was still aware of that measuring stare.
Drieu led them along the curve of the corridor, following the pair of troopers, until they came to a door set into the inner wall. Seeing it, Isambard's head lifted sharply, and, a moment later, Silence felt the same cold harmony frozen in the metal. She frowned, and studied the door more closely. It seemed to be a rather ordinary door, an elongated hexagon like a starship's hatch, ribs running from each corner to meet in a central boss… Her eyes narrowed then. Six was a stable figure, more complex than solid, simple four, not as involved as busy eight; six was complex enough to carry a stasis field, and simple enough to add its own considerable strength to whatever formulae a magus chose to superimpose on it. She held her breath, and thought she could almost see the lines of the field, a faint, bluish haze clinging to the edge of the door, and running down the ribs to flare into a white-hot spark in the center of the boss itself. She blinked, and the perception faded.
"Your token, please, colonel?" Drieu said, and Silence shook herself back to reality.
Marcinik reached carefully into the inner pocket of his coat and pulled out a small cloth pouch. Its cords were knotted together at the top, and the knot had been covered with a skin of bright red wax. Drieu took the bag, wrapping his hand completely around it, then touched the door's boss lightly with his knuckles. There was a flash of heat, and a subliminal snapping sound, and then an almost invisible panel slid back, revealing a tiny keyboard. Drieu fingered that with his left hand, careful to stand so that his body blocked everyone's sight of the keys, and, with a groaning sound, the boss sank into the main part of the door and the whole thing split along the line of the ribs, each segment drawing back into the frame.
Isambard nodded almost proprietorially. "Angelos-lock," he murmured.
Silence nodded back, hiding a sudden surge of resentment—she had guessed that herself—and was saved from having to make a polite answer by Drieu's next words.
"I'm sorry, colonel, I'm only authorized to allow you and the magi into the chamber. The sieuri will have to wait outside."
Silence tensed, waiting for the explosion from Balthasar, but to her surprise, the Delian made no answer. Chase Mago said, "That's no trouble to us, colonel."
"Very well," Marcinik said. "You'll wait here, then. Doctor Isambard, sieura—Doctor Leigh, will you come with me?"
"Of course," Isambard answered, with a touch of annoyance.
Marcinik smiled, and gestured for the magus to precede him into the inner room. Silence braced herself—she disliked the idea of trance-binding almost as much as she disliked the idea of a geas, but would not show her unease—and followed, Marcinik at her elbow.
The inner room was much smaller than she had expected, as though the walls were very thick, and there was a still, dead quality to the air that set her teeth on edge. The space itself was cylindrical, divided into two semicircular sections by a transparent wall that seemed to be made of lumpy purple glass. A balding man in the red-trimmed robes of a Master in Fire was sitting in a pillow-chair on their side of the glass, a complicated meditation-pattern sketched with colored sand on the floor in front of him. Beyond the glass lay a woman, brown-skinned, fairhaired, arms 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 prepared the trance, they had not noticed the supercargo's gender, rather than sought to exploit it.
"Master?" Marcinik said quietly, and the balding man's shoulder twitched beneath the red-trimmed robe.
"Colonel," he said, without turning, and without taking his eyes from the colored sand on the floor at his feet. "And Doctor—Isambard, is it?"
"And Doctor Leigh," Marcinik answered. He glanced at the older magus, his expression unreadable. "I leave the rest to you, sieuri." He stepped away, setting his back against the door, without waiting for a response.
Isambard nodded absently. "How is the girl held, master—?"
"Maedon Bee, doctor." The balding man's head shifted slightly, and one hand rose to indicate the complex pattern in front of him. "She's trance-bound—the trance of Giduarius."
Silence frowned. She had never made a close study of the arts of binding, and was not familiar with the schema for that particular trance—after her experiences on the troopship, she had a strong aversion to any kind of compulsive bond—but she had encountered references to the Giduarian trance in other literature. It was one of the strongest bonds, and among the most dangerous, though if properly set it would hold even the strongest of magi immobile and impotent, his thoughts accessible to any half-trained apprentice, until the maker of the bond chose to release him. But if the bond-maker made the slightest error at any stage in the long and complicated process, or if the victim struggled unduly, or any one of dozens of variables had not been calculated perfectly, the victim would die, or, worse still, go mad, his disordered mind a deadly snare for the bond-maker. Silence found herself staring at the supercargo's plain brown face with something approaching loathing, and made herself look away. Isambard was frowning, too, and Bee seemed to sense their unease.
"The trance was made by my own teacher, Rassiy, who is leader of the Alasset school on Enkomi. The woman has been questioned once, superficially, and no harm came of it." Bee glanced again at his hands, closing his eyes, and the hint of emotion drained out of his voice, leaving it as thick and toneless as the air in the little room. "I brought her from the depths to the lightless plain as soon as I was informed you would be coming. She is ready for your questions."
Isambard grunted and took a step forward, staring over the Master in Fire's shoulder at the meditation-pattern. "This is the schema?"
"The sketch of it, Doctor," Bee answered.
Isambard lifted an eyebrow, but said only, "Come here, Silence."
His tone brooked no refusal. Reluctantly, the pilot stepped forward herself, so that she stood at Bee's left, and turned her attention to the pattern on the floor. The usual linear formulae had been laid out in a mantric frame, presumably to reinforce the self-perpetuating bond, and it took her a moment to pick out the normal shape of the equation. Most of the symbols were familiar—ordinary, simple signs that, in conjunction with each other, took on a new and terrible meaning. Silence shivered, catching an echo of the trance-bond's cold power.
"Well?" Isambard demanded. "What is your analysis?"
"A most—impressive structure," Silence answered, and knew she had not fully hidden her fear.
At the sound of her voice, Bee started, and for the first time took his eyes from the meditation-pattern. "A woman—“ he began, glancing quickly from Isambard to Silence to the supercargo. "Then it's true—"
"I wouldn't indulge in unprofitable speculation," Marcinik said softly from his place by the door.
"Mind your work, Master," Isambard snapped, almost in the same moment.
Quelled, Bee dropped his eyes to the meditation-pattern, murmuring an incoherent apology. Isambard smiled thinly, but Silence was aware of Bee's continued curiosity, and of his sidelong glances, hastily concealed.
"Impressive, certainly," Isambard continued, as though there had been no interruption. "And very powerful. A well-considered piece of work." He stepped forward again, carefully avoiding the strewn sand, and placed one hand against the lumpy glass that separated their room from the supercargo. "Come, Silence."
"I'd rather not," the pilot answered, and almost instinctively folded her hands behind her back.
Isambard gave her an annoyed look. "Don't be squeamish, girl. I'll need your assessment as well, if this is to be of use."
"I'd rather not," Silence said again, and put all her strength into that refusal. She would not, could not, bear to question that still form, to invade the other woman's bound mind. "You know what's needed as well as I do."
Isambard frowned, but, as Silence had hoped, did not pursue the issue in Bee's presence. "As you wish," he said, and closed his eyes. Silence saw his hand contract slightly, then flatten against the lumpy glass.
She was never sure how long they stood there, unspeaking, barely daring to breathe, before the phantoms began to appear. At first, she thought that somehow Isambard had been careless, that the tantalizing shapes were as much emotion as image, but then, glancing hastily toward Bee and then toward Marcinik, still standing motionless against the locked door, she knew that Isambard was doing it deliberately, and that the display was for her alone. She looked away hurriedly, searching for something that would let her break the fascination being woven for her, but everything in the little room was intended to hold the supercargo in her trance. Each object led the eye back to the still figure beyond the purple glass.
Silence shook herself, hard, trying to think of something—anything—that would distract her, but the tantalizing images broke through her guard. For a fleeting instant, it seemed as though she stood on a balcony in a strange city, where the air smelled of foreign spices and the dim stars were arranged in unfamiliar patterns. She gasped, and a flat lagoon stretched before her, violet water under a metallic, cloud-streaked sky. Then she was bombarded with a rain of images, voidmarks from a dozen different star roads, each more tempting than the last. Almost in spite of herself, she stepped forward, and laid her hand against the glass. Isambard's power caught and held her, guiding her entry into the trance-bound mind.
The supercargo's mind was like a frozen garden, images curled in on themselves like ferns caught by frost. Silence cringed, afraid that she would somehow touch one of the fragile, ice-colored images and damage it beyond saving. She could not help remembering the troopship again, and how she had fought just such a geas, and overcome it for herself and for her husbands, and she was bitterly ashamed. The emotion whirled within her, threatening to break free; she gasped and heard, or thought she heard, Isambard's angry voice.
Control yourself girl. This is no place for that.
With an effort, Silence fought down the memory, concentrating instead on the First Principles, until those stern words had caged her unruly thoughts.
Better, Isambard said dryly. Now see what we've gained.
Reluctantly, Silence turned her attention outward again, trying not to see the frozen images. Isambard's presence—he seemed little more than a black robe, so deeply had he submerged himself in his studies—seemed to float ahead of her. She followed the ghostly form, half afraid of what she'd find. At last he paused, and seemed to gesture; the shapes around them seemed to spring into unnatural life. Silence winced, overwhelmed by the rush of knowledge—knowledge of the star roads, knowledge of the ways of the Rose Worlds and of the Rose Worlders' ships, knowledge even of great engines that stood along a forbidden road… The pilot drew back then, dazed by the rush of information, pushing forward her own knowledge and strength to dim the flaring images. Seen through that screen, it seemed odd that a supercargo should know so much. Of course, she told herself, a supercargo would have to know a little about every aspect of ship handling, but still, the indefinable strangeness remained. Cautiously, she reached out to probe the supercargo's mind, delicately searching for the knowledge that lay behind the superficial images.
Almost at once she met resistance, like a wall of glass rather than the ice that filled the rest of the supercargo's mind. Silence hesitated, not wanting to push too hard, and then the wall seemed to shatter, the sound of the falling shards blending into a note that struck an answer-big chord in her own memory. The voidmarks of the Earth-road itself rose in her mind—not the maimed, broken symbols she herself had seen through the distorting music of the Rose Worlders' engines, but the true marks in all their glory. It was too much to stumble over, unprepared; Silence thrust herself away from the seductive music.
She was herself again, standing at Bee's left hand, her own right hand braced against the glass wall. The sudden shift in perception, of reality, was sickening; she swallowed hard, closing her eyes against the quaking world. After perhaps a dozen heartbeats, she had mastered herself enough to step back, away from the wall, but the sickness stayed in the pit of her stomach. She could not quite bring herself to look at the supercargo's still figure, the colors of skin and hair dulled by the colored glass. Instead, she stared at the floor, doing her best to avoid the bright sands of the meditation-pattern. How could you do it? she demanded of herself. After everything, after you yourself were under geas, how could you let yourself be tricked into doing this?
"Yes, that was most enlightening." Isamband's voice was almost painfully self-satisfied, and Silence felt her stomach heave. Somehow, she made a neutral answer, but the older magus continued, unheeding, "I think we will be able to learn a great deal from her."
Silence stood mute, unable to think of any suitable reply. Marcinik cleared his throat. "I beg your pardon, sieuri, but his Majesty asked me, if you found the information useful, to bring you back to him at once, so that you might discuss the—price."
Silence looked up sharply. She had been so caught up in her own feelings that she had almost forgotten about the Hegemon's bargain. She glanced at Isambard, and saw the magus's face set in its most unreadable expression.
"Very well," Isambard said, after a pause that was fractionally too long. "Since his Majesty wishes it so."
"He does," Marcinik said, and touched a signal plate on the wall behind him.
 



Chapter 2
 
They returned to the Hegemon's chamber the same way they'd come, Marcinik hurrying them through the maze of corridors as though there were some unstated deadline. Silence, her thoughts still whirling from what she had done and from the vision of the Earth-road, was grateful for the haste that kept the others from asking awkward questions. Even so, she was aware of Chase Mago's eyes on her, and knew that both her husbands recognized that something had happened. At the top of the last stairway, Marcinik touched a hidden signal button, and stood back to wait. For a long moment nothing happened, and Balthasar's mouth curved slowly into a smile.
"Don't tell me he's forgotten us."
Silence shuddered, her nerves still raw, and barely stopped herself from snapping angrily at him. She knew Chase Mago had seen her convulsive movement, and glanced up, meeting the engineer's eyes in mute appeal. Chase Mago gave her a reassuring smile, and said, "Denis."
Balthasar turned, his rather startled expression fading to one of annoyance and then of understanding. As the door scraped open at last, he said, "Pull yourself together, woman, there's work to do."
Silence nodded, unexpectedly heartened by the Delian's words. Chase Mago frowned, but any response either could have made was cut off by the page's censorious, "Sieuri, his Majesty is waiting."
The lights had been lowered in the Hegemon's private chamber, the fixed fire burning low at the tips of the quasicandles. In the dimmer light, the monkeylike homunculissimae looked even more grotesque than before, but Silence barely glanced at them. A gold-chased coffee service had been set on a low table in front of the row of tabourets, four fragile cups arranged in a formal square beside the urn. Silence wondered who would not be invited to drink, then realized that Marcinik had once again stepped aside, to take his place by the outer door.
"Sieuri." The Hegemon's great chair had been moved to the head of the line of tabourets, far enough away from the table to make it clear that Adeben would not take coffee with them. It was not a deliberate insult, Silence knew, but an attempt to make things more comfortable—the etiquette involved in actually sharing food or drink with the reigning Hegemon was complex beyond imagining—but even so she could not help feeling a touch of anger.
"Please be seated," the Hegemon continued. "You'll take coffee with me?" Without waiting for an answer, the page slipped forward, and filled each of the fragile cups. Silence accepted hers politely—there was nothing else 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 warmth and solidity to chase away the lingering sickness. Her recovery wouldn't last, she knew, but she hoped it would be enough to get her through this meeting.
Isambard tasted his coffee ceremoniously and nodded, murmuring some proper compliment. The Hegemon smiled austerely, and Silence hoped he wouldn't prolong the amenities out of sheer mischief. Then Adeben seemed to shake himself, and said, "Does my—gift meet with your approval, Doctor Isambard?"
Isambard took his time answering, straining Silence's equanimity almost to the breaking point. She stared into her coffee, not daring to speak for fear she would betray how much the encounter with the supercargo had shaken her, and willed Isambard to answer. At last, just as Silence was ready to speak herself, the older magus said, "It is a most generous present, your Majesty. I am able to read almost everything we will need to know in her mind."
Silence saw her husbands exchange a wary look, and frowned warningly at them. Balthasar grinned, but said nothing.
"Then you'll agree my help is worth quite a bit," Adeben continued smoothly.
But just how much do you want? Silence thought. She felt her shoulders stiffen painfully, and set her cup carefully aside. Before Isambard could answer, she said, "Indeed, what the supercargo can tell us will help, but of course your Majesty has already promised all his assistance."
A pair of tiny lines appeared between Isambard's eyebrows, and Silence wondered if she had gone too far. If all else failed, she had the Hegemon's assurance—in writing—that he was personally in her debt, but that was a promise she had hoped to use for more important things. The Hegemon smiled.
"I do acknowledge that, Sieura Doctor, as of course I must. But this additional help, I should think, would be worth additional cooperation from you."
Isambard said, "As your Majesty says. But it would help if we knew what your Majesty wants from us."
Adeben leaned forward slightly. From such a controlled man, it was as startling, as if he'd suddenly stood up and started to pace the length of the room. Silence felt a chill go down her spine, and saw both her husbands set their cups aside. Only Isambard seemed unaffected.
"Sieuri," Adeben said. "You are aware, of course, of the political situation here. I am newly come to the throne—" He managed a rather wry smile. "—and I hold power only by right of conquest."
He paused and, after a moment, Chase Mago said slowly, "With respect, your Majesty, the majority of your subjects seem to prefer you to your predecessor."
The Hegemon nodded. "I won't pretend they don't. That will hold me safe against rebellion, for now—that and the fact that I control the True Thousand, and the True Thousand controls the army. But, as you, sieura doctor, are only too well aware, my legitimate child, the child of my First Wife, is a daughter. I have no legal sons."
So it comes 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 longer a concern of mine. All that matters is how this affects us.
"As I remember," she said aloud, "you've one son older than her Serenity—he's in your navy, I think—and at least two others who're officially of your household." She let the unspoken question hang in the air between them.
The Hegemon nodded. "That's true," he said, "and I intend Azarian to inherit. But—" He smiled again, with even less humor than before. "—he is not legitimate, and there are too many families among the Hundred—those families that can claim kinship with the ruling house, Captain Balthasar—who have legal sons. One of my oldest friends has already hinted that his son would make a worthy successor. He would have had the boy marry Aili, but he scotched that plan." He nodded toward Marcinik, standing expressionless by the door.
"And how, your Majesty, can we prevent it?" Silence asked.
"You stand a good chance of reaching Earth." The Hegemon fixed his eyes on her, and Silence shivered a little under that unblinking stare. "You have come very close to succeeding twice already. The Hegemony's interest in that search is quite well known; I've already hinted that I am as interested in it as was my predecessor. In fact, I've gone so far as to say to those who have pressed me to name an heir that I will leave this kingdom to whichever son of the Hundred discovers—or sponsors an expedition to discover—the true road to Earth. I intend for Azarian to meet those conditions."
No one said anything for a long moment, but then Isambard said mildly, "You can't seriously mean to do this, your Majesty."
Adeben lifted an eyebrow, but showed no other sign of displeasure. "And why not? I grant you, the men I've spoken to now think that I'm evading the issue, but there's nothing in law or custom to prevent me."
Silence hesitated, trying to think of something she could say that might stop him. The trouble is, she thought, in the bizarre world of the Thousand and the Hundred, where every gesture, every common daily act was filled with special meaning, it could well work. The only thing that could go wrong is if we fail. She opened her mouth to say as much, but Balthasar spoke first.
"That's for fairy tales; this is real."
Adeben looked down his nose at the Delian. "Yes, it is real, Captain. And I intend for my son to inherit."
Silence cut in hastily, afraid of what else Balthasar might say. "And what if we don't reach Earth, your Majesty?"
The Hegemon turned to face her, the tight lines of temper easing from the corners of his mouth. "Sieura Doctor, you have every incentive of your own to reach Earth, and I have no doubt that you will do it. If you fail, I'll think of some other way. But for now, will you take my—my son's charter?"
"Will you give us a little time to discuss this?" Silence asked, and Adeben shook his head.
"I'm sorry, Sieura Doctor, but I must have your answer now."
Silence sighed. They had little choice in the matter—but then, she told herself, it hardly made any difference. They would make the attempt to reach Earth regardless of any political capital that might be made of the trip later. A mere piece of paper couldn't hurt them, and in the long run it would only put the Hegemon more deeply in their debt.
Glancing at the others, she saw the same knowledge reflected in their faces. She raised an eyebrow in wordless question, and Chase Mago gave a fractional nod. Balthasar scowled, but Silence stared at him until he shrugged and nodded.
"We're agreed, then," she said, and looked to Isambard.
"Very well," the older magus said. "It shall be as his Majesty wishes."
Adeben motioned to the page, who crossed to the desk and returned a moment later with a ribboned binder. "This is the charter," the Hegemon said. "Will you sign?"
"Pretty damned confident," Balthasar muttered, but nodded. Silence said, "We'll sign."
In the end, all four signed their names beneath the Hegemon's seal, and Marcinik and the page witnessed that and the young prince's scrawled signature at the top of the charter. When they had finished, Adeben sighed softly. "It's done," he said, almost in disbelief, then shook himself. "Colonel. Escort the sieuri back to the villa, and see that they have every facility they need—see to it personally, Marcinik, if you please."
"Of course, your Majesty," Marcinik said, bowing, and gestured for the others to precede him from the room.
The flight back around the planet to the villa outside Anshar' Asteriona seemed even longer than it had before. Silence, her nerves already stretched taut, was only too aware of Balthasar's leashed anger. Her brief recovery was wearing off, too; at last, she leaned back against the cushioned seat and pretended to sleep.
They arrived at the villa in the fading darkness of a cloudy morning. Marcinik, who had quarters in the main palace complex in Anshar' Asteriona itself, excused himself at once, and vanished in the flyer. Silence hurried ahead of the others into the villa's main hall, murmuring something disjointed about getting some sleep.
"At this point, we might as well stay up," Balthasar growled. There was a note in his voice that stopped the pilot in her tracks.
"What's eating you, Denis?" Chase Mago said.
Balthasar didn't answer at once, shouting instead for a serving homunculus. When the creature appeared, its sculpted features oblivious to the hour, he ordered it to have a breakfast laid in the dining room, and turned away from its bowing acknowledgement. "Are you particularly happy with all this, Julie?"
"Reasonably," Chase Mago answered, and for the first time, there was a hint of anger in his voice. "You know as well as I do that the weak point in our plan was what to do once we got to Earth. Now we have information that will help us, and the Hegemon's even deeper in our debt. Why shouldn't I be happy? Why shouldn't you?"
"I'm not," Balthasar snapped back. "You're the one who always said we should steer clear of politics, not me. And I'm not wild about the way we're getting this 'help.'"
Silence lifted both hands to her face, unwinding her veil and then pressing her palms against her eyes. The nausea had vanished, but it had been replaced by a slowly worsening ache behind her temples. The pressure brought an instant's relief, but the pain returned almost immediately.
"Neither am I," Chase Mago said. His voice was barely under control now. "But we need it."
"We'd manage—" Balthasar began, and Silence said desperately, "Will you both shut up?"
"How the hell could you do it?" Balthasar demanded. "Silence, you know what it's like. You were bound too."
"I didn't have any choice," Silence snapped, and to her horror her voice broke in a sob. She turned her back on both men, but not before Chase Mago saw, and took a step forward.
"Silence?" he asked.
"Leave me alone, Julie, ignore it," Silence said, furious with them and with herself. "It's just that my head hurts. I'll fight fair."
The engineer froze, waiting. Silence dug her knuckles into the corners of her eyes, fighting to control herself. After a few moments, Balthasar said, sullenly, "I'm listening."
"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 guilt. She heard Balthasar 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 the shelter of the engineer's arms.
"I told you," she said, with difficulty, "I didn't have much choice. The place—the whole room was set up to draw you in, to make it easy to read her, and then, when I said I didn't want to, Isambard let me see little bits, projected what he saw, until I couldn't help looking for myself." Her voice trailed off in defeat. There was no way Balthasar could understand, she thought greyly; he distrusted the magi's power too much already. "I can't explain. I wish—I know I shouldn't've done it."
The hall was very quiet for a long time—so quiet that Silence could hear the clatter of dishes in the dining room as the homunculi laid out the breakfast. Beyond the treated glass that framed the door the sun was rising, turning the clouds white. Finally, Balthasar said softly, "I'm sorry."
Silence nodded, but didn't turn, not knowing quite what the Delian meant, and a moment later felt his hand on her shoulder.
"Forgive me?" he said again, and this time she turned into his embrace.
"It's all right," Balthasar said. "It's all right."
Silence didn't know how long she stood there, her head resting against Balthasar's shoulder, before Chase Mago cleared his throat gently. "If anyone wants it," he said, "there's breakfast waiting."
Silence pushed herself away, and even managed a smile at the engineer's indulgent tone. Balthasar laughed aloud, and gestured for the other man to lead the way.
The breaking of the emotional tension had eased Silence's headache, and the sight of food was almost welcome. She accepted a plate from the steaming sideboard, and settled herself at the table beneath the single long window. The sun was well up now; she touched the control board to darken the glass against the glare.
"Still," Chase Mago said, as he seated himself at the pilot's right, "I would like to know just what it is we're getting."
Balthasar grunted agreement, and came to join them, his plate heaped high. Silence sighed, recognizing that the brief respite had ended, and set her cup aside. "Apparently, this woman—she was a round-ship's supercargo—knows at least a little bit about everything. There's a whole lot of data on general shipping procedures, and she seems to know names of roads and even some voidmarks—"
Balthasar looked up at that. "How'd she learn those? That's the pilot's business."
Silence shrugged. "I don't know, yet. We'll find out." She shuddered in spite of herself, and added, "Or Isambard'll find out, anyway." She managed a smile. "Don't worry, I don't intend to trust any of that kind of knowledge unless I've verified it myself."
"She could've picked it up subconsciously while the ship was in purgatory," Chase Mago said, frowning thoughtfully. "At least, I've heard that's possible."
Silence nodded. "Theoretically it is, anyway, and a trancebond's deep enough to reach that kind of buried knowledge. This was just a preliminary survey, anyway. The best thing is, she does seem to know something about the engines blocking the Earth-road, and that means she may actually have been to Earth herself."
Balthasar whistled softly. "Now, that would be useful."
"If," Chase Mago said. "Pass the coffee, Denis, would you?" 
Balthasar did as he was told, saying, "So how do we handle getting this information? I assume you don't want to do it, Silence."
"No," Silence said, flatly. She controlled herself with an effort, and went on, "Isambard will do it, and I'll tell him to have it transcribed."
"Our very own guidebook," Balthasar said. "Can we trust him to find out everything we need to know?"
We have to, Silence thought. I can't—I won't touch that woman's mind again. Aloud, she said, "He knows enough about star travel. I think 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 today?"
To Silence's disappointment—she had hoped for another day of rest —the new pipes arrived some hours before noon, and Chase Mago decided to begin the difficult installation procedure at once. The next two days were spent damping the harmonium, foam-packing the parts of the array that would not be changed, and wrapping the pipes nearest to the ones that would be replaced in dura-felt sleeves. Only then could the new pipes be fitted into their place in the main array. It was dull, delicate work, complicated by the fact that the smallest pipe, a thin, ice-blue cylinder of dolor-crystal barely longer than Silence's hand, proved to be flawed and had to be replaced from the yard. Finally, however, all the pipes were in place and the last of the damping was cleared from the harmonium, and Chase Mago began the millimetric adjustments that would bring the new pipes into perfect harmony with the rest of the array. Silence had neither the ear nor the patience for the work, and was almost relieved when one of the household homunculi appeared in the workshed to announce that Isambard had returned from the Winter Palace.
Chase Mago, crouched beside the tuning studs, merely grunted an acknowledgement, and Silence said quickly, "I'll go."
It took a moment for the words to register, but then the engineer looked up and nodded. "Yes, do that, would you?"
"Right," Silence said, and set the audirim monitor she had been using on the deckplates to Chase Mago's left. The engineer nodded again, but his attention was already back on his work. Silence nodded back, and turned to follow the homunculus from the engine room. At the main hatch the intercom buzzed, and Balthasar's voice crackled from the speaker.
"Silence? What's up?"
The pilot paused by the intercom panel. "Where's Isambard?" she asked.
"Doctor Isambard is in the study," the homunculus answered, in its emotionless voice.
"Then you can go. Tell him I'll be there in a moment," Silence said, and touched the intercom's answer button. "Isambard's back, Denis. He sent to say he wanted to see me."
"Have fun," Balthasar answered, and laughed.
"Thanks," Silence said, rather sourly, and broke the connection.
The villa did not have a study, in the usual sense of the owner's private library; instead, Isambard had ordered the household homunculi to bring broad tables and comfortable chairs into a room that had originally been intended as a gaming room, and had personally augmented the fixed-fire lamps so that it was possible to work for long periods at the tables. Silence paused just inside the doorway, blinking a little in spite of the heavy curtains pulled tight across the windows.
"You wanted to see me?" she asked, and frowned at the empty table caught in the cone of light. Its surface was covered with papers, but there was no sign of Isambard.
"Yes." The voice came from the shadowed corner to her left. Silence's frown deepened, and then she saw the magus. He was stooped over an ancient portfolio, his black robe effectively hiding him. "I have work for you." Isambard came forward as he spoke, and placed another sheaf of papers on the table.
"Oh?" Silence picked up the first sheet, and scanned Isambard's crabbed writing. It was part of the transcription of Isambard's "interview" with the Rose Worlder supercargo. The pilot shivered in spite of herself, and put the paper aside.
"This is the rough data," Isambard went on, as if he hadn't noticed the other's sudden revulsion. "If you won't help me collect it, at least you can set it into order for me. You know your husbands' training better than I; choose whatever system you think best." He stooped to pick up a final crumpled piece of paper, and set it on top of the rest. "I will be back here in two days with the rest."
"Wait," Silence said. "What's all this about—what are the topics?"
"Everything," Isambard answered, from the doorway. "I told you, this is the raw data. I leave its arrangement to you."
With that, he was gone. Silence stood for a moment, staring after him, then shook herself and sat down at the table. The drifts of paper were intimidating, but one thing that both her pilot's training and the course of study on Solitudo Hermae had stressed was the technique of ordering information. Years before, long before the Millennial Wars had shattered the Earth-road and Earth's hold on human-settled space, before the art of star travel had been fully understood, that sort of work had been done by artificial minds—and in truth, she thought, the old computers were more suited to it. But computers, because they parodied human thought, gave off a parody of the magi's powers—a sort of anti-thought that disrupted every function of the art; human minds could sort as well, and, once the mnemonic science had been fully developed, almost as efficiently as any machine. One sacrifices convenience for real power: that was the first lesson dinned into every apprentice of every art.
Silence sighed, and reached for the nearest sheet of paper. There were literally dozens of mnemonic systems, each one designed for a particular purpose; there was no point in trying to decide which one to use until she had made a survey of the data. At least she could rely on both Balthasar and Chase Mago to know the simple Guilian and the more complicated Grand Memory Theaters, as well as the Chanfro exercises that made learning such quantities of information possible in a limited time. Balthasar, too, had been trained as a pilot by the Cor Tauri guild's method, and would certainly know the hexagram system, but it was less likely that Chase Mago would know that highly visual method…
Silence shook herself, and forced herself to look 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 the wrong system, and forcing the data into a framework that it would not fit, or, worse still, that would distort the information it contained. She blanked her mind, putting aside all thoughts of any system, and began to read.
After perhaps an hour of reading more or less at random, she began to see patterns emerging in the data itself, and began to sort the sheets of paper into rough piles, following the pattern of the Grand Theater. Isambard had done his best to keep from putting more than one topic on each page, but, working without a system, he had been unable to be fully consistent in that. Looking at the mountain of paper in front of her, and knowing that there was more to come, Silence cursed softly, but then, grimly, set herself to copying out the older magus's notes so that they could be sorted more easily.
In the end, it took her almost two weeks to reduce the data Isambard had gathered to a manageable text that could be carefully transcribed by one of the homunculi. Looking at her own flash-printed copy, she had to admit that she was rather pleased by the results. For a first attempt, she thought, she'd done rather well. Still, she found herself glancing anxiously from her husbands to Isambard as she waited for them to finish skimming through the text. She could not quite read the emotions behind the abstracted expressions; she could only hope that she had done the right things.
Predictably, it was Balthasar who finished first, and set aside his copy with a wry smile. "As good as Valman's any day."
"It had better be," Silence answered, a little grimly. "Or better." Valman's Guide was the standard planetary almanac for the Hegemony and the Rusadir; it was also notoriously incomplete.
"I didn't mean it like that," Balthasar began, but before he could complete the sentence, Chase Mago looked up from his 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?"
Silence sighed, and darted a quick glance toward Isambard. The older magus was still absorbed in his book, and the pilot let herself relax a little. "That's one of the things we need to talk about," she said. "I don't think we should risk it—"
"And I disagree," Isambard said calmly, without looking up from his book. He turned the final two pages, then closed the book and set it on the table in front of him. "We have the information we need now, either to break the engines, or at the very least, make an excellent attempt at circumventing them—"
"Did the woman know the passwords?" Balthasar broke in, frowning.
Silence shook her bead. "No."
Isambard said, "But I believe I understand how the passwords are chosen, and how the responsors work. I believe I can convince the system to let us through."
"It sounds like a risk we don't have to take," Chase Mago said.
Silence gave a sigh of relief. She had been arguing with Isambard for the past few days over whether or not they should use the portolan 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. "I agree," she said, and Isambard said, "But this portolan method of yours is equally risky. This is too important to trust to some archaic theory, a theory that you admit you don't completely understand."
"And if we do it your way, and you can't unlock the engines," Silence retorted, "we'd have no choice except to break the engines—which would at the very least tell the Rose Worlders we were on the way."
"You've got a point there," Chase Mago murmured, with a smile. Then his smile faded slightly. "On the other hand, if we could sneak through, posing as a Rose Worlder ship…”
"We could do that anyway," Silence said. "We'll have to. I don't like the idea of my 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 said, thoughtfully. "You could always do that again, if things get bad."
"I did it once," Silence answered. "There's no guarantee I could do it again." The excuse was feeble, and she knew it. If she had been able to switch star roads once, under difficult conditions, manipulating two sets of voidmarks that reflected related harmonics and similar objects in the mundane universe, she could do it again.
Isambard smiled, but mastered himself almost at once. "If we use your portolan, Silence, you yourself said that we have to spend a great deal of time in mundane space. Isn't that so? Time in which the Rose Worlders can search for us with impunity. We—and particularly you, Silence—went to a good deal of trouble to obtain the portolan, but I don't think that should force us to use such a primitive method when a better one is available." He looked directly at Balthasar. "What do you say, Captain Balthasar?"
Balthasar sighed, staring at nothing, and seemed to weigh his words before answering. Silence held her breath, hoping the Delian wouldn't side against her. Isambard was determined to try breaking the engines, she knew; it would take all three star-travellers together to overrule the magus.
"I'm with you, Silence," Balthasar said at last. "I just don't trust the Rose Worlders—I never have. I'd rather not have any contact with them at all until we hit the Earth approach, and I don't want to be dependent on any of them, no matter how trustworthy she is. I see your point, Julie," he added, "but I don't think it's worth it."
How like Balthasar, Silence thought remotely, to blame the engineer for Isambard's suggestion. Aloud, she said, "It's three to one, Isambard, and I'm the one who's piloting. We'll do it by the portolan."
"I don't believe Sieur Chase Mago was in agreement with you," Isambard said sharply, and Silence held her breath.
The engineer lifted an eyebrow. "I hadn't agreed with anyone," he said, with deceptive mildness. "This is the pilot's choice."
Isambard took a deep breath, and Silence braced herself to continue the argument. But then, quite suddenly, the older magus gave a very human sigh, and shook his head. "Very well. I accept that you know more about these matters than I." He picked up his copy of the text again. "So. If we're to use the portolan method, how do we hide the fact that we haven't come the usual road? And what will be our story when we do reach Earth?"
"We should be able to sort of ease into the usual arrival point," Balthasar said, and Silence nodded.
"An entrance point to an approach road is pretty big, Isambard," she said. "Given that space within the Rose Worlds is so complexly inter-linked, there shouldn't be any problem getting to it."
"As for a story," Balthasar said, and grinned, "leave that to me."
"God help us all," Chase Mago said.
The next weeks were spent in the final preparations for their departure. With the installation of the new pipes, Chase Mago proclaimed Recusante ready for loading, and he and Balthasar promptly vanished into Anshar' Asteriona's Pale. The engineer returned to the villa at regular intervals, each time bringing another airsled full of provisions and fuels, but Balthasar seemed to have disappeared completely. Silence, busy plotting first their ostensible course off-world, and then the passage through the dead roads into the Rose Worlders' sphere, was only peripherally aware of the Delian's absence. It was only when he finally reappeared, unshaven and disheveled, but carrying Rose Worlder papers for Recusante and her crew, that she realized he had been gone for some time.
"Where the hell did you get those?" she asked. "And why'd it take so long?"
They were sitting in the villa's dining room, beneath the long window, but still Balthasar looked over his shoulder. "From an old acquaintance," he said, lowering his voice almost to a whisper. "You don't know him—but you do, Julie."
Chase Mago, who had been sitting sprawled in the room's most comfortable chair, sat up abruptly. "You don't mean Morwen Daso," he said, in the flat tone of someone who expects contradiction.
Balthasar grinned. "Of course."
Chase Mago growled a curse, and Silence said, "Who's Morwen Daso?"
"An old acquaintance," Balthasar said again, with the same maddening smile on his lips.
I thought we'd broken you of this, Silence thought. Can't you for once give a straight answer? She scowled, and Chase Mago said, "He used to work for Wrath-of-God, but he sold out three years ago."
"That's before Arganthonios," Silence said, in spite of herself and the engineer nodded.
"That's right." He stared at Balthasar for a long moment, then said, in a tone that suggested immense patience wearing very thin, "Why him, Denis?"
"He's the best there is," Balthasar answered simply. "He's the only person I can think of who could forge papers good enough to get us through Rose Worlder security."
"But he's a talker," Chase Mago objected. "Leaving aside the fact that he sold an entire network, he always had a name for talking too much."
Balthasar smiled again, the self-satisfied smile of a successful gambler. With difficulty, Silence suppressed the desire to kick him.
"Not this time," the Delian said. "Morwen's back in the business—"
"I heard he went legal," Chase Mago interjected, frowning.
"He got bored." Balthasar spread his hands. "He's got a new name, new network, he's up-and-coming—so he gives me the papers, and he keeps his mouth shut, and I don't tell the darksiders that he used to be Morwen Daso." He smiled directly at Silence this time. "Honor among thieves and all that. Most darksiders frown on selling your own men to the local cops."
Silence made a skeptical noise. In her limited experience, darksiders—smugglers, fences, thieves, petty pirates too small to work for Wrath-of-God—were perfectly willing to ignore any treachery not directed at themselves, and to make a profit off it if at all possible.
"How're you going to enforce that?" Chase Mago asked. His tone was still disapproving, but the frown had eased a little.
"The Wrath still has an ear on Asterion," Balthasar answered. "I spoke to him."
"Who?" the engineer asked, still frowning.
"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 men's shared years with Wrath-of-God became a wall, excluding her.
"Very." Chase Mago, always more sensitive to tone, made a face. "He runs a bar in the Pale, everybody goes there. The Wrath finances him—or used to, at any rate—so anybody who has anything, any information to sell, always goes to him."
Silence nodded, grateful and still a little resentful, and Balthasar pulled himself upright in his chair.
"So," he said, "that means we're ready."
Silence blinked, startled. Somehow, despite the frantic preparations of the past weeks, she hadn't really realized how close they were to leaving Asterion. Chase Mago nodded slowly, and Silence saw the same mild surprise reflected in his expression.
"There's just the charter to deal with," Balthasar said, and there was an odd note in his voice that made Silence look warily at him.
"What do you mean, deal with?" she asked. "It's in the ship's arms locker, sealed in."
"I don't suppose we could leave without it," the Delian murmured, giving the words an odd, almost quizzical twist.
"Why?" she asked, and in the same moment Chase Mago said, "No, we couldn't. We can't afford to get any further entangled in politics, whatever you're up to."
Balthasar raised both hands in mock surrender. "All right. I just don't like playing the Hegemon's little game."
There was more to it than that, Silence thought, but then Chase Mago leaned forward to pick up the flat case that held the new papers, and the moment was gone.
"So what exactly is our story?" the engineer asked.
"Routine trade run," Balthasar answered promptly. "Under special license."
"'Special license' doesn't sound exactly routine to me," Chase Mago objected, and Silence shook her head.
"There aren't any regularly scheduled runs, remember," she said. "Anything going through the engines has to have a special license."
The engineer nodded, satisfied, and slid one of the golden disks into the reader on the outside of the case, snapping the machine on as he did so. Silence watched him, wishing she felt as confident as she sounded. The Rose Worlder supercargo had known any number of scattered facts—that there were engines on a semi-forbidden star road; that a starship passing those engines needed a special pass, the sort of pass she had seen once, and remembered because of its complexity; the star-travellers reaching that blocked world were restricted to Pale and port—but so much of their plan rested on Isambard's interpretation of those facts.
But of course, Silence told herself, Isambard's worked in the Rose Worlds before; he knows a lot more about them than we do. We can trust him to do his best, if only because he wants to reach Earth even more than we do. Still, the lingering sense of unease persisted.
"Mersaa Maia," Chase Mago said, half to himself. "That's good."
"It's the one Rose World we've all been on," Balthasar said, shrugging.
Silence glanced over the engineer's shoulder, and saw that both Recusante—the ship was keeping its own name, for once—and her crew were listed as registrants of Mersaa Maia. It was a good idea, she thought, though less because of their one brief and unpleasant visit than because Mersaa was the Rose Worlds' single open port. Of necessity, Mersaa's natives would have had more contact with the inhabitants of the Hegemony and the Fringe, and any oddities in their own behavior would—she hoped—be explained that way. "So I'm the supercargo?" she asked.
Balthasar nodded. "I figured that was easiest. And that way Morwen could copy that woman's papers for you."
Silence made a face—somehow, she didn't like the idea of carrying papers stolen from the bound supercargo—but nodded back.
"And I've lined up the cargo for us," Balthasar continued. "Our hold will contain just what the manifest says it does."
"It sounds good," Chase Mago said, and slid the last disk back into its case. "So when do we lift?"
"Marcinik said we'll take priority whenever we want to go," Balthasar answered, and looked at Silence.
The pilot hesitated, still strangely unprepared for the idea of leaving Asterion. "If Isambard's ready," she began, then shook herself, almost angrily. The older magus was ready, and had been ready for several days. It was up to her to set the time. "You're fueled and stocked, Julie?"
The engineer nodded.
"Then we'll go the day after tomorrow," Silence said.
The relative planetary harmonies gave them a choice of a predawn lift or one during the main traffic period in the middle of the local afternoon. Rather than attract undue attention, they opted for the earlier place, and Silence turned her attention to the last-minute preparations. Her course plot, the first leg from Asterion 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 more hours reviewing the unfamiliar voidmarks. Between that study, and Balthasar's unexpected demands for her help in setting up the departure course, she had less time to pack her own few belongings than she had expected, and found herself dragging her last carryall aboard less than two hours before liftoff. I think I've acquired more things than ever before, she thought, frantically trying to find secure places for the bags and its contents, though I'll be damned if I know where it all came from. Finally, however, she had crammed the last clean shirt into a latched drawer, and reached for the shipsuit she had left hanging on its peg beside the door. She worked her way into the tight, clinging fabric and jammed her discarded clothes into another of the latched drawers. Carefully, she ran her fingers along each of the seven seam-seals, making sure they'd caught, then stood for a moment staring around the little cabin.
The carryall itself lay on the tidied bunk, just waiting, she thought, for the pseudo-animation of purgatory. There was a tiny amount of the supermaterial in everything; in purgatory, stimulated by the harmonium's effects, that supermaterial substance could—and often did—cause objects to wander about the ship, seeking to return to their proper place.
She smiled, and stuffed the carryall into the least crowded wall locker. The last thing she needed was for the carryall to appear on the bridge, and try to climb onto her shoulder. Nor did she need the teasing that that sort of carelessness would inevitably bring.
She glanced around again, satisfied that everything was either in its proper place or safely under lock and key, and left the cabin, locking the door behind her. The ship seemed oddly quiet, and she paused for a moment in the main corridor, listening. Very distantly, she could hear the usual noises as Chase Mago moved about the engine room, but the harmonium's notes seemed more muted than they should be. It was almost as though someone had set up an aphonic ring, she thought, or at least a damper field. Perhaps Isambard had decided to shield his cabin from the noises of lift-off? She closed her eyes, concentrating, but the strange soundlessness refused to take form. Whatever it was, she thought, it didn't seem to be coming from Isambard's cabin. If anything, it seemed to center on the empty passenger cabins… Frowning, she moved farther down the corridor, toward the common room door.
"Silence!" Balthasar was halfway down the ladder that led to the twin bridges, hawk face set into a scowl. "Where the hell are you going? I need you topside."
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 temper. Still, she thought, I wish he wouldn't take it out on me. "Coming," she said, and followed Balthasar up the ladder to the lower bridge.
The bridge had changed almost as much as the rest of the ship, with larger and more powerful equipment crammed into a very limited space. Silence had to turn sideways to get past the musonar console, and practically fell into the second pilot's couch. Balthasar was already strapped into the captain's couch, his fingers dancing busily across his keyboards. The triple viewscreens showed only the walls of the improvised docking shed; the left-hand screen showed the waiting tow, crouched on its double treads. Through the dock's open door, Silence could see a slice of the grasslands surrounding the villa, the ground very dark in the pre-dawn light.
"Who's driving the tow?" she asked.
"Julie," Balthasar answered, his eyes still glued to the banks of checklights above the secondary console. Most glowed standby blue, but here and there an orange light showed a waking system.
Silence frowned. The engineer had enough to do preparing for liftoff without having to manage the tow as well. "I thought we were hiring someone from the port."
"It didn't work out," Balthasar said, as he touched a series of buttons, and studied the resulting readout intently.
"Do you want me to take it?" Silence asked, still frowning. "I can drive a tow."
Balthasar shook his head. "No, I 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 worst that could happen was for Chase Mago's countdown to be delayed and, since Marcinik had promised them a priority lift, there was no need to worry about delay causing them to miss their place in the departure queue. She adjusted her couch to its most comfortable position and began flipping the switches that lit her own instruments. Musonar, Ficinan model, the camera controls, the environmental boards. . . She paused then, frowning, and rocked the switch back and forth a second time.
"Denis, I'm not getting a response from the passive internal monitor."
"Damn." Balthasar glanced over his shoulder, saw the unlit telltales, and touched a switch on the intercom panel. "Attention, people, I'm testing the environmental alarms." With that, he flipped off the intercom and leaned back to punch a set of keys on a secondary control board. Silence winced as lights flashed across the warning screens and audio alarms began sounding throughout the ship. Balthasar let it run through two cycles, then cut the test. "Everything looks green here. It's probably just a fuse or something."
That was an awfully quick decision, Silence thought. Aloud, she said. "Do you want me to warn Julie? If it's something simple, it shouldn't take long."
"I don't want to miss the lift," Balthasar answered. "It'll wait."
"I could do it," Silence began, and Balthasar cut her off.
"Let it go. It's not important."
Silence darted a quick glance at the Delian. It wasn't like him to ignore even minor repairs without good reason. "Is anything wrong?" she began. Her voice trailed off as she noticed Balthasar's hands were shaking.
The captain saw the direction of her gaze and forced a smile. "I'm just a little nervous, I guess. It's a tricky business."
Something in that didn't quite ring true, but before Silence could pursue the issue, the intercom buzzed,
"I'm in the tow now," Chase Mago's voice announced, "Are you ready in control?"
"Ready here," Balthasar answered, and there was a distinct note of relief in his voice.
Silence glanced down at her board, now showing multiple rows of orange lights, and touched the buttons that would secure the ship's systems against the inevitable jolting of the tow. "All secure."
"You can begin the tow, Julie," Balthasar said.
There was no answer, but a moment later the left-hand screen showed the tow creeping forward on its double tracks. As the tow hook came taut, the ship's cradle jerked hard, but then settled under the engineer's cautious handling to a gentle swaying. Very slowly, cradle and tow moved toward the huge entrance, and then out onto the soft ground. Silence held her breath—the homunculi had spent some hours hard-foaming the improvised taxiway—but the cradle showed no inclination to stick. It was strange to see trees and grass in the screens, rather than the familiar buildings of the port complex, but Silence was only vaguely aware of the anomaly. Instead, she kept an eye on Balthasar, who was scowling nervously at his readouts, wondering just what the Delian was up to.
The cradle's swaying stopped abruptly, and Chase Mago's voice interrupted her thoughts. "We're in position. I'm unhitching the tow." Balthasar did not answer, still staring at his controls, and after a moment Silence reached across to touch the outside button on the communications board. "All right. Let us know when you're back inside."
"I'll do that," the engineer answered, and broke the connection. A minute later, the tow's top hatch lifted, and Chase Mago levered himself out of the cramped interior. Silence watched the viewscreen until the engineer vanished under the high nose of the cradle, out of range of Recusante's cameras. A light flashed from red to green, indicating that Chase Mago had released the tow hook, and then the tow itself began to move slowly away under control of its own tiny brain. Silence caught a brief glimpse of the engineer as he crossed the left-wing camera's field of vision, but then he was gone again, only the flicker of the hatch light, from green to orange to green, marking the moment he came aboard.
Balthasar saw the flicker too, and managed a ghostly grin. He reached across the empty Ficinan model to touch keys on the communications board. "Anshar' Asteriona Control, this is DRY Recusante. I understand you're holding a place for us in the lift queue."
Anshar' Asteriona answered promptly—so promptly that Silence wondered if a special technician had been detailed to handle their liftoff. "That's correct, Recusante. Please stand by to confirm the lift-line."
"Standing by," Balthasar answered, and Silence keyed the Ficinan display. The little globe darkened perceptibly, the planets of Asterion's system fading into existence in its depths. Each pinpoint was surrounded by a slowly deepening flush of color, a reflection of the planetary harmonies, the musica mundana, that surrounded each world. The outer planets, Niminx and Mim Seras, were in conjunction, and sparks flared where the harmonic envelopes touched. Recusante's course line curved well away from that dissonance. "Ready for your figures."
"Transmitting," Anshar' Asteriona answered.
A moment later, a second course line appeared in the Ficinan display, hovered for an instant, and then melted into the original line. Silence glanced quickly at the numerical display to confirm it, and said, "I show a match."
"Good enough," Balthasar said. "We show a match, Asteriona Control."
"Very good," Anshar' Asteriona responded. "Please confirm your bearing."
Silence glanced to her right, reading off the numbers on the astrolabe set into the console just in front of the Ficinan globe. Balthasar repeated them into his microphone, and waited.
"The tower astrologers confirm the bearing," Anshar' Asteriona said, after a brief pause. "Traffic has been put on hold. You may lift when ready, Recusante."
Silence whistled softly to herself. To hold traffic on a busy world like Asterion was almost unheard of, an honor reserved for satraps and other planetary powers, not for private starships. Balthasar gave a sigh—almost of relief, Silence thought, and her suspicion deepened.
"Ready to lift," the Delian responded, and cut the outside transmitter. He touched a second button on the intercom console, saying, "All set below, Julie?"
"Everything's green," the engineer answered.
Balthasar took a deep breath, and Silence saw that his hands were trembling again. "First sequence."
"First sequence," Chase Mago answered, and an instant later the harmonium sounded. This was the first time Silence had heard the full diapason since the worn pipes had been replaced. The new sound—bone-deep, without human harmonies—woke echoes in brain and body. She shivered at the beauty of it. The note that she had heard each time they attempted the Earth-road, the note that was as close as human perception could come to the note of heaven, hung within it, implicit in that sound. Recusante shivered in her cradle, and leaped upward. The harmonic envelope formed almost before Silence was aware of the usual sensation of crushing weight.
"My God," she said aloud.
Balthasar nodded, his fingers busy on his keyboard. The sound eased a little, then steadied as Chase Mago made his own corrections.
"Sorry, Denis." Even through the intercom's distortion, the engineer sounded faintly shaken. "I didn't expect that."
"Shows you what money will buy," Balthasar answered, but his tone was less flippant than his words.
"Recusante, we show that you are steady on your departure line," Anshar' Asteriona announced. "Good voyage."
"We confirm that," Silence answered, when Balthasar showed no signs of responding. "Thank you, Control."
She switched off the transmitter, and leaned back in her couch. Already, the harmonium's music was fading as Recusante passed the edges of Asterion's harmonic envelope. A few moments later, the last of the core-based notes cut out, leaving only the pure, sweet chord that would take them up to the twelfth of heaven.
"On course and in the groove," Balthasar announced, with some satisfaction. He glanced at the readouts on the astrogation board. "Not long to the twelfth, Silence. You might want to go on up."
The pilot raised her eyebrows. It would be at least an hour, and more probably two, even with the power provided by the new pipes, before Recusante could reach a point at which the systemic harmonies were sufficiently deadened by the celestial harmonies—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, especially since Balthasar was already in a bad humor. She nodded, and released the catches on her safety webbing.
To her surprise, the minor effects of purgatory—the faint stickiness of the decking, the odd sense of a world askew—were already beginning to make themselves felt as she pulled herself up the ladder to the upper bridge. The dome, which, unlike the rest of the ship's bulkheads, was made of a special tinctureless metal, was already beginning to show translucence, the nearest stars shining faintly in its depths. Silence frowned, checking the readouts set in the hub and spokes of her control wheel, but the numbers still showed Recusante to be well below the twelfth of heaven. Still frowning, she fitted her headphone jack into its socket, and keyed the intercom.
"Denis, I'm getting some very strange responses up here."
"Yeah, I know," Balthasar answered. "Here, too."
Chase Mago's chuckle sounded in their ears, and Silence hastily adjusted the volume. "This is the way it's supposed to be, people," the engineer said. "This is a freshly tuned ship and mostly new pipes, remember?"
Silence nodded to herself, leaving the intercom channel open. The engineer's explanation made sense: star travel depended on the interaction between the harmonium and a starship's massive sounding keel, and if both were in perfect tune, or even close to perfection, naturally the ship would see the effects of purgatory more quickly. The harmonium produced a note as close as humanly possible to the celestial harmony, the note of the supermaterial state beyond the mundane universe, the source of the Forms on which much of the magi's Art was based. A sounding keel was made of base metal impregnated with the Philosopher's Tincture, the only celestial substance that could exist in a mundane state. The Tincture sought always to return to its proper, celestial state, but was confined by the mundane materials around it. Only under the influence of the harmonium could the Tincture approach its original state, carrying with it and being restrained by the mundane nature of the rest of the ship and its crew. The ship would never reach heaven, but it could reach the twelfth of heaven that was purgatory, and that was enough. In purgatory, so the metaphysicists said, time and space became potentially identical; the pilots manipulated the visible symbols of those potentials—the voidmarks—to move from star system to star system.
Overhead, the dome was fading toward full transparence, and Silence shook herself. Through the untinctured metal, little more than shadow now, she could see the starscape, each sun ringed by the garish corona that marked the twelfth of heaven. She took a deep breath, recalling the voidmarks she had so carefully memorized, and stepped onto the low platform before the wheel, wriggling her feet into the cling-foam covering. They were travelling by the Road of the Harmonious Spheres, one of a class of roads known generally as rolling roads. If she closed her eyes, she could almost see the illustration in her New Aquarius. A crowned figure, young, male, wearing an old-fashioned version of the usual Hegemonic loose coat and trousers under an even more archaic breastplate, balanced on the top of a massive sphere that seemed to contain the shadowy image of an orrery. The figure's breastplate was badged with a living eye; he held in his right hand a short, splindle shaped wand, and in his left an open book from which rose drops of fire. Behind the central figure was a city wall and a cluster of figures in magi's robes, all of whom pointed in amazement to a sky that, though filled with clouds, showed sun and moon and stars.
Remembering the image, Silence smiled, but her smile faded quickly. The Harmonious Spheres was a crowded road—that was one of the meanings of the impossible sky—and the symbols involved were very powerful ones. The pilot's Art was essentially a passive skill, manipulating already related symbols; a magus's training made it very difficult to concentrate on the voidmarks, without drawing in all the other symbols and Forms that existed in potential in purgatory. If she were to become distracted on a rolling road, where the wand and the book and the eye all warned of the need for precise control…
Silence shook herself. She had met and dealt with the multiple symbols crowding the Earth-road, and there were no more seductive images in either the pilots' or the magi's hieroglyphicae. She would not allow herself to become distracted. The control yoke moved gently under her hands, and she realized abruptly that the stars had vanished, leaving only their brilliant coronae scattered across the sky. She glanced down, and saw her bones gleaming through suddenly translucent flesh, caught in a ruby web of blood vessels.
"We're almost at the twelfth," Balthasar's voice said in her ears. 
"I'm ready to take control," Silence answered automatically. 
"Switching to the upper register," Balthasar said. "Now, Julie."
"Switching," Chase Mago answered, but the word was swallowed in the sudden surge of music. The keelsong split and broadened, individual tones momentarily audible, cascading up and down the scale until they merged into a new and greater song.
Silence gasped, the sound vibrating in her bones, and then that sensation merged into a new, less pleasant feeling. Recusante seemed suddenly to be rushing forward at an impossible speed, as though the pilot and the ship and everything in it were balancing on the rim of a moving wheel, running at breakneck speed without ever moving forward. Silence swore, remembering tardily that this was a rolling road, and sought her voidmarks.
For the first instant, as she had feared, a cloud of symbols blocked her vision, crowding out the true signs. She forced herself to look down at the tincture-treated decking, murmuring the first cantrips. She could hear the keelsong changing, sliding out of true, but ignored it for the moment, forcing herself to recover the pilot's disciplined vision. Then, at last, she looked up.
The last coronae had vanished, and she was surrounded by the images of purgatory. On all sides, the cloudy sky of the New Aquarius's drawing surrounded them, spangled with its impossible sun and stars and multiphased moon, but she barely noticed those minor marks.
Ahead and slightly above swung the central image, only vaguely like an orrery, seven huge rings swinging in self-contradictory orbits around a single gleaming axis. Recusante was falling toward one of those whizzing rings, and the sensation of movement, of unbalanced speed, increased as they came closer to it.
Silence swallowed hard, fighting back the impulse to swerve away from the ring. She touched the control yoke gently, easing Recusante onto a course that would bring her keel down onto that speeding ring.
The dissonance eased perceptibly, but the speeding sensation increased. It was unreal, Silence 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 movement relative to the image disorientingly slow, completely unrelated to the sense of rapid movement.
The discontinuity made it very hard to judge the approach, and Silence could feel her palms growing sweaty on the control yoke. If she missed—and wasn't thrown off into the dissonances that flanked every star road, marked here by the astronomical bodies hovering in the clouds—she could probably meet the next ring… But it would still be an unbearably amateurish mistake.
The ring swung closer, and Silence swung the ship so that the keel would intersect the image first. She could no longer see the image, now lying underfoot, but she was tuned to its movements. She held her breath, waiting. Now, she thought, just… now.
Even as she thought the word, the sense of movement stopped. In the same moment the keelsong changed, a new note sounding in its music, and the clouds to either side began to move, swirling in a great vortex around the suddenly stationary starship. Silence let out her breath with a great sigh of relief. The first part of the road had been successfully negotiated; the rest would be easy.
This was the stable part of the Road of the Harmonious Spheres; a starship could lie here, static, carried around and around by the vortex that was represented by the revolving ring, until the elemental water that powered its harmonium was exhausted and the ship fell from purgatory. The ship still had to travel "up" the ring to the axis itself, and then down the axis to its midpoint, before it could leave purgatory. Carefully, Silence pulled back on the control yoke, lifting Recusante from its stable place at the heart of the ring. The keelsong changed, protesting, but the sensation of movement returned. Slowly, very slowly, the ship began to move along the ring, heading toward the axis.
Silence wasn't sure how long she'd stood there, the clouds and stars spinning dizzily around her, when Balthasar appeared on the bridge.
"Shall I spell you?" he asked. "Clock's changed twice, but I think we've still got some time before you make the shift."
Silence glanced along the ring ahead of them, suddenly aware of cramped muscles and an urgent pressure in her bladder. Real time passed irregularly in purgatory, but subjective time remained constant, and demanding. They were perhaps halfway to the axis. "We should have," she said aloud. "Thanks, Denis, it's all yours."
Balthasar stepped onto the platform behind her, so close that his body was pressed against 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 wrist. She avoided looking at his face, knowing what she would see.
"I've got it," the Delian said.
"All yours," Silence said again, and released the wheel, ducking under the other's arms. Balthasar was a good pilot; she did not glance back as she let herself slide down the ladders 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 moment, working her shoulders, trying to shrug away some of the stiffness. I'm out of shape, she thought. The Road of the Harmonious Spheres wasn't a particularly long one—a little more than nine minutes, real time, but only four subjective hours—but it had been some months since she'd flown. She laced her fingers together and pushed them straight out in front of her, feeling the tightness in her arms and shoulders. At least by the time this trip is over I'll be back in shape, she thought. I'll have done enough piloting for that, if nothing else.
The corridor was very quiet, Chase Mago cloistered in the engine room, Isambard locked in his cabin, dreaming through the passage.
Silence glanced down the corridor toward the orange safety light ringing the engine room hatch, and felt again the strange, oppressive quiet. She frowned, but knew this was not the time to investigate. Instead, she pulled herself back up the ladders, pausing momentarily on the lower bridge to check the chronometer. It had ticked once since she had left the bridge: plenty of time.
She swung herself off the ladder on the upper bridge, hurriedly scanning the voidmarks. They were closer to the end of the ring and the turn down the axis, but there was still plenty of time to make the changeover. She said, "Did Isambard bring any equipment that needed special shielding, or anything like that?"
Balthasar did not turn, but Silence thought his shoulders tightened under the clinging shipsuit. "Not that I know of," the Delian said. "Why?"
"There's—well, a funny feeling down on the main deck," Silence answered. "Nothing serious, but it feels like a damper, or something like that."
This time Balthasar did shrug. "I don't know," he said, and his tone made it clear that he didn't particularly care. "You want to take her again?"
So much for that, Silence thought. If the Delian didn't think her feeling was important, she would let it go, at least for now. Though it did seem odd, given Balthasar's usual near paranoia… She pushed the thought aside, and said, "If you're ready."
Without waiting for Balthasar's nod, she stepped onto the platform behind him, reaching around to take the wheel in her right hand. "I've got it," she said.
Balthasar nodded, and slipped aside. Silence put her other hand on the yoke, working her feet back into the clingfoam.
"I wouldn't worry about it," Balthasar said. From his voice, he was already on the ladder, but Silence did not look back. "It's probably not anything important."
"Thanks," Silence said, but the Delian was gone. Sighing, Silence put aside the minor problem, and turned her attention to the voidmarks.
Recusante was almost up to the axis, its silvery column almost twice as wide as the ship's extended stabilizers. The point at which the ring met the axis gleamed brilliantly, throwing off clouds of sparks. Silence made a face at that, but she could see that the real point of intersection was clear of interference. The starship inched its way up the ring, seeming to slow as it approached the axis. That, too, was deception, but for once it worked in the pilot's favor. Silence took her time studying the approach, letting her hands rest loosely on the wheel. Almost, she thought. And… now.
She swung the yoke hard, pulling Recusante down and to the right. The keelsong rose, a stressed note at its core, and then abruptly steadied. Recusante rode in a tube of silver, its cylindrical walls reflecting the glow of the starship's keel. Silence gave a sigh of relief. They were almost through. Already, she could see the black disk that marked the end of the road, could feel the false acceleration that meant the ship was falling away from purgatory.
And then they were through, the keelsong shifting pitch again, back to the normal register. Silence locked the control yoke without waiting for Balthasar's order—she could tell from the way the ship handled that the Delian had it fully under control—then let herself slide down the ladder to the lower bridge.
The displays were busy already, Meng Approach flashing multiple audio and visual instructions, and Silence dropped quickly into her couch, reaching for the communications keyboard. Balthasar, still busy fine-tuning the harmonium, gave her a grateful glance.
"We want a parking orbit, right?" Silence said, her fingers already busy filtering out the unnecessary input. "Meng, or the Anaskazeion?"
"The Anaskazeion," Balthasar answered.
Silence nodded, and keyed in the commands for the proper displays. The image in the Ficinan model swam momentarily, planets shifting fractionally in relation to each other, then steadied. An instant later, the projected course appeared, a blue line running along the edge of the system, just skirting the flaring dissonance that followed a massive gas giant. A light was flashing on the communications board, indicating that someone was querying their automatic identification, but she ignored it. It was nice not to have to worry about hitting the override in time.
"DRY Recusante, this is Anaskazeion Approach Control," a deep voice said a moment later. "You are presently inbound for the Anaskazeion Ring. Do you wish dock or orbit facilities?"
"Anaskazeion Approach, this is Recusante," Silence answered. "We acknowledge we're in your lane, and would like to request orbit facilities."
There was a pause—time/distance lag more than anything else, Silence guessed—before Anaskazeion answered. "Very good, Recusante. There are free spaces in sector 246.29. Please stand by to receive precise coordinates."
"Standing by," Silence answered, and keyed the recorder. There was a whine, and numbers flashed across the right-hand viewscreen. Balthasar reached across hastily to freeze the output, then touched a second set of keys to transfer the information to the musonar and the Ficinan model.
"Not bad," he said, and nodded toward the musonar display.
"Anaskazeion Approach, we acknowledge receipt of the coordinates," Silence said automatically, and barely heard the deep-voiced response. She was staring at the musonar, 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 meter of its amazingly fertile soil given over to growing something. Rather than waste valuable 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 subplanetary debris was long gone, transformed into the hulls of permanent stations. In its place, a network of stations and fixpoints circled the planet, providing the star-travellers with every conceivable comfort while lighters ferried cargo to and from the planet's surface.
"Stop down to half power, Julie," Balthasar said. "Local regulations."
"Stopping down to half power," Chase Mago repeated, and the harmonium's sound faded.
Silence stared into the musonar display. She could see why the local authorities wanted ships to mute their harmonia: already the screen was flecked with the dull bronze dots that indicated active keels, interspersed with the brighter lights of the parking beacons.
"That's where we're headed," Balthasar said, and lifted one hand from his keyboards to touch one of the left-hand buoys.
Silence nodded and leaned back in her couch, watching the Delian bring the little ship in through the crowded lanes. Balthasar was a good systems pilot, she thought idly, much better than she herself was, though she was the better starpiot. At last the Delian brought them alongside the fixpoint, and cut the harmonium. He touched keys on the communications board, and the fixpoint's anchor nodes glowed, creating a Newtonian field that drew Recusante gently in toward the fixpoint and held it steady. At the same time a power cable unfurled, probing awkwardly for the ship's intake jack. There was a sharp click, more felt than heard, and a new set of lights sprang to life on the environmental display.
"DRY Recusante, we show that you have docked," Anaskazeion Approach said cheerfully. "Welcome to the ring."
"We are docked," Silence agreed. "Thanks, Approach." She cut the channel and glanced at Balthasar, who looked away.
"Shall we go below?" he said, without waiting for her to speak. "There's some things we need to talk about."
Oh, really? Silence thought, all the vague suspicions of the past few days crystallizing into the conviction that Balthasar was up to something, probably no good. "Sure," she said aloud, and unfastened the safety webbing. Before she could push herself out of the couch, the intercom buzzed.
"Denis," Chase Mago began, his voice dangerously quiet, and Balthasar cut him off hastily.
"Don't panic, Julie, I'll be right down."
"What the hell are you up to?" Silence demanded, but Balthasar was already sliding down the ladder, and pretended not to hear. The pilot cursed him, and followed.
Chase Mago was standing in the doorway of the common room, his face thunderous. "I hope to hell you have a good explanation, Denis," he said, and Balthasar spread his hands nervously.
"Of course," he began, but his voice faded under the engineer's furious glare.
Silence took a deep breath, wondering just what the Delian had done this time, and pushed past Chase Mago into the common room. Three people were waiting there, one in a magus's black. Silence barely noticed Isambard's familiar figure, her attention going instead to the other two. Marcinik, as striking as ever in the Thousand's undress black, stood at attention behind the room's tallest oilchair. In that chair sat a small, veiled figure: Aili, the Princess Royal.
 



Chapter 3
 
Silence turned slowly, until she was facing Balthasar. "You stupid son of a bitch. What the hell are you playing at?"
Balthasar spread his hands again, grinning uneasily. Chase Mago eyed him dubiously, one fist clenched as though he was restraining himself from hitting the smaller man. "It's like this," the Delian began, and Silence cut him off.
"Don't give me any of your bullshit stories, Denis, or I'll take you apart."
"I'll help," Chase Mago said.
"Silence." Aili's cool voice cut through Balthasar's stammering answer. "This isn't entirely Captain Balthasar's doing."
Silence turned, goaded, but bit back her angry answer at the last possible moment. "You wouldn't be here without him."
"That's true." Aili rose gracefully from her chair, and came to stand between the combatants. Marcinik, with an obvious effort, remained where he was. Out of the corner of her eye, Silence could see Isambard watching with detached interest, and his very detachment steadied her.
"So why are you here, your Serenity?" the pilot asked.
"Because of my father's proclamation," Aili answered simply. 
Silence frowned, and Chase Mago said, "Proclamation?"
"And, of course, the charter," Aili said. She turned her veiled head so that she was looking directly at Silence. "My half-brother is merely competent: I am both more capable than he, and the more legitimate heir." The veil hid her expression completely, but there was a note of humor in her voice. "I had thought you would sympathize with me, Silence. After all, if you can become a magus, why should I be denied mere political power?"
Silence looked away. There was some justice in the Princess Royal's words—but that, Silence thought, is not my affair. We only just managed to get the Hegemon on our side; we can't afford to antagonize him, not now. And won't all the authorities be looking for a runaway princess? She opened her mouth to ask, but Chase Mago spoke first, a wealth of bitterness in his voice.
"I thought you hated politics, Denis."
Balthasar shrugged, obviously torn between his habitual reticence and the desire to brag about his cleverness.
Silence said, "He just likes to make trouble." She turned back to Aili. "Proclamation or not, your Serenity, we're already under charter to your brother."
"Half-brother," Aili corrected. "And the terms of the proclamation give precedence to persons who make the search themselves."
"Why would anyone do that?" Chase Mago asked, apparently distracted by the odd condition.
Marcinik's mouth twisted into a wry smile. "His Most Serene Majesty was trying to get rid of a rival known for his adventurous spirit."
"Oh." The engineer nodded thoughtfully. "It makes a perverse sort of sense."
"Be that as it may," Silence said, "I don't want anything to do with this."
"They're already aboard," Balthasar said, with another nervous grin. "You can hardly put them off."
"Oh, can't I?" Silence said grimly.
The Delian's smile vanished. "Now wait just a goddamn minute," he said. "Silence, you can't."
"Why not?" Silence retorted. "Look, aside from the fact that helping them is going to get us into serious trouble with this Hegemon—trouble we can't afford—they'll be nothing but a liability once we reach Earth. We don't have papers for them—" She broke off, seeing Balthasar's almost embarrassed gesture, and continued, controlling her temper with an effort, "All right, you got them papers. Still, they're not star-travellers, not even Marcinik; they'll give us away the minute they set foot in the Pale. Especially Aili. She's a woman of the Thousand—a princess of the royal blood, for God's sake. She'll be nothing but a liability. We can't do it, Denis."
"You sound just like Nils Og," Balthasar said, and Silence suppressed the urge to hit him. Og had been the most vocal critic of female pilots, even Misthians. "Take a good look at her. Does she look like a liability?"
Silence glanced at the Princess Royal, sobered in spite of herself by the Delian's words. For the first time, Aili's clothes registered properly.
The Princess Royal was wearing the shapeless coat and trousers favored by the poorer citizens of the Hegemony, and her face was covered, as Hegemonic law required. However, instead of a veil, she wore the turban and draped facecloth of a member of the Bethlemites. Silence raised an eyebrow, but had to admit it was a good choice. The Bethlemite sect held, among other odd beliefs, that star travel, and especially the passage through purgatory, revealed a man's essential nakedness too clearly, and therefore kept all parts of their bodies hidden beneath tinctured clothing. It was also a small sect, and one whose members kept very much to themselves. Glancing back at Aili, Silence saw the Princess Royal had even acquired the form-fitted gloves.
"All right," the pilot said, more calmly, to Balthasar, "you found her a good disguise."
"No." For the first time, Aili's voice held a hint of anger. "I chose the disguise, Silence. I planned this. Don't insult me that way again."
Silence hesitated, unwillingly remembering a similar conversation she had had with Aili in the Women's Palace. Aili had accused her of believing that women—or at least other women—really were inferior. It wasn't true then, Silence thought, and it isn't true now. We just can't afford to help her. It wasn't much of an excuse, and she knew it. Aili's first words rang in her ears: If you can become a magus, why should I be denied mere political power?
Balthasar said, "It's true. They approached me with the idea."
"That must've been something to see," Silence said bitterly, then shook her head, gesturing to brush the words away. "I'm sorry, Denis, I didn't mean it." She took a deep breath, and turned to face Aili. "And I apologize to you. I was upset, I didn't mean any insult."
Aili nodded back, her tone easing somewhat. "We should have consulted you first, but there was no safe opportunity."
And you probably knew I'd react this way, too, Silence thought, already ashamed of herself. She said aloud, "Are you sure his Majesty's proclamation will really give you precedence?"
"Almost completely," Aili answered, and once again the note of humor was in her voice. "I can think of only one jurist who could break it, and I think I can pay him well enough to support me."
"In any case," Marcinik said, "that doesn't have to affect you. You will have done your duty to his Majesty and to the Princess Royal; you can argue with some justice that conflicts of precedence aren't your affair."
I doubt it will be that simple, Silence thought, but nodded. "All right, I know how you vote, Denis. Julie?"
The big engineer shrugged, a rather bemused expression on his face. "Unless you want to put them off by force—and I wouldn't want to try it with one of the True Thousand—I don't think we have any choice."
"Isambard?" Silence asked.
"The political question is immaterial," the older magus answered. His voice rose abruptly, infused with more passion than any of the others had heard from him. "But I will see Earth."
The unexpected vehemence of his words left the others speechless. When Silence finally spoke, her voice held a new seriousness. "So be it. We—all of us—go to Earth."
Recusante spent three days in the Anaskazeion, a day longer than they had originally intended. Silence threw herself into the business of plotting a course from Meng into the dead roads, star roads that once had led to worlds destroyed in the Millennial Wars. They were dangerous, their voidmarks distorted by the destruction of all or part of the end system, but Wrath-of-God had made use of them on a regular basis, and Balthasar knew them well. On their previous attempts to reach Earth, they had used the broken Decelea system as a staging point, but Decelea offered no easy road to Limyre, the point at which they had chosen to switch to the portolan system. Two other broken systems, Sebethos and Atrax, offered decent departure roads, but Balthasar vetoed Atrax on the grounds that its system was too unstable. After some searching, putting together the information in Silence's ancient—pre-War—copy of the starbook The Gilded Stairs with Balthasar's knowledge of the dead roads, they settled on Sebethos, by means of the road listed in The Gilded Stairs as the Eagle's Flight.
Balthasar snorted. "We called it the Ganymede Run."
Silence glanced again at the book lying on the common room table in front of her, and the delicate miniature filling half the page. Like all The Gilded Stairs' illustrations, it was a beautiful drawing, yet strangely disturbing. It showed a fiery river, flames leaping and flowing like water over a rocky bed. Lean, feral animals prowled along the riverbanks, seemingly kept in check only by the lapping fires. A bird of prey—an eagle, by the road's name, Silence thought—soared away from that fire, a naked youth caught in its claws. Looking more closely, Silence could see more naked figures, all male, all young, formed by the river's flames. Trust Balthasar and the rest of Wrath-of-God to see that, she thought, and to find the reference. Aloud, she said, "How much have the marks changed?" On most of the dead roads, the printed voidmarks were no longer accurate, distorted by the broken harmonies of the shattered systems.
Balthasar gave a twisted smile. "The marks haven't really changed, it's the emotional—hell, sexual—effect that's the problem. Something in the systemic music really touches a nerve."
Silence nodded, still studying the illustration. Fire was one of the most common symbols for desire, sexual and otherwise. From the flaming river, she guessed that the erotic potential had always been implicit in the voidmarks, though the soaring eagle—it was rising, not stooping, she was fairly certain—suggested that the eroticism had originally been harnessed and channeled to the control of the starship. She nodded again. It made sense that the destruction of the object, the road's higher goal, would allow the unleashed sexuality of the images 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 voidmarks' appeal. She shook the thought away irritably. There was not a star-traveller alive who didn't know the dangers of uncontrolled passions, hadn't had the horror stories dinned into him from the first days of his apprenticeship. It might be an upsetting ride, but hardly an impossible one.
"And then, when we get to Limyre, we switch systems," she said, and reached for the locked carryall that sat beside her chair. She touched the lockplate, and lifted the lid, drawing out the battered portolan.
Balthasar nodded. "That strikes me as the tricky part." He searched among the papers littering the table until he found the oversized printout from the astrogation console, a two-dimensional drawing of the Ficinan model of the Limyre system. "Counting in all factors, we should come out of purgatory here." One long finger touched a point just outside the orbit of Limyre's most distant sister, an unnamed gas giant. The Rose Worlders had probably named it, Silence thought, irrelevantly, but that information had never made it to the rest of human-settled space.
"We really need Julie for this," Balthasar said fretfully, and Silence shrugged.
"He's got the final adjustments to make, you know that. We'll have time to go over it again with him, don't worry."
"I know," Balthasar muttered, then shook himself, returning his attention to the system map. "So, as soon as we hit the twelfth, Julie lets the harmonium stop down naturally—"
"Thus hopefully making us look like a normal flare," Silence finished impatiently. "Limyre system's supposed to be full of them."
"I hope that damn supercargo was right about that," Balthasar said. He sighed, and looked up. "After that, it's all yours."
Silence nodded, not entirely happily, staring at the unopened portolan. No one had used the portolan system since the third century of star travel; between that time and her own lay both centuries and the destruction of the Millennial Wars. She herself had never heard of the portolan system until she had stumbled across a photoflashed copy of an ancient pamphlet, bound in with half a dozen like it, which the magi had collected as a curiosity without recognizing what it contained. No, to be fair, Silence thought, they simply didn't have the knowledge to give it context. Even being a pilot might not have been enough for me to see it could take us to Earth. But she owned a copy of a pre-War starbook, one that contained both the Earth-road and the closely guarded roads that led among the Rose Worlds. The three things together had been enough to show her a new road to Earth.
Sighing, she opened the portolan, turning the pages one by one until she found the drawing she was looking for. The portolan system was totally unlike the normal method of star travel, using the voidmarks only as signposts, rather than the potent symbols they had later become. In normal star travel, the pilot actually manipulated the voidmarks; there was a true interaction between pilot, ship, and symbol. Using a portolan… Silence forced herself to look again at the double-page drawing spread out before her. It showed Limyre and environs, the planet and its sun at the center, lines—called landlines for some unknown reason—radiating out in all directions from that central point. Marks, some familiar as parts of the more complex images that made up the voidmarks, others completely unknown, lay scattered across the page as well. Each mark had its own smaller halo of landlines, and each line was carefully labelled with its harmonic bearing. Silence traced her planned course, along one line from Limyre to a mark shaped like a triple rose, then along a second line to a walled city, along a third to the goose-necked man, and so on, until at last they reached Earth. Following those lines would depend at least as much on matching the listed harmonic bearings as it would on her steering from one mark to the next; that was the reason Chase Mago was making final adjustments to the harmonium, to be sure its music was pure to the full nine places.
She sighed, still staring at the map. Theoretically, this should all work as planned, but she could not forget that most of her assumptions were no more than that, guesses based on the pamphlet she had read and the structure of the portolan itself. If she were wrong… She put the image of disaster from her mind with an effort. If I'm wrong, she told herself, we will have to resort to Isambard's plan, and try to force the engines. That's all.
"Well, now." That was Chase Mago's voice, tired but triumphant. Silence looked up to find the engineer smiling down at her and Balthasar.
"Everything's finished," Chase Mago went on. "It's all done, and we're ready to go."
They left the Anaskazeion the morning of the next day, ship's time, wanting to be sure everyone was well rested before attempting the passage into the Rose Worlds. Ostensibly, they were outbound for Caire, a Fringe World 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 place on the upper bridge early, remembering what Balthasar had said about the Eagle's Flight.
"Standing by to switch to the upper register," Balthasar's voice announced in her headset, and Silence rested both hands on the control yoke, her thumb poised over the lock. All around, the dome was fading, the stars' coronae shining through its metallic shadow.
"Ready above," she said.
"Engine room ready," Chase Mago said.
There was a momentary pause—Silence could almost see Balthasar watching his readouts—and then the Delian said, "Now."
If the engineer acknowledged the order, his words were lost in the sudden surge of music. The last wisps of the dome went transparent, as though blown away by the wave of sound. Silence smiled, caught in spite of herself by the soaring harmonies. Then she shook herself, almost angrily, and sought her voidmarks.
The feeling hit her first, a wave of absolute lust stronger than anything she had ever felt before. She gasped, body tingling, but forced herself to ignore the sensations. The voidmarks whirled around her, refused to steady into any familiar image. She swore, then cursed again as she realized she'd used a sexual image. The flaming river of The Gilded Stairs' drawing took shaky form ahead of her, but she could not seem to concentrate on it enough to make it come clear. Bodies swirled up from its shadow like leaping flames, momentarily distinct, inviting, then spun away into the fire. A single figure swam before her, young, male, its muscles sharply molded. It reached for her, laughing, even as it dissolved in a shower of liquid flame. Its face had been vaguely familiar, but it vanished before she could capture the memory.
A second plume of flame rose from the fire, shaped itself into a new figure, instantly recognizable. It was the form of her first lover, the fire sharply outlining every curve and hollow of that familiar body, gleaming on the flat planes of chest and belly. There had been nothing between them except sex—he had not believed she was a star pilot, and she had not bothered to enlighten him, leaving him willingly when Black Dolphin left the planet—but she still remembered with aching precision the explosive delights of their lovemaking. He beckoned, smiling, Silence shivered, but looked away.
This is unreal, she told herself; it is illusion. He was—he is nothing to you. The words were powerless against the remembered passion. More shapes crowded up behind the smiling figure, familiar faces forming in the flames. Every man she had ever seen and desired was there, each one perfected, polished and completed, by years of daydream, fantasy embellishing experience. I never slept with you, with any of you but one, she thought, but the wordless challenge rang hollow in her mind. It did not matter; it was not experience but imagination that betrayed her now.
The keelsong changed, the spreading dissonance cutting through the haze of emotion. The voidmarks cleared, the eagle hovering above the flaming river, but there was barely time for that vison to register: Recusante was falling toward the river, its apparent speed increasing with every second. Silence's mouth set in a grim line, and she pulled up sharply on the control yoke, fixing her attention on the keelsong. She would allow no one—nothing—to distract her from the ship. The dissonance eased, but as it eased the memories returned, the figures even more desirable than before.
Something more was needed, something stronger than the generalized protections of the pilots' cantrips and her professional instincts—something intrinsic to the road itself. Holding her breath, Silence fixed her eyes on the tinctured decking and eased the control yoke forward again, steering by the keelsong alone. The dissonance rose slightly, and Silence levelled the ship again, knowing the keel could not endure the dissonance for long without going out of tune. There was a voice in her headset, Chase Mago's voice, but she could not spare the concentration to untangle the words.
"I need time," she said, and was never afterwards certain that she had spoken aloud. The voice in the headset ceased, and she lifted her head cautiously, looking at the voidmarks.
The dissonance gave her something real to cling to, to use against the haze of memory that threatened to overwhelm her. The destruction of Sebethos had distorted the central figure, so that the eagle no longer rose, but stooped toward the flames, a naked youth dropping from slack 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, calming herself, putting aside the twin pressures of desire and memory. This was the Eagle's Flight—but that symbolism, of mastered passion, of royalty and freedom and conquest, provided little help now. Or Ganymede's Run… That name triggered a memory from her studies on Solitudo Hermae. First the shepherd, the seducing male, and then its related symbols: the rainbow-clad shepherdess, its feminine equivalent; the huntress, its feminine antithesis; the empress, its opposite and its opposition; and finally the seeress, personified wisdom, absolute negation of everything for which the Ganymede-figure stood. She was conventionally shown armored, armed with the sickle of the moon and the flaming disk of the sun.
Without conscious thought, Silence reached for that image, abandoning a pilot's detachment to shape the symbol out of the potentiality of purgatory. She drew it to herself, surrounding herself with the symbol and its meanings, clothing herself in the seeress's armor. The compelling desire faded, but she was surrounded by too many symbols, each one triggering an explosion of related images. She controlled that with an effort, banishing all but the necessary images of the star road and the seeress who was her talisman, balancing herself between the power of a magus and the art of a pilot.
The dissonance wailed around her, and she knew she could wait no longer. Cautiously, afraid of losing her precarious balance, she pulled back on the yoke, lifting Recusante back into the proper road. The dissonance, faded, and she braced herself for the resurgence of the memory-figures. The first one rose, scar-faced, feral, a pilot she had worshipped during her apprenticeship and for years after. He was exactly as she remembered him from her daydreams, the cruel mouth relaxed into a smile of welcome, yet the memory lacked the demanding sexuality of the other figures, was nothing more than a memory, Silence lifted her eyes to the tori gate.
It was very close now, and already Silence could feel the first subtle increase in Recusante's apparent speed as the ship began to fall away from the twelfth of heaven. More figures rose from the flames, the same familiar shapes, but this time they held no power over her. Recusante's speed increased still further, and then they were through, the note of the harmonium dropping perceptibly. Silence glanced over her shoulder, and saw the seeress's armored figure framed in the afterimage of the tori gate. In the instant before the image vanished altogether, the pilot thought she saw her own face beneath the shadowing helmet.
"I have control," Balthasar's voice said in her ears.
"You have it," Silence answered, and heard how flat her own voice sounded. She locked her wheel, but instead of climbing down the ladder to the lower bridge, she seated herself at the base of the yoke, drawing herself into a huddled ball. The passion created by the star road had gone sour, leaving 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 illusion and therefore unimportant. It did not feel unimportant, and she was profoundly grateful that the others had not seen the road's images. Aili and Marcinik and Isambard were still in their cabins, locked in drugged, dreamless sleep; both Balthasar and Chase Mago would see their own desires in the fiery river. I wonder why I didn't see them among all the rest, Silence thought, but the question answered itself almost at once. The Eagle's Flight showed purposeless passion, desire unmoderated by any other influence; her marriage had become passionate, but it was founded on far more complex needs and desires.
"Silence?" Balthasar's voice held the same dulled quality as her own, and the pilot wondered momentarily just what the Delian had seen. She put the thought firmly aside: She did not want to know, any more than she wanted her own fantasies to be known.
"Oh my way," she answered, and pushed herself up off the clinging platform.
Balthasar was leaning back in his couch, one hand resting lightly on the keyboard that gave the pilot limited control of the harmonium, the other fiddling with the controls of the Ficinan model. He looked up as Silence took her place beside him, but glanced away before she met his eyes. Silence thought she recognized her own embarrassed guilt in his somber expression.
"How're we doing?" Silence asked. For both their sakes, she kept her voice businesslike, focusing all her attention on the readouts and the triple screen. There was a momentary pause before Balthasar answered, and the pilot hoped she was doing the right thing.
"So far, everything's according to plan," the Delian answered at last, and gestured to the musonar. "Nothing's stirring."
Silence nodded, careful to watch the screens instead of the other. The main pitch indicator was slipping down the lower quarter of the scale, the harmonium's note already well below human hearing, matching the music emanating from the system's outer planet. At this scale the Ficinan model showed only the wash of music from the inner planets. The musonar, set at its greatest range, showed a few tiny flecks of bronze, the reflections of starships' keels, but all of them were well within Limyre’s envelope. "That's good."
Balthasar nodded back, then darted another glance in her direction. 'I—', He made a face then, as though he couldn't find the words, and settled for, "It's a bad road, that one."
Silence shrugged uncomfortably, not certain quite how she should respond, but knowing something needed to be said. "You gave me fair warning," she said, and held out her hand, not quite daring to look at him. After a moment, Balthasar grasped it tightly, but said nothing. Silence glanced sideways, and saw the other's face shut against her, as it had been on Wrath-of-God, and on the transport. She said, slowly, "It's a road, Denis."
Balthasar didn't move for a long moment, but then one corner of his mouth twitched upward in a grimace that was something less than a smile. Still, from him that was enough. Silence relaxed a little, but did not release his hand, grateful for the chaste warmth. They sat unmoving, linked hands resting lightly on the globe of the Ficinan display. The pitch indicator crept toward the base line.
Chase Mago's voice finally broke the quiet. "I show that we're there."
Balthasar pulled his hand away without the smallest expression of apology and reached for the intercom.
Silence leaned sideways to get a better look at the pitch indicators. The main indicator line hovered at the base; the numerical readings below, each covering a quarter of the scale, showed three rows of zeros and a single number. "I show a match to four places," she said, and Balthasar nodded.
"Our readout shows correct to four," he said into his headset microphone.
"Five, now," Silence interrupted.
"To five places," Balthasar corrected. "There's no traffic out here. Do you want to wait for the full nine?"
There was a long pause. Silence stared at the pitch indicators. A nine-point match would be almost perfect, but it had taken them almost an hour to reach the acceptable five places, and the indicator showed no desire to move again. The longer they stayed in mundane space, the more chance there was that a Rose Worlder ship would see them…
"I wouldn't risk it," Chase Mago said abruptly. "It's going to take us another two hours or better to run up to heaven Silence's way. I'd rather go now, and take my time matching the landline."
"Good enough," Balthasar said. "We'll go now." He glanced at Silence, the familiar nervous grin on his face. "Well, what's the first line, pilot?"
Silence lifted the portolan onto the arms of the couch, opening it to the marked pages that showed the Limyre system. She had laid out the course a dozen times already, but even so, she traced the chosen line with her finger, from the system edge to the first mark, before replying. "The setting is rho five, sol seven over five, mi octavo, tau six-three-one."
"Rho five, sol seven-fifths, mi octavo, and tau six-three-one," Chase Mago repeated. In the background, Silence could hear clicking noises as the engineer adjusted the harmonium's limiting stops. "Rise?"
Silence glanced again at the chain of symbols, looking for a single number printed in red. "Eight-zero slash seven."
"Eight-zero over seven," Chase Mago said. He took a deep breath, the noise of it clearly audible in the headsets. "We're ready to go, bridge."
Balthasar looked toward Silence, still with that nervous smile on his face. The pilot nodded, holding her breath, and Balthasar said, "Go."
For a long moment, it seemed as though nothing had happened, and Silence clasped her hands tightly in her lap. To be wrong now, after everything, would be more than she could stand. Then, very faintly, she felt the first note of the adjusted keelsong, a note so deep it trembled just at the edge of hearing. She sighed, and heard Balthasar let out his breath in an explosive gasp.
"Well, at least the tuning works," he said aloud.
Silence nodded, still listening to the unfamiliar song. This was a new method to her, to all of them, even though it dated in actuality from the 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 developed the modern harmonia with their multiple, multi-throated pipes, and the flexible tuning systems that let a ship go directly from the lifting sequence, the harmony that countered the music of the planetary core, to the music that would take them to the edge of the systemic envelope and finally beyond the twelfth of heaven. Originally, the harmonium had been a crude instrument, with single pipes and only a few stops with which to control them; star travel had been a long, 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 harmony. Reaching purgatory had been a matter of copying the natural pattern of a harmonic flare, not creating and controlling an artificially determined music. At least that should work to our advantage, Silence thought. Limyre's musonar shouldn't be able to tell us from a normal flare.
She sighed, and glanced again at the portolan. So much depended on her having correctly deduced its workings, the workings of a system no one had used in generations. At least the tuning was given in a notation that hadn't changed over the years, but the rest of it… She shook herself, hard. She had been right about the first part; she would be right about the rest, as well.
The keelsong strengthened around her, rough music after the complex notes of the normal tuning. The pitch indicators shifted, moving away from the systemic harmonies, and Balthasar leaned across to punch a new target into the console. The upper bank of numbers blurred and shifted, steadying on the new readings. Silence studied them closely, nodding to herself. There hadn't been much change, but it was moving in the right direction.
"Julie said it would be at least a couple of hours before we reached the twelfth," Balthasar said. "Why don't you go below for a while, get some rest?"
"I'm not tired," Silence said, automatically.
"Take a break, then," the Delian answered, in a voice that brooked no argument. "Get something to eat. I want you fit for purgatory."
Silence made a face, but had to admit the other was right. "Can I get you anything?"
Balthasar hesitated, then nodded. "Bring me up some daybread, please. And coffee."
"Right," Silence answered, unfastening the safety webbing, and let herself slide down the last ladder to Recusante's main deck.
To her surprise, the common room door was already unlatched and someone was moving about inside. She pushed through the door, and Aili turned to face her, one hand holding her loosened veil across her face. Seeing who it was, she let the veil fall again, murmuring a greeting.
"I didn't expect to see you awake yet," Silence said, and felt instantly rather foolish. Of course the elixer would have worn off by now, she thought. It had been over an hour since the ship left purgatory.
To her surprise, however, Aili looked away, and the pilot thought she saw a blush coloring the other woman's cheeks. "We were hungry," Aili said, and the blush deepened.
Silence stared for a moment, completely confused, then understood. Evidently the star road had produced its effects even through the elixer's influence. She looked away, keeping face and voice carefully neutral. "There's plenty in the cells. I came down to get something for Denis and me." She crossed the room to the intercom panel. "And to see if Julie wanted anything." Without waiting for an answer, she punched the engine room. button. "Julie? I'm in the commons. Do you want anything to eat?"
There was a moment's pause before the engineer answered. "Concentrate bar?"
"What about a sandwich?" Silence said.
"That would be better," Chase Mago acknowledged. "Thanks."
"May I help?" Aili asked.
Silence hesitated, the instant refusal dying on her tongue. Like all the women of the Thousand, Aili had been trained to keep household, knew how to manage common kitchen equipment and prepare a simple meal. It was one of the few skills women of rank were able to acquire. "Sure," she said, and then, belatedly, "Thanks."
The two women worked side by side, almost without conversation, slicing the heavy, faintly sweet daybread and covering it with mounds of the salty, protein-rich isawra spread. They finished five sandwiches before Silence glanced at the remaining bread, shrugging.
"Might as well finish it," she said.
Aili noded, handling the serrated knife as deftly as a soldier. They made seven more, piling them into a keepbox. Silence filled two of the covered mugs from the wallboard's coffee unit, and reached for a tray to carry it all, but Aili caught her hand.
"Let me," she said again, wrapping the veil back across her face in a single deft movement. "You should rest."
Silence shook her head—what was life becoming, that the Princess Royal should wait on a pair of star-travellers?—but said, "All right."
"Thank you," Aili said, and there was a note in her voice that hinted she was smiling. "I'll feed Isambard too, if he's awake." She lifted the full tray, and was gone.
Left to herself, Silence drew a third mug of coffee from the wallboard, and took it and a sandwich across to the table, suddenly weary. The Eagle's Flight had taken more out of her than she had expected, though the drain was more emotional than physical; still, she could feel the sluggishness in her very bones. She closed her eyes for a moment, resting her head in her hands, then reached for the sandwich and began, methodically, to eat, washing the food down with the scalding coffee. It was a star-travellers' maxim that when you can't sleep, you eat, and Silence had long ago learned the truth of that. Aili returned, carrying the emptied tray, but seemed to sense Silence's mood and left again without speaking. When the Princess Royal had gone, Silence finished a second sandwich, and then a third, before the intercom buzzed.
The pilot frowned, but pushed herself up out of her chair, and crossed the room to push the answer button. "Commons."
"Silence," Balthasar's voice said. "You might want to come up now." Silence's frown deepened, and she asked, "Trouble?"
"Not exactly," Balthasar began, and Silence could almost see the wary grimace. "Not yet, anyway."
"I'm on my way," Silence said, and flicked off the intercom. Hurriedly, she shoved the remaining sandwiches into one of the refrigerated cells, and jammed the dishes into the cleaning slot—if there was no emergency, there was no excuse for letting things wander about unsecured—then left the commons, latching the door behind her. She pulled herself up the ladder to the lower bridge, craning her neck to see the readouts even before she'd stepped off the rungs onto the decking. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary at first glance, and she frowned again as she slipped into the second pilot's couch.
"What's wrong?" she asked. Even on a closer examination, the readouts looked normal, nothing showing on musonar except the distant haze of the last planetary envelope. The Ficinan model was still clear, and the rows of status lights showed monotonously green. The pitch was lower than usual, but that had been expected.
Balthasar looked up from his keyboard, worry lines sharp between his eyebrows. "Listen."
Silence did as she was told, closing her eyes to concentrate on the keelsong. For a moment, the unfamiliar music made everything seem out of place, but then, as she became accustomed to the music, she began to hear something else beneath the eerie harmonics. There was a note of strain—no, not strain in the usual sense of unresolved dissonance, but a laboring sound, as though the harmonium were being pushed beyond its limits to maintain the new song. She looked up, and Balthasar nodded grimly.
"You hear?"
"I hear something," Silence answered, and reached for her headset, lying discarded over the arm of the couch. She settled it into place, and keyed the intercom. "Julie, what's going on?"
"I'm not entirely sure," the engineer answered, almost too promptly. "We're not developing a clear harmony at this setting—I've tried increasing my input power, but that just creates more interference in the damped pipes."
Silence made a face, trying to understand just what this would mean. She had known—they had all known—that the given setting was intended for an old-style harmonium, using only a quarter of the pipes in Recusante's harmonium. 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? "I don't understand," she said aloud.
"I'm not sure we're going to make the twelfth," Chase Mago said. "Not make—" Silence bit off the rest of her horrified echo, furious at her self-betrayal.
Balthasar nodded, glaring at the screens.
"Even if we make it, we won't go much above it," the engineer continued. "There won't be much for you to work with."
Silence took a deep breath, trying to order her thoughts. "That isn't so much of a problem," she said, slowly. "We don't want to manipulate the marks—and I doubt the old ships went very deep into purgatory anyway."
"But they did get there," Balthasar murmured. "Do you really think we're not going to make it, Julie?"
"Would I say it if I didn't?" Chase Mago retorted, with some asperity. "If we don't get more power, clean up the song, we're going to peak just below the twelfth." He paused, then continued, "I want to cut in the upper register."
There was a momentary pause. Balthasar covered his microphone with one hand and glanced toward the other pilot. "Silence? You know more about this than I do."
Silence hesitated. Cutting in the upper register would take them well beyond the twelfth of heaven—and probably too deep into purgatory for her to be able to use the portolan. Damn it, she thought, they used this setting, they got to purgatory on it… The laboring note of the keelsong sounded in her ears; she could hear, at its heart, the imperfections that would keep it from matching the celestial harmony closely enough to take them into purgatory. God, it couldn't be that the tuning was damaged going through the Eagle's Flight, she thought suddenly. Could it? But no, that would have showed itself at once. This has to be something else.
"If the old ships got to purgatory this way," she said, half to herself, "so can we."
She had not intended to speak aloud, but Chase Mago answered anyway. "Their harmonia—their whole engine setup was very different. We may just carry too many pipes."
Silence did not answer at once. Something was tugging at her memory, something the engineer had said back on Asterion, during the weeks they had spent planning the flight. Something about the differences between Recusante and other modern ships and the ships that had originally used the portolan system, something about power as well as pipes and stops and settings… "You said," she began slowly, "you said the old ships didn't carry the power we do, right? That we develop half again as much?"
"About a quarter more, I think," Balthasar said, when Chase Mago didn't answer immediately.
"That's about right," the engineer said, after a moment. "Why?"
"What are we carrying now?" Silence asked.
"Seven-eighths of normal capacity," Chase Mago answered, promptly this time. "Why—" His voice died away abruptly. "I think I see. If we cut back to their maximum, or even a little below, that might purify the song."
"We're using the same harmonic setting, so we should duplicate the power level as well," Silence said.
"That means spending more time in mundane space," Balthasar objected automatically.
Silence nodded toward the empty musonar display. "I think we can afford it."
Balthasar gave a reluctant nod. "All right. Do what you think's best, Julie."
"I'll power down," Chase Mago answered, and moved away without switching off the intercom. Silence could hear him moving around the engine room, could hear, on the quiet bridge, the faint clicks as the engineer adjusted his equipment. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, the keelsong changed, the sense of strain—a tension more felt than heard—easing away. The change was too slight to register on the bridge instrumentation, but Chase Mago gave an exclamation of delight.
"I think—yes, that's done it." His voice grew clearer as he returned to the intercom panel. "We'll reach purgatory in a little more than an hour."
Balthasar made a face, but said, "Good enough, Julie." Glancing sideways, he added, "Thanks, Silence."
"Good thought," the engineer agreed, then cut the circuit.
Silence leaned back in her couch, smiling a little at the unexpected compliments. She had worked with men—notably her maternal uncle—who had resented any and all of her suggestions, particularly when she turned out to be right. It was pleasant to be valued fairly.
"Do you want to go below?" Balthasar asked, and gave her a rather whimsical smile. "Sorry to have got you up here, when this turned out to be so minor."
Silence shook her head, returning the smile. "I'll stay, see if I can catch some sleep up here."
Balthasar nodded, and Silence adjusted her couch, tilting it until it formed a reasonably comfortable bunk. She slipped off her headset, and hung it over the arm of the couch, turning so that her face was to a bank of telltales. As always, she didn't mean to sleep, but the steady drone of the harmonium, purified now of the note of strain, was almost hypnotic. She dozed, waking now and then from dreams that slipped away the instant she reached full awareness. They were not unpleasant in fact, they left no emotional residue at all—but that very blandness made her uneasy, and she shook herself fully awake well before they reached the twelfth. Balthasar lifted an eyebrow as she pulled her couch upright.
"You could get another quarter hour at least."
Silence shook her head. "I'm not really tired." She picked up her portolan, cutting off any response. The first mark was unmistakable—a triple rose, white and black and red—but she couldn't help wondering, not for the first time, exactly how it would appear. If she had understood the system correctly, the symbol should appear on a false horizon, conjured by the similitudes of landline and keelsong; Recusante would seem to travel up to and then through that image. The next image after that was a walled city, its representation in the portolan incredibly detailed. Silence frowned at it, suddenly convinced that a magnifier would show even more detail, impossible detail, behind the painted walls. Why should the printer do that? she wondered. What possible purpose can it serve?
She put the book aside, pushing that problem to the back of her mind. Whatever the reason—magi's obsessive concern with accurate representation, or just old-fashioned precision—it could have nothing to do with the road itself. In the screens, the stars were beginning to show faint coronae, and she glanced instinctively toward the pitch indicators. Not far to the twelfth now, she thought, and loosened her safety netting. "I'm going up."
Balthasar nodded, too much a pilot himself to question her even though it was still some minutes to purgatory, and turned his attention back to his control consoles. Silence pulled herself up to the upper bridge, the ladder oddly slick, unstable underfoot. She frowned, then realized that purgatory's secondary effects were only just beginning to be felt. The usual stickiness of deck and ladders was almost completely missing.
She shook herself, annoyed at having wasted even that much thought on such an unimportant thing, and came to stand in front of the wheel, her hands not quite touching the control yoke. The dome had begun to fade a little, but she could barely see the bodies of the stars. The coronae were completely obscured by the hazy metal.
Her headset clicked, and Balthasar's voice said, "I'll give you a countdown."
"All right." Silence stared at the still-solid dome. "How far off are we?"
"Half a step, still, but who knows how long that means?" Balthasar's voice was irritable with nervousness. "No, here we go. Three-quarters… Seven-eighths… Now."
There was no familiar roar of music, no sudden burst of song to lift Recusante out of the mundane universe. Instead, the dome simply faded a little more, and the keelsong seemed suddenly lighter. Silence took a deep breath, and sought her triple rose.
The dome had not vanished completely. Its shadow enclosed the bridge, transparent but definitely there, and Silence shook herself, momentarily disoriented. Then, through the thin veil of fog that was the dome, she saw the triple rose, blood red petals enclosing ebony enclosing a central flower as white as sunlit snow. It gleamed with a light of its own, but somehow it lacked the weird vitality of the usual voidmarks. Seeing it hovering in the distance, Silence felt suddenly like an insect, bearing down on the most tremendous source of pollen ever discovered. She laughed, but then put away the image.
"Bearing, please?" she asked.
Chase Mago's response was reassuringly quick. "Exactly in the groove. Do you want me to give you a check every five minutes, or wait until we go off the line?"
Silence hesitated, then shrugged. "Every five minutes, at least for starters. If you don't mind."
"Every five minutes," Chase Mago repeated. "No problem."
Very slowly, Recusante crept toward the massive rose. Once, twice, a third time the ship slipped from the proper bearing, but each time Chase Mago reported the deviation, and Silence corrected it within minutes. The mark did not alter, or change its apparent position on the false horizon. The early pilots couldn't have steered by it, Silence decided, and shook her head at the thought.
She tensed suddenly, very aware of the immense, unchanging image, filling half the apparent sky ahead of the ship. If it did not show a deviation from the proper bearing, would it show any of the changes that marked the 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 would be some change, she thought, some signal to let a pilot know he's reached the end of a bearing—unless that's supposed to be relayed from the engineer's sensors? Damn, I didn't count on this at all.
"Julie," she said aloud. "We're getting close to the end. Give me a continuous reading, please."
Chase Mago's voice sounded faintly surprised, but for a mercy he didn't argue. "Continuous readings. Very well." A moment later, the numbers began sounding in Silence's headset, a comforting drone. Recusante was cleanly on the bearing, correct to the last points.
The rose swelled ahead of her, filling most of the apparent sky, its lower petals hidden by the decking. The whole image seemed to curve inward slightly, as though the cupped flower would engulf the ship. Silence thought she saw faint stars reflected in the black petals. The center of the innermost flower was directly ahead, its parts—stamen, pistil, grains of pollen—gleaming as though they were made of solid gold. The engineer's voice sounded in her ear: Recusante was still on course, still perfectly on the bearing.
Still, Silence thought, trying to control her own nervousness, you almost always pass through a mark, leaving a normal star road. It's only logical for us to go through this one. She had no proof of that, however—there had been nothing in either the portolan itself or in the pamphlet she had read back on Solitudo Hermae. She could feel herself beginning to shake, as much from tension as from fear, and self-consciously worked her shoulder, trying to relax tight muscles. It did little good; she could feel herself trembling as Recusante slid past the last petals into the flower's golden center.
Instantly, the bridge was suffused with an eerie yellow light, as though the golden pistils and the gold-lined petals themselves were transparent, a strong light shining through them. Silence glanced over her shoulder, and saw only a tiny black disk to mark their point of entrance, as though the flower itself had folded shut over them. The bearing remained constant in her ears.
Cautiously, Silence guided the ship past the towering stamens, past grains of pollen almost as large as Recusante itself, into the very heart of the rose. It loomed ahead, a golden wall faintly shadowed where the petals met and overlapped, a tiny black dot visible at its very center. Silence smiled, certain she saw the way out of the mark, but her smile faded as the ship drew closer. The black dot wasn't the mark of an opening into the mundane universe; rather, it was a shadow, a stain on the gilded perfection of the flower. Still, the bearing remained constant, pointing Recusante directly at the spot. Experimentally, Silence pulled back on the control yoke, lifting the ship toward the nearest stamen. The droning numbers faltered and shifted: that way lay certain destruction. She let the ship slide back onto its original course, and the bearing steadied.
Then, quite abruptly, the numbers changed, shifting wildly as though somehow threefold space itself was in flux. At the same moment, the keelsong howled, reflecting sudden dissonance. Silence swore, clinging to the bucking control yoke, but could find no visible sign of that disharmony.
"Three point eight, four, four point five, four-nine, five point three," Chase Mago chanted. "God, Silence, I think the line's gone. Six-five, six point seven, point nine—"
Silence shut out his words with an effort, hauling back on the control yoke. It refused to respond, the sympathetic linkages distorted by the rising dissonance. She cursed again, seeing the black spot looming ever nearer.
"Eight point one," Chase Mago said, "eight point four, eight point six, point seven—"
"Get us out, Julie," Balthasar snapped, and in the same instant, Silence said, "Stop down—power down now."
The engineer obeyed without question, and the noise of the harmomum sank, bringing with it the deceptive increase in their apparent speed. Silence cringed, seeing the black spot rush closer, but the rest of the image was already fading, the golden walls irregularly shadowed, stars shining through sudden holes in the gilded fabric. Then Recusante burst through the shreds of the image sending a last wave of dissonance through the ship. Silence screamed, knocked backward by the explosion of sound, but her voice was drowned in the sudden wail of the keel. And then they were through, the dissonance dropping to a whisper and then vanishing entirely.
"What the hell?" Balthasar demanded. "Silence, are you all right?"
Silence pulled herself upright, and managed to spare a wry smile for her bruises. She had taken ships through dissonances 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. Did we make it?"
Balthasar did not answer for a long moment, 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 himself, then asked, falsely casual, "Do I retune to the new bearing?"
There was another, longer pause before Balthasar finally answered. "No. I can't find the line."
Silence swore, her bruises forgotten, and scrambled for the ladder. As she slid down it, she asked, "What do you mean, you can't find it?"
"Just what I said," Balthasar snapped. He was staring at the three viewscreens, two of which showed a musonar display, while the third flashed strings of numbers in response to the Delian's touch on his keyboard. "I can't find it."
There was a note of controlled hysteria in his voice that terrified Silence. She fought back the urge to panic, and slid into the second pilot's couch, reaching for her own keyboard. The musonar displays showed the almost-black of true interstellar space, the distant stars no more than pale dots with only the faintest harmonic envelopes. The display was set to its largest scale, Silence realized; nothing smaller would show anything at all. She shivered, awed by the immensity of space. Every pilot had heard tales of missing a voidmark, of failing to control the forces of purgatory—how ships had fallen to mundane space in unfamiliar places, unable to reenter purgatory without the correct voidmarks, doomed to wander between the stars until the crew starved, until at last the elemental water that powered the harmonium was exhausted, and the ship was drawn inevitably into some distant star.
Silence shook herself, angry at her own imaginings. "We can't be that far off," she said aloud. "We were right on course, right on the line up to the end."
"Yeah," Balthasar said, "but who knows how far off course we came when we lost the line—" He bit off whatever else he had been going to say, and punched a new set of numbers into his keyboard, watching the figures shift and reform on the central viewscreen. When he spoke again, he was almost calm. "What happened then, anyway?"
"I'm not sure," Silence answered honestly. "I'm still learning the damn method—" She broke off, angrily aware that Balthasar had stopped listening after her first answer. With an effort, she controlled her anger, and said, "What can I do to help?"
"I'm trying to find the landline; it should show up on the musonar," Balthasar answered. He shook his head. "I don't know, keep an eye on the figures. Maybe you'll see something I've missed."
Silence nodded, too glad of something to occupy her thoughts to protest being given such an unimportant job, and fixed her eyes on the screen. The numbers shifted and reformed as Balthasar tilted the musonar horn this way and that, but nothing matched the listed harmony. Where did we—I—go wrong? Silence wondered, still watching the screen. It should have worked. I don't understand why it didn't… Unless, somehow, the ship isn't supposed to leave the mark? But I couldn't find the next landline if the ship stayed in purgatory.
"Got it," Balthasar exclaimed, and pointed to a red dot flashing on the screen. "That's it." Silence gave a sigh of relief, but Balthasar ignored her, still talking excitedly. "Julie, retune to the numbers Silence gave you, but don't put in the riser yet. We should reach the line in, oh, two or three hours; you can adjust it then."
"Right," Chase Mago answered, and Silence could hear the relief in his voice as well.
Slowly, very slowly, the keelsong changed, one note replacing another, others blending into new and subtle harmonies. Silence barely heard it, still staring at the screen. After a moment, frowning, she punched in a second set of numbers, and saw the same point of light flare on the visual screens. Balthasar gave her a curious glance, but said nothing. So, Silence thought, the first landline seems to end in the same place that our second line begins. Therefore, since the portolans deal more with physical correspondences than the voidmark system, that must be the "place" that's roughly equivalent to the rose. Which means that we have to leave purgatory before we leave the mark—but that still doesn't tell me when.
Balthasar asked softly, "Found something?"
"Maybe," Silence answered. Quickly, she outlined what she had guessed, but ended, "Unfortunately, that doesn't tell me when to leave purgatory. I'd imagine leaving too soon would be as bad as leaving too late. Or maybe not." She frowned, hardly seeing the control room around her. "Maybe not. If we stopped down early, the resemblances should still carry us along to the natural departure point, and even if they don't, we'd still be on that line, not in uncharted space. Denis, I think that's it."
Balthasar was nodding. "That makes sense."
"So when we reach purgatory on this second road," Chase Mago said slowly, "I start stopping down and trust that the resemblance will carry us through?" His voice made his distrust of that plan perfectly clear.
"No," Silence answered, "you stop down as soon as we enter the mark. I'll tell you when."
"I see," the engineer said, and there was a long pause. Silence held her breath, wondering if she should say more, and was very grateful that Balthasar said nothing. Then Chase Mago sighed. "All right, pilot, the next ride can't be worse than this one."
"Thanks," Silence said, rather sourly. She waited for an answer, but the engineer did not reply.
Balthasar cleared his throat. "We've got four, five hours before you have to take the next leg, Silence. You should get some rest."
"I'm not tired," the pilot answered automatically, but even as she spoke she knew it for a lie.
"You look like death," Balthasar said frankly. "Go on, get below."
Silence managed a wry smile, and pushed herself up out of the couch. A lot of her weariness was emotional, she knew, the result of fear and tension, but it was no less real for that. She made her way cautiously down the ladder, suddenly aware of pain in her wrists. Probably from being knocked backward while I was trying to hold onto the wheel, she thought, and pushed open the door of her cabin. The tidy bunk looked so inviting that she almost cried, but she turned away from its softness, leaning on the back of her chair instead. She stood there for a long moment, gathering strength, then doggedly began to strip off the tightfitting shipsuit. She pulled off sleeves and bodice, then began working the clinging fabric down over her hips. A purple bruise the size of her hand was already visible on her left leg just below the point of her hip. She touched it lightly, experimentally, and winced at the pain. I must've landed on it when I fell, she thought, then put the discovery aside. After a moment's hesitation, she pulled on an outsized sleepshirt and crawled into her bunk, leaving the shipsuit crumpled on the floor. She was asleep almost before her head hit the pillow.
She woke to a hand on her shoulder and a familiar voice in her ear, riding over the rising note of the keelsong. "Julie?" she said, still half asleep, and pushed herself upright.
"I brought you coffee," the engineer said. "It's about half an hour to the twelfth."
"Half an hour?" Silence echoed, then shook herself fully awake. "You should've waked me sooner."
Chase Mago shrugged, and held out a closed mug. Silence took it automatically, murmuring her thanks.
"Denis figured he'd let you sleep now, and then he could take a break while you ran us through purgatory," the engineer continued.
Silence nodded and took a sip of the coffee, studying the other. Chase Mago looked almost as tired as she had felt, circles clearly visible under his eyes, his dark hair falling lank across his collar. "When are you going to get a break?" she asked, with some concern.
To her surprise, the engineer managed a tired smile. "As soon as we hit purgatory, I'll curl up in a corner. I've waked your magus. He can at least read the numbers, and I've rigged you a buzzer. You get a steady tone when you're on the line; the pitch will rise or fall if you get off it."
"Good idea," Silence said. "Thanks." We should've hired another engineer, 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 hips and back and the sore muscles in her wrists and forearms. "How're Aili and Marcinik doing?" she asked, idly.
"All right. Fretting a little because there's nothing they can do to help." Chase Mago smiled. "Except carry sandwiches. I've never been waited on by a princess before. Speaking of which, I brought you a sandwich, too."
Silence smiled back. "Thanks."
The engineer pushed himself to his feet and stretched slowly. "I'll leave you—I've got to get back to work. Remember, we hit the twelfth in half an hour."
"I'm not likely to forget," Silence said to his retreating back, and levered herself out of the bunk as the door closed behind him. She took a quick shower, then dressed, snatching a few bites of the sandwich as she did so. She ran her fingers through her short hair—it was still damp, and would be an unruly mess when it dried, but there was no time to do more—then tested the last seal, and started for the upper bridge.
Balthasar swung around in his couch as she reached the lower bridge, managed a nod and a smile. He looked dreadful, Silence thought, unshaven and disheveled, great circles under his eyes, but his voice was cheerful enough. "Almost there."
Silence nodded. "You should get some rest, Denis."
"I will," Balthasar answered. "Once you've taken over, and we're in purgatory."
Silence shook her head, but there was nothing to say. She pulled herself up the rest of the ladder—the rungs still felt strange without the clinging effect of deep purgatory—and took up her position in front of the wheel, hands resting easily on the control yoke. The dome had faded considerably already, star-coronae showing clearly through its shadow. Even as she watched, it faded further, to the strange translucence of the twelfth of heaven, and the stars vanished completely, leaving only their coronae blazing against a flat black sky.
"At the twelfth," Chase Mago announced.
"I have control," Silence responded, and flipped off the lock.
"You have it," Balthasar said.
"Get some sleep, Denis," the engineer said, and Silence could hear Balthasar's soft laughter.
"I will, I promise. Good night."
With an effort, Silence banished both of them from her thoughts, staring instead out into the starless night. The next mark, a massive walled city, rode an imaginary horizon. Its towers—Silence counted seven, and suspected that others were hidden behind the red-tiled roofs —were topped with gaudy banners; its walls seemed to end in stony fringes, trailing off into nothingness like the roots of a tree.
"I'm putting on the buzzer now," Chase Mago's voice said in her ears.
"Go ahead," Silence answered, and a moment later a low, pleasant tone sounded in her headset. Experimentally, she moved the control yoke forward, and then back. The tone changed, dropping and then rising in response to the ship's movements. Silence nodded, satisfied, and pressed the transmitter button, momentarily overriding the signal. "It sounds good, Julie. Why don't you take a break now, if Isambard can spell 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 Isambard—and she sighed when the engineer answered, "I'm going to. Don't worry, Isambard will wake me if there's any sign of trouble—of anything at all unusual," he amended fiercely, and Silence grinned, picturing the magus's restrained annoyance.
"Thanks, Julie," she said. Chase Mago did not answer, but an instant later the tone sounded again in her ears.
The passage along the landline to the mark itself was remarkably uneventful, so uneventful that in the end Silence had deliberately to tip Recusante off the proper course to keep herself from falling asleep at the wheel. Progress seemed impossibly slow, but at last the city wall loomed 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 wavered momentarily, then settled again. "Isambard," she said aloud. "Wake Julie."
"I'm awake," the engineer answered.
"We're coming up on the mark," Silence said, and damned herself for having left things so late. "Denis, do you hear?" There was no answer from the Delian. "Damn. Julie, send Isambard forward to wake him, if you would—and tell him to check in as soon as he's in?"
"Right," Chase Mago answered, and there was a momentary pause while he passed her request to the magus. "He's going forward now," the engineer reported. "How close are we?"
"It's hard to tell," Silence answered. "It looks like a hundred meters or so to the gate, but you can't tell how long it's going to take to cover it."
Chase Mago grunted his agreement, and Silence turned her attention back to the mark ahead. Through the open gate, she could see a wall of buildings, each one elaborately decorated with columns and grotesques and fancifully carved cornices, each one with shutters pulled tight across its windows. With a detached corner of her mind, Silence wondered what the symbolism of that was. Infuriatingly, Recusante seemed to hang almost motionless, barely creeping toward the gate.
There was a rattling noise in her headset, just audible under the warning tone, and Balthasar announced, "I'm on, Silence." He still sounded tired, Silence thought, but more alert than before.
"Thanks," she said, and kept her eyes on the mark.
Recusante crawled on toward the gate. As the ship came closer and closer to the massive towers, Silence tensed, waiting for some change in the tone. Nothing happened, and she forced herself to relax, to keep her hands loose on the control yoke. At last, Recusante slid between the towers, under the shadow of the gate.
"Begin stopping down, Julie," Silence said, and held her breath.
"Stopping down," Chase Mago answered, and for once there was a genuine note of nervousness in his voice. The keelsong changed subtly, thinning out, but the mark stayed clear, showed no signs of deterioration.
Silence sighed hard. So far, she was right—or at least she hadn't done anything terribly wrong. 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 landline faded.
Recusante floated through the wide gate, the apparent pace maddeningly sedate. As they emerged from the wall's shadow, Silence glanced quickly to her left, only to find the way blocked by yet another wall of shuttered houses. Instinctively, she swung the yoke to the right, and found herself sailing down a wide avenue between palatial buildings. At the same moment, the warning tone began to drop.
She pulled back on the yoke, lifting the ship until the tone steadied on its proper note. Recusante floated now just above the level of the housetops, well above the illusory pavement. From this perspective, Silence could see that Recusante was following the single street, which spiralled inward from the gate to the town's central tower. Its walls were ivory-colored, its scattered windows sealed with crimson shutters, and a vine, its leaves as red as blood, coiled three times around the tower's base before spiralling up toward the gold-tiled roof. There seemed to be a wealth of symbolism in the image, but Silence had no time to contemplate it. Already, Recusante's apparent speed was increasing, the ship careening along above the street as though carried by a rising wind.
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 held the course, though it took all her strength to do it, and leaned hard against the wheel as the curve of the spiral sharpened. Recusante was moving even faster now, whipping around the final circles with dizzying speed. As they swung into the final curve, Silence caught a glimpse of the tower base. A gate had opened just above the triple-wrapped vine, the portcullis drawn up just far enough to admit a starship. Do we go in after all? she wondered. And what will I find if we do? Then Recusante swept past the gate, circling the tower for the final time, and Silence realized with a shock that the city was fading around her. The bright colors dimmed, went misty, the shuttered windows cleared, though the interior of the tower remained maddeningly dark. They would not enter the tower, despite the open doorway, and Silence bit back a cry of frustration. It had promised such a wealth of secrets….
And then they were through, the last shadows vanishing just as Recusante started to circle the base of the tower itself. Silence swore softly and locked her wheel, tasting disappointment. Only a little farther, she thought, just a little farther and I could at least have seen into it. That would have told me something.
"I have control," Balthasar's voice said in her ears. He sounded dead tired still, Silence realized, belatedly—and no wonder, she thought, considering how little sleep he's had. That was enough to drive the thoughts of the tower from her mind.
"On my way," she said, and dropped down the ladder to the lower bridge. Balthasar 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 the musonar, one showing the distant starscape only faintly touched with music, the other showing a maze of multicolored lines. The central screen was filled with numbers, changing in response to promptings from Balthasar's keyboard.
"How're we doing?" Silence asked, readjusting her headset.
"As I just told Julie, I'm looking for it," Balthasar answered. He made a face then, and glanced apologetically in her direction. "Sorry. I think it's worked this time, but it just takes a while to be sure."
Silence nodded, trying not to feel hurt, and fixed her attention on the right-hand screen. The display showed the harmonic lines that crossed and recrossed in the local volume, some stronger and brighter than the rest, most shown in a dull blue that was barely visible against the black background. The brighter ones formed a pattern that seemed somehow familiar. Silence reached again for the portolan, opening it to the marked pages. The pattern didn't seem to match the halo of lines surrounding the city-mark, but it was hard to tell among the confusion of markings. Certainly there seemed to be a correspondence. "Denis," she said slowly, "would you block out the lesser lines, everything that shows blue?"
Balthasar gave her a rather irritated glance, but did as she'd asked. The blue lines faded, leaving only pale yellow ones, crisscrossing the screen like counters in a giant game of pick-up sticks. Still, it didn't match the pattern in the portolan. Silence stared at it for a moment longer, then covered two-thirds of the mark. The remaining lines matched the pattern in the screen. "There," she said aloud, and held the book out so that Balthasar could see.
The Delian grunted, and punched numbers into his keyboard. A moment later, lights flashed green across the monitors, and all but one of the lines vanished from the screen. Balthasar nodded, and said, reluctantly, "Thanks." He straightened almost painfully, stretching against the stiff cushions of the couch, then reached across to flip the intercom switch. "We're right on the line, Julie. You can retune now."
"Retuning," Chase Mago answered distantly, and the Delian cut the connection.
Silence said carefully, not looking at the other, "Why don't you let me handle the run-up, and you get some proper sleep?" Balthasar made a sort of growling noise, and Silence braced herself for a blistering rejoinder. Then the Delian sighed, and relaxed perceptibly.
"That'll leave you wiped out for purgatory."
"If I'm too tired, I'll let you handle it," Silence said. "You've seen how it works."
Balthasar hesitated a moment longer, then nodded, reaching for the clasp of the safety webbing. "All right. I'll hold you to that."
"You can trust me," Silence said, but the Delian had vanished. She sighed, already feeling the strain of the trip through purgatory, then unclasped 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 handled a first pilot's duties a hundred times before. She hesitated before fastening the webbing firmly around herself. She couldn't control the ship as easily from her own couch; it was necessary to switch. She made herself check each of the display boards and readouts, running through the changeover list, immersing herself in her pilot's duties, before reaching for the intercom switch.
"Julie? I'm taking the con for now."
"Good idea," Chase Mago answered. "I'm going to hand over to Isambard as soon as I've got us on line."
"All right," Silence said, and did her best to hide her sudden feeling of disappointment.
A few minutes later, the engineer's voice sounded in her ears again. "I show us on the line, Silence. Do you confirm?"
"I confirm it," Silence said.
"Then I'll let Isambard watch things from here," Chase Mago said, a faint note of satisfaction in his voice. "He'll wake me if there's anything unusual."
"All right," Silence said again, and cut the connection. She could almost feel the moment when the engineer put aside his responsibilities, and then damned herself for an over-imaginative idiot. She felt strangely lonely without either Chase Mago or the Delian to share the watch, even though she knew perfectly well that any emergency would bring them instantly to their posts. It had been a very long time since she'd stood a watch without one of them—the last time had been when Recusante was still Black Dolphin, before her grandfather's death. She shivered, suddenly chilled. Even on Asterion, in the Women's Palace, she had not felt quite so alone. No, she corrected herself, this wasn't precisely loneliness, but a sense of wrongness, of time and place askew. She shook herself then, annoyed that she had let her emotions get the better of her. This is a part of the pilot's Art, she told herself, the pilot's Art that was your first love. There's nothing wrong aboard, just a new method that requires some adjustment. That's all. She scowled down at the monitor, forcing herself to be aware of every single point in the rows of green lights, submerging her uneasiness in the routine of her work.
 



Chapter 4
 
Balthasar returned to the bridge a little more than half an hour before Recusante reached purgatory, and Silence was glad to leave the passage up to and through the next mark to him. It was not so much that the portolan's system was physically exhausting, she decided, but that it demanded the pilot's attention for such long periods of time. The engineer had it even worse, she knew. Even with Isambard's help—and occasional unskilled number-watching from Marcinik and Aili—Chase Mago was having to handle all the transitions himself, and they could all hear the rising exhaustion in his voice.
"Do we hang here and rest for a few hours?" Silence wondered aloud, staring at the musonar readings displayed in the viewscreens without really seeing them. They were past the fifth mark, well over halfway there, and the strain was beginning to tell on the big engineer.
Balthasar shrugged, his fingers moving on his keyboard as he tilted the musonar horn, looking for the next landline. "I'd rather not," he said, and nodded toward the left-hand screen. Instead of the blank starscape visible between the other points, this one showed a nearby sun, its music spreading out in fading shades of red to cover nearly half the screen. "You never know when someone'll show up, so close to a system. Maybe between six and seven."
Silence nodded reluctantly. They were too close to the sun, even if they were too far away for the musonar to pick out the contrasting music of any daughter planets. For a moment, she wondered if any human being had ever seen this star before, if it held planets too alien to be reached by more conventional methods—if in fact the portolan method might somehow offer a key to reaching truly alien worlds—but then the enthusiasm was drowned by the encompassing weariness.
Alien worlds seemed unimportant, even as reaching Earth was beginning to seem trivial, compared to the importance of pushing through one more mark. With an effort, Silence dragged her mind back to the conversation at hand. "We ought to rest then anyway. It's my turn, I'll take number six."
Balthasar nodded, saying, "You hear, Julie? One more." He glanced at Silence. "You get below and rest."
Silence did as she was told, stopping in the common room only long enough to bolt down one of the sandwiches left in the hotbox by Aili.
The Princess Royal, recognizing her lack of technical skills, had taken over food preparation as the one thing she could do, and had done it with, in Silence's opinion, a commendable lack of fanfare. I wouldn't exactly want to be in Aili's shoes, Silence thought, as she settled herself once again into her unmade bunk. It can't be easy for her, not being able to help—Marcinik is an officer at least, he knows how to read the simple instruments, but Aili hasn't had any of that. There was a lesson in that somewhere, the pilot knew, but she fell asleep before it could penetrate.
Aili appeared to wake her half an hour before the transition to purgatory. Silence hauled herself out of the bunk, groaning, and found herself halfway dressed before she was fully aware of what she was doing. She swore, rubbing at her forehead. This wasn't the first time she'd caught herself doing things by rote. It was something about the portolan method, a method she was rapidly growing to hate passionately. The ship never seemed to get far from purgatory, or to go far enough into it; she was surrounded by a perpetual unresolved, unresolvable tension that was ultimately far more enervating than the piloting itself. They all felt it, she knew, though after the first complaints the three star-travellers had conspired to ignore it in the hopes that the feeling would eventually go away. It had not, and Silence found herself wondering more and more often if they wouldn't have been better off trying to break the siege engines after all.
She was wondering it again as she climbed to her station, barely pausing on the lower bridge long enough to exchange monosyllables with Balthasar. The routine of changeover proceeded properly, the faint change in the keelsong, the dimming of the dome, and then the warning tone in her headset, giving its monotonous assurance that Recusante was on course. 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 false horizon.
This one was an arched gate, rather like the triumphs on Asterion, but its triple columns were carved with cabalistic symbols rather than with political insignias. Silence regarded the symbols without affection, knowing that the ship would not come close enough for her to read them clearly. That was one more thing she hated about the portolan: its symbols promised much, but in the end proved as sterile as the rest of the method.
Very slowly, Recusante crept up to the triumph, Chase Mago stopping down as soon as the ship came under the shadow of the gate. As Silence had more than half expected, the image began to fade at once, the symbols blurring into nothingness. Recusante slid out of purgatory as she passed through the gate. Silence sighed, locked her wheel, and headed back down to the lower bridge.
Balthasar managed a crooked smile of welcome, the familiar crisscross pattern dancing across the screens. "You're getting better at this, Silence. We're practically on the line now."
"Do we take a rest now?" Chase Mago's voice asked from the intercom.
Balthasar looked up at the musonar display, then back at Silence. "What do you think?"
The pilot studied the left-hand screen, trying to focus her attention on its information. To her surprise, the screen was almost black, only a few pale dots showing to indicate very distant stars. It was a disconcerting picture, almost a frightening one, an emptiness few star-travellers ever experienced. She looked away quickly. "It looks—good for what we want."
"Yeah." Balthasar grimaced, not looking at the left-hand screen. "I think we chance it. I doubt there's much traffic out here."
Wearily, they began the job of preparing Recusante to float free in mundane space, held only by its affinity to the local harmonies. Chase Mago stopped down the harmonium to the lowest setting that would maintain ship's power, while the two pilots locked the bridge controls into positions that would match local conditions, and set the deadman alarms that would trigger a warning if the ship drifted too far off course. When they had finished, Balthasar sighed, and reached for the intercom switch. "Marcinik? I'm ready to show you what I've done."
"I'm here," Marcinik said from the bridge ladder.
Silence gasped in spite of herself, and saw Balthasar jerk in his couch.
"Damn it, don't do that to me," the Delian snapped, then got himself under control. "Come here."
The colonel came to stand at Balthasar's elbow, and Silence saw the Princess Royal pull herself up onto the bridge behind him.
"I hope you don't mind," Aili said softly, to Silence.
Before the pilot could answer, Balthasar interrupted his quick explanation of the deadman system to say, "Not at all. Why don't you listen, then, so you can be useful, too?"
Silence glared at the Delian, but Aili nodded quite seriously, and moved to join the colonel. The pilot shrugged to herself, biting back her first answer. If Aili wasn't offended, so much the better.
Balthasar finished his instructions, and levered himself up out of the couch. "You know where the intercom is," he said, as Marcinik took his place at the first pilot's station. "Call if there's anything at all unusual."
"We will," Marcinik said, the ghost of a chuckle in his voice, and Aili echoed. "Of course."
Balthasar gave them both a dubious look, but nodded and let himself down the ladder to the main deck. Silence followed him, hiding her laughter.
Chase Mago was waiting in the corridor just outside the common room door, one hand on the latch. "I've left Isambard to watch things," he said. "Are either of you hungry?"
"Not particularly," Balthasar said.
Silence shook her head, the laughter fading from her thoughts. She was suddenly aware of the vast quiet that filled the ship, of the absence of the familiar keelsong and the little noises from a dozen other systems, all shut down now as nonessentials. She shivered, remembering the uncannily empty starscape, and could see from the others' faces that they were thinking of the same thing. She did not want to leave either of them, to sleep alone with the unnatural quiet, but Marcinik and Aili occupied the spare cabin, she told herself roughly, and there was no room in any of the others for all three of them. Still, she could not bring herself to turn away. They stood unspeaking for a long moment, and then Chase Mago said, awkwardly, "I think my bunk's the biggest."
"That's not saying a lot," Balthasar murmured, but nodded. "We might just fit."
In the end, they did fit, but only just. Silence lay wedged between the two men, too tired to feel any discomfort, sleepily grateful that their presence warded off the emptiness that surrounded the ship. She was vaguely aware that they were arguing about setting an alarm, but couldn't bring herself awake enough to express an opinion. She fell asleep before the question was settled.
She woke to the realization that someone was missing. She stirred, opening her eyes, and saw Balthasar standing by the monitor console, one hand resting on the alarm switch. He had deactivated it before it could ring, she realized, and felt Chase Mago stir behind her.
"Damn it, Denis," the engineer said, "we agreed on eight hours."
Balthasar shrugged, unabashed. "I thought you might as well sleep while you could."
"I'm awake now," Chase Mago said grimly, but he was smiling. "What's been happening?" Silence asked, and levered herself out of the bunk.
"I assume nothing, since we weren't called," Balthasar said. He touched the intercom button. "Bridge? How're things?"
"Everything is still as you left it," Marcinik answered promptly. "The ship's drifted a little, but it's well within the limits you set."
Silence nodded, satisfied, and pushed open the cabin door, ignoring Chase Mago's protest of, "And what about my engines?" She made her way back to her own cabin, showered, then dressed quickly, pulling on a clean shipsuit. It was the last one, she realized, and smiled. It was just as well this was the last stage of the road.
The others were already in the common room, Balthasar sawing awkwardly at a loaf of daybread under the engineer's critical eye. As Silence entered, Chase Mago shook his head. "There's no doubt about it, Denis, her highness is a better cook than you are."
Balthasar glared at him, and slid the plate of sliced bread across the table with more force than was necessary. The engineer caught it, grinning, and Balthasar reluctantly smiled back. "Coffee, Silence?" he asked, still smiling.
"Thanks." Silence took her place at the table, wondering what had brought on the sudden high spirits. She could feel it herself, though, a pleasant apprehension that bordered on fear. For a moment she frowned, puzzled, then froze in understanding, the coffee mug forgotten in her hand. In a few short hours—five, six, ten at the most—they would be on Earth, or dead. One way or another, all their work would be over, and, with luck, something entirely new would have begun.
"Silence?" That was Chase Mago, one eyebrow raised in question.
The pilot shook herself. "Sorry. I guess—I can't quite believe it, that's all."
Balthasar nodded, a crooked smile on his gaunt face. Chase Mago said, "I know. It's strange, isn't it?"
"It is that," Silence agreed. They sat for a long moment, no one saying anything, and then, with a decisive gesture, Balthasar put his cup aside.
"I'm going to collect our papers and ID tapes now, cue them up properly. We'll leave in, say, fifteen minutes?"
Silence nodded, suddenly unable to speak, excitement choking her. Chase Mago said, the same excitement in his voice, "In fifteen minutes."
Once the Delian had left, Silence busied herself tidying the common room, making sure that everything was stowed away for the passage into purgatory. Aili could have done it, she knew, or at worst, they could simply have locked the common room door, but she needed something to occupy her hands for the moment. Chase Mago grinned, pushing himself away from the table.
"I'm going on to the engine room," he announced. "Might as well get started."
Balthasar had been gone less than two minutes by the common room clock. Silence laughed, and pushed the last mug into the cleaning slot, saying, "I know. I think I'll head up to the bridge myself."
"It is hard to imagine, isn't it?" Chase Mago said again, and disappeared.
Silence gave the common room a final glance. Everything was in place, dishes and food stowed in the appropriate cells, furniture securely dogged to the decking. She nodded to herself and left the room, latching the door behind her.
Balthasar was already on the bridge, perched on the arm of the first pilot's couch to get at the communications console's automatic-identification unit. The access panel was folded back, and two stacks of disks lay on the console beside the opening. Silence recognized one set as Recusante's legal—or at least quasi-legal—Delian papers, the disks showing opalescent blue under the bridge lights, and knew the others had to be the disks forged on Asterion. They didn't show the same convincing wash of color, and the pilot couldn't help wondering if Balthasar's mysterious contact had done his job properly. She shook the thought away—it was too late to worry about that now—and took her place in the second pilot's couch, glancing automatically at the console displays. The checklights showed green and standby blue across her boards. Nodding to herself, she reached for the portolan.
By now, the book opened to the proper pages almost by itself. Silence sat for a moment, staring at the bizarre map, with its patchwork of symbols linked by the overlapping rays of the landlines. It was hard to believe, even now, that this archaic system—this infuriating, exhausting, archaic method—would actually lead them past the Rose Worlders' engines to Earth. And yet it had brought them this far, deeper into the ring of the Rose Worlds than any uninvited foreigner had ever come. Murmuring the first cantrip, she turned her attention to the final mark.
The tiny drawing, impossibly detailed like all of the illustrations on the map, showed four women dancing in a ring on a grassy hill, their right hands lifted toward a child dressed only in a wreath of bright flowers who floated just above their fingertips. Each wore a long gown cut to an unfamiliar pattern, and each carried something in her left hand. Silence leaned closer, concentrating on each of the figures in turn. The nearest one, a golden-haired woman in a flowing gown that seemed to shift in color from white to a tawny shade so dark as to be almost red, held a slender wand; her long sleeves were caught up to her shoulders by pins shaped like salamanders. To her left was a dark woman 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 loosely that she seemed almost about to toss it into the air like a juggler. Next to her, half hidden by the golden woman, danced a woman in a turquoise gown. Her trailing sleeves were lined in a paler blue, and the great cloak that streamed back from her shoulders seemed to flow from a black blue-green in the shadows to a strange almost-color like thickly flawed glass. Her hair was hidden by a silver coronet from which 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 golden woman's right, was dressed all in greys. Her gown was more severely cut than the others', tight in the cloud-colored bodice, and then swirling out into an immensely full skirt that darkened from the cloudy grey of the bodice to a rich blue-purple at the flaring hem. She alone carried a sword, but held it so easily it seemed to have no weight at all.
Those were the old symbols of the four elements, Silence realized abruptly, symbols taken from a system even older than the portolan itself. The sword stood for elemental air, the cup for water, the bronze disk for earth, and the little wand for fire. Four dancers, four suits of the tarot, four elements—the last four symbols of the Earth-road. The portolan's symbols were not that different from the voidmarks given in The Gilded Stairs, Silence thought, but while the original image used the alchemical marriage, the active union of the king and queen, the portolan, true to its passive nature, showed the result of that union, the Child that symbolized the end of every quest. It was an auspicious image with which to end their own journey.
She looked away, deliberately breaking the mark's spell, and realized that Balthasar was watching her, a wry smile on his face.
"I was looking at the mark earlier," the Delian said. "It's—beautiful, but do you think the siege engines will have affected it, too?"
Silence made a face. Until now, she had assumed that, since the pilot did not manipulate the portolan's marks in any way, the engines would not be able to distort what she saw in purgatory. But if the symbols of the mark were the same as the last four symbols of the Earth-road, there was at least a chance that they, too, would be affected. On the other hand, the engines could not distort the symbolism too thoroughly, or the Rose Worlders' own ships could not pass the barrier their own magi had created…. "I don't know," she said, slowly. "All things considered, I don't think they will."
"I hope not," Balthasar said, and turned back to his keyboards. He touched a button on the intercom panel, and looked back at Silence, a quirky smile on his face. "Ready?"
"I'm ready," Silence answered.
"Julie?" Balthasar asked, and the engineer answered promptly. "Ready when you are, Denis."
"Then let's go," Balthasar said.
For a long moment, nothing seemed to happen, and then Silence heard the first note of the new keelsong, rising very slowly and by a deliberate progression toward the twelfth of heaven. She shivered, fighting back her excitement, and settled herself to wait.
As always, it seemed to take forever to reach the twelfth. Silence leaned back in her couch, doing her best to wait patiently, and not lose the unexpected pleasure she had found in the final image. It was a losing battle. By the time Recusante came within fifteen minutes of purgatory, the excitement had been drowned by the tedium of the run along the landline.
Sighing, she unfastened the safety webbing, and pushed herself out of her couch. Balthasar glanced over his shoulder, a crooked smile on his face.
"Enjoy yourself, Silence."
"Thanks," the pilot said, sourly, and climbed onto the upper bridge. The dome had begun to thin out already, but she ignored it as she plugged 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 showing green.
"Five minutes," Chase Mago's voice announced.
"Five minutes," Silence acknowledged absently, resting her hands on the wheel. Her thumb hovered over the lock. She moved it aside, grimacing—it was much too early—but put it back a moment later. "Three minutes," Chase Mago said.
Silence repeated the engineer's words, her attention on the dome around her. It was fading more rapidly than it had on the other stages of the voyage, but in patches, like ice melting. Some sections were almost clear, or as clear as they ever became following the portolan's lines, while others were still almost opaque. Silence frowned, wondering if this was an indication of trouble to come, but then the last solid patches abruptly vanished.
"You have control, Silence," Balthasar said. "Everything looks good here."
"I have control," Silence answered, and unlocked her wheel. For the first time since she'd begun to follow the portolan, the yoke moved stiffly, with the slight hint of resistance she associated with normal star travel.
"We're on the line," Chase Mago said. "Everything looks good. I'm switching on the warning."
"Go ahead," Silence answered, and a moment later the familiar 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 midstep, circling its crown. Above their outstretched hands floated the Child on its wreath of roses and lilies, apparently asleep, serenely unconscious of its position. Silence smiled in spite of herself, and let Recusante follow the landline toward the dancing figures.
As Recusante drew closer to the mark, Silence became aware of a change in the image, a faint haziness circling the little hill just below the dancers' feet. It was less than shadow, a sort of fuzziness above the grass, distorting the shapes only slightly, but it was something that should not be there. It had not been a part of the portolan's drawing, that much was certain, but she could not make it take any clear shape. Silence kept Recusante on course, frowning, and felt her shoulders tighten in spite of herself, ready to pull the ship out of possible danger.
The ship came closer, but the weird circle still refused to take on concrete form, wavering almost like heat-shadow on a sun-baked road. Silence deliberately looked away, the way she looked away from the faintest lights in a darkened room, but the image stayed obstinately vague. Whatever it is, she thought, I don't like it. She pulled back gently on the control yoke, lifting Recusante until the warning tone began to rise 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 shimmering disturbance.
Of course, a magus's skills might be able to determine what it is, she thought, but hesitated. She wasn't sure what the effects of a pilot's semi-active power would be on the delicate balance of the landlines and the simple mark, had refused to let Chase Mago call in the upper register on the first stage of the journey and had been proven right. A magus's power was even more active, so much so that its use might completely destroy her ability to perceive the portolan's images. Maybe if I asked Isambard to do it? she thought, but rejected the idea almost at once. The effect would be the same, no matter who wielded the active power. There was nothing to do but wait. The tone was steady in her headset, indicating that the ship was still solidly on the line; even so, she touched the intercom button to override it.
"Julie, Denis, are either of you picking up anything unusual?" 
Balthasar answered first, as usual. "Not a thing. Is anything wrong?"
"Everything looks fine here," Chase Mago said, almost in the same instant. "Why?"
"I'm not sure," Silence said. "There's something funny about the mark…" She let her voice trail off, not quite sure even how she should describe it.
Balthasar's voice sharpened. "Trouble?"
"Maybe," Silence said, staring at the strangely blurred line. It was closer now, but no clearer. She had never seen or heard of anything like it, and she could hear the frustration in her own voice. "I can't see it well enough to tell."
Recusante was almost at the foot of the little hill, and Silence broke off the conversation. There were formulae that could be used to test the substance of an immaterial object; the magi used them to investigate the nature of Forms. Maybe, she thought, one of them would be good enough to test this—whatever it is. Very cautiously, she murmured one of Jabir's cantrips, putting only a fraction of her strength into the probing formula. She felt the faint tingling that meant she had called on her power correctly, and in the same instant the universe seemed to stagger, a sickening, earthquake sensation. She broke off the cantrip instantly, hoping she had been able to hold it long enough to get a result. Nothing happened: either she had succeeded and the wavering circle was harmless, or, more likely, she had not had time to complete the cantrip. She grimaced, but kept the ship on course, knowing there was nothing else she could do.
And then Recusante had reached the edge of the mark. "Julie, stop down now," Silence said. There was no acknowledgement, but the keel-song thinned slightly. The warning tone began to drop as well, and Silence pulled back on the yoke, lifting the ship farther above the illusory grasses. The dancing figures loomed overhead, but the pilot barely saw them, fixing her eyes instead on the odd band of haze. This close, it had a sort of shape, like a wall of invisible flame, the upper edges of the circle pulsing very slowly, as though in time to some distant heartbeat.
Then, too late, she knew what it was, and damned herself for a fool.
Balthasar 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 reflection of the siege engines that had corrupted the elemental symbols each time she had tried to force the Earth-road. They weren't able to affect this passive perception of the symbols, but they did exist, and they did block 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 swallowed in an explosion of pure noise as the ship's keel touched the top of the invisible wall. Silence winced, cringing under the sheer force of the sound, and ripped off her headset. The sound eased a little, but seemed to take almost solid form, rising like mist, like static, to destroy her vision of the mark. She swore again, twisting the control yoke from side to side to find the landline, but she had lost the warning tone when she pulled off the headset. Cursing, she brought the ship back to what she hoped was the proper course, fighting down panic. She could not hear the keelsong through the smothering roar; she thought the ship trembled underfoot, but could not longer trust her own perceptions.
With a tremendous effort, she controlled her fear, forcing herself to think logically. If Isambard were here, he would know how to break the engines—had always known, and here where the engines' force was weaker, he might actually succeed…. But the magus wasn't there, and there was no way—and no time—to send for him. Silence groped frantically for the memory of how Isambard had attempted to break the engines. He had invoked the Forms of the elements, she remembered that much; she remembered the words themselves, but not the formulae that bound those Forms to his bidding. She sobbed aloud, feeling the deck shake beneath her. Recusante was tearing herself apart, disrupted by the noise that was the ultimate dissonance. The stolen mailship, Bruja, had almost gone the same way, shattered by the engines' music.
The thought of Bruja sparked a vague memory. Silence fought back panic knowing she had no time to waste, and focussed her thoughts inward, forcing herself into a state of awareness. It had been on Bruja that she'd learned she had a magus's power, first by breaking the Hegemonic geas and then, when she had tried to fly the Earth-road. . . The memory came rushing back, and with it came the ghost of the Earth-road's music, the note that once before had taken Recusante to the eighth of heaven. She reached for the memory of that music without conscious plan, knowing only that it had saved Bruja so many months before. She twisted it, turning it outward, forcing it to take on a Form, and then forced that Form to become reality. The note sang in her and around her, driving back the engines' noise.
The deck steadied underfoot, though she could still feel it trembling, and the blurring static faded slightly. A line appeared in the haze ahead of the ship, faint at first, then growing solid. Colors ran along its length, 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 the keelsong in glorious diapason.
Blindly, Silence turned Recusante onto that brilliant pathway, feeling the ship's trembling ease further. Then, quite suddenly, the static was gone, though the path remained, stretching away up the hill to twist in and out of the feet of the unmoving dancers. Shaking, Silence glanced back over her shoulder, and saw the hazy wall behind her: she had passed through the engines' influence without destroying it, or them.
Now that the engines' noise was gone, she could hear faint voices calling from her headset, but she could not leave the wheel to pick it up. She put the voices from her mind, concentrating on the images ahead. Recusante was moving very fast now, skimming along above the multicolored path. Silence leaned against the wheel, turning the ship to follow the path as it wound around the first dancer's monstrous ankle. As Recusante completed the loop, Silence thought she saw the dancer's other foot, lifted for the next step, tremble slightly, but the path led away from that figure, heading directly across the dance to the figure that stood for elemental water. Fire to water, Silence thought, dizzily, then earth to air?
The glowing path traced a loop around the water-dancer's foot as well. Silence leaned on the wheel, forcing Recusante into the sharp curve. As the ship came around again, closing the circle, she caught a glimpse of the fire-dancer. The golden woman had moved, she thought, had taken another step along the pattern—but surely that was impossible? The path twisted, 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, crossing itself again. This time, as she passed the first two dancers, she was certain they had moved, were moving, continuing a dance suspended for too many years, and knew without looking back that the earth-dancer was stirring, too. The keelsong rose gloriously around her, and she was suddenly aware that it was the harmonium's full concord, upper and lower register both, but she did not know if she had triggered it, or if Chase Mago had guessed what was happening, and opened all the stops.
The path looped again around the final dancer's foot, almost touching the hem of her flaring skirt. Silence held her breath, but Recusante passed under it safely, and turned to follow the path back to the center of the dance. A moment later, she heard a whisper of sound behind her, almost blending into the swelling keelsong, and guessed the skirt had brushed the path as the air-dancer shifted into motion.
All the dancers were moving now, tracing the steps of the dance with monumental grace. The path seemed to end in the center of the turning figures—or rather, Silence realized, the path joined itself again, closing the knot. For a moment, she wondered if the ship would have to retrace that pattern, dodging the dancers' moving feet, but then Recusante reached the center of the pattern, and the path abruptly vanished. Silence blinked, startled, her hands freezing on the wheel. Before she could move, however, the ship began to rise, as though lifted by an invisible hand. She glanced down instinctively, but the tinctured decking blocked her view. She looked up, and saw that the Child had vanished. The wreath remained, and through its circle Silence could see the unhaloed stars of mundane space.
The dancers swung past again, serenely beautiful archetypes, and then Recusante had reached the wreath and was through, harmonium dropping into the lower register. Silence shook her head, completely without words for what she had done, then, stiffly, locked her wheel and bent to pick up her discarded headset.
Balthasar's voice sounded instantly in her ears. "—down. We're on the normal exit point, and I don't see any hostiles. Silence, are you there?"
"I'm here," the pilot said slowly, and her own voice sounded harsh and clumsy after the music of heaven.
"What happened?" Chase Mago demanded. "My God, I thought we'd had it that time."
Silence took a deep breath, fumbling for the words, and Balthasar said, "Let it go, Julie. She brought us through the engines, right? And that's quite enough for now." His voice sharpened. "Silence, I'm going to need your help. Their Approach Control's going to be signalling any minute."
The demand seemed doubly unfair, coming so soon after the wonders of the passage. Silence felt tears stinging in her eyes. She wanted nothing more than to sit quietly until she understood just what had happened, what she had done—but Balthasar was right. This was only the first part; if the Rose Worlders suspected them now, all her work would have been for nothing. Still, it was hard to make herself climb down the ladder, and take her place in the second pilot's couch beside Balthasar.
All three of the viewscreens showed the same image, a single sun against a sea of stars. Silence frowned, wondering why Balthasar had not switched one of them to musonar display, and the Delian leaned toward her, reaching across the Ficinan model to touch her hand.
"There it is," he said softly. "The first sun, Earth's sun."
Silence stared at the screens, not quite able to believe it even now. But it is Earth's sun, she told herself firmly, the words sounding more real with each repetition, and somewhere in there is Earth itself. They were still too far out for the real-light cameras to pick up planets. She turned to the Ficinan model, suddenly desperate to prove that Earth really did exist, that it had not been destroyed like so many worlds during the Millennial War.
The globe showed a schematic image, the sun at the center surrounded by slowly pulsing waves of light, ringed by planets, each of which moved in its own circle of color, deepest at the center, fading toward invisibility at the edges. Here and there, interference showed darkly red, where two planetary envelopes overlapped. Silence counted, her breath coming more quickly: nine planets—nine planets and a pale band of blue that was certainly an asteroid belt. Nine planets…. She could remember only a few of the extra names—the other worlds were useless, their names meaningless and easily forgotten without the key that was Earth—but every star-traveller knew that the third world from the First Sun was Earth. The image hung in the globe, much like any other planet, a pinpoint of light surrounded by the waves of the musica mundana. She touched the crystal of the Ficinan globe just above the point, as though that could make it more real.
"I know," Balthasar said. "I know."
Silence nodded, and lifted her eyes to the viewscreens. The first sun looked quite ordinary, much like any other sun in human-settled space. It took a deliberate effort of will to convince herself that it was something special.
"Captain Balthasar." Isambard's voice sounded very loud in the intercom speakers. "We've arrived? May I come on the bridge?"
Silence gave the Delian an imploring glance, and Balthasar grinned. "We've made it into the system, Isambard, and we're waiting for a signal from the Approach Control. I'd rather you stayed in commons for now; I'll patch the picture onto the screen there."
Silence bent to adjust the remote-screen controls, slaving the unit in the common room to the bow camera. Isambard didn't say anything for a long moment, but finally sighed deeply.
"Very well, Captain Balthasar, I'll wait here."
"Thank you," Balthasar said, almost cheerfully, and touched another button on the intercom panel. "Marcinik? We made it to the system, anyway. I've patched our camera view into the common room screen if you and her Serenity want to take a look."
"Thanks," Marcinik answered. "We shall."
Balthasar cut the connection, the smile fading from his face. "Question is," he murmured, "where's our approach contact?"
"You said we came out on the usual appearance point?" Silence asked. That had always been one of her worries—managing their emergence from purgatory so that it looked as though Recusante had flown the normal Earth-road.
Balthasar nodded. "According to the supercargo's information, we were close enough that even the orbital musonar couldn't tell the difference."
According to the supercargo's information. That was the sticky point, Silence thought. All their knowledge of Earth was based on what that woman had told them, and there had been no way to verify more than a few minor details. Not for the first time, she wondered if they had learned enough.
"Ah, here we go," Balthasar exclaimed, pointing to the communications console. Lights flashed orange on the automatic-identification panel, indicating an arriving signal, then turned green as the equipment recognized the inquiry and broadcast the forged papers in response. Silence held her breath, waiting for the acknowledgement, and saw without surprise that Balthasar's hands were white-knuckled on his controls. She reached across the Ficinan model to adjust the musonar, scanning the volume around them for signs of any other ships. The screen stayed clear, with only a faint reading just at the edge of their range to worry about—and if that diffuse blob was another ship, Silence thought, it would take even a navy six at least an hour to cover the distance between the two. Still, she did not relax until the external speaker crackled to life.
"Double-M vessel Recusante, this is Interior Approach Control. You are entering a special license area. Please transmit your permit at once."
"Interior Approach, this is Recusante," Balthasar answered, his voice remarkably calm. "Transmitting now." He touched a button on the communications console, and a new light flashed red. Silence held her breath again, hoping the supercargo's memory had been accurate, and that Balthasar's forger was as good as the Delian had claimed. There was a long pause before the speaker hissed again.
"Recusante, this is Interior Approach Control. Your permit has been received and verified. Please set up to accept your entry course."
Silence let out the breath she had been holding in a great sigh, and hastily adjusted the astrogation console. "Ready," she said, too quietly for the microphones to pick up her voice, and Balthasar nodded.
"We're ready to accept the entry course," he said.
"Stand by," Interior Approach said severely. "Transmitting."
The astrogation console whirred briefly, then stopped. Silence checked the telltales, and said, "It's recorded and shows green."
"Course recorded and on our board," Balthasar said into his microphone.
"Please retransmit to verify," Interior Approach responded, and the Delian lifted an eyebrow.
"Wrath-of-God wasn't this sticky," he said. Silence winced, but saw his microphone was safely off. Balthasar winked, and flipped his headset on again. "Retransmitting," he announced, and Silence hit the necessary keys.
There was a brief pause, and then interior Approach said, "We verify the course as correct, Recusante. Do not, I repeat, do not deviate from this line for any reason whatsoever. You will be under observation from planetary stations and from patrolcraft to make certain you obey the restrictions."
Balthasar made a face at that, but answered evenly, "Understood, Approach."
"You will be contacted again when you reach the planetary envelope," the severe voice continued. "Interior Approach Control out." The open-channel indicator winked out before the Delian could respond.
"Rude set of bastards, aren't they?" Balthasar murmured. His grim expression belied the flippant words.
"Charming," Chase Mago agreed, but his heart wasn't in it. "Patrol-craft, Denis?"
"We were warned about them," Silence said soothingly, hands already busy on her keyboards. The musonar was already set to broadscan at its longest range. She left that as it was, and adjusted the astrogation console so that the central viewscreen and the Ficinan model displayed their assigned course. The yellow line curved in toward Earth in a wide arc, threading a narrow channel of undistorted space between two worlds just past their closest approach. It was clearly a course intended to waste their time, to make sure that the Rose Worlders—or whoever it was that Interior Approach Control's stiff voice represented—had time to take a very good look at the newcomers.
Balthasar frowned. "I don't like the looks of that," he said, and tapped the little gap between edges of the planetary envelopes. "I don't like it at all."
"There's plenty of room," Silence began, and Balthasar cut her off. "Yeah, plenty of room for those patrolcraft Approach was talking about."
Silence stared at the musonar image. To either side of the indicated course lay a wash of color, the reflection of trailing planetary harmonies. The edges nearest the course line were tinged with red: interference cast by the conflicting harmonies. "I wouldn't want to take a ship into that," she said aloud.
Balthasar snorted. "It wouldn't be that bad, provided you knew the system music pretty well, and turned accordingly. And all that underlying noise is going to play games with our musonar; that's something else they'll use."
Silence made a doubtful face, but she had to admit that the Delian, with his Wrath-of-God experience, knew more about such things than she did. "Well, so far I don't see any sign of a patrol."
"Keep looking," Balthasar said, and touched the intercom switch. "Julie, we're headed in-sytem. Give me half power."
"Half power it is," Chase Mago answered. "What do we do about the patrols?"
"Just what we planned," Balthasar answered. "Recusante looks enough like a Rose Worlder freighter—no offense, Silence—so we'll just play innocent and let them stare as much as they like."
Chase Mago made a rather skeptical noise, but said nothing else. Silence looked to her left, and saw that Balthasar was chewing thoughtfully on his lower lip. The Delian saw her glance, and smiled. "On the other hand, there's no point in being stupid," he said, and pressed another button on the intercom panel. "Marcinik? Are you there?"
The colonel answered after only a second's delay. "I'm here, Balthasar. What is it?"
"I want you to man the guns," Balthasar answered, and Silence thought she heard a murmur of surprise from Aili in the background. Whatever the Princess Royal had been about to say was cut off by Isambard.
"That would ruin everything," the magus said indignantly. "You mustn't take the chance of their seeing that you're ready to fight."
Balthasar took a deep breath, obviously fighting back his anger, and Silence said hastily, "Let me talk to him."
"He's all yours," Balthasar said, with relish.
"We discussed this back on Asterion," Silence said, not bothering to respond to the Delian's remark. "Even if they spot us now, there's a good chance we could break away, and take what we've learned back to the Hegemon."
The magus did not answer for a long moment, but at last he said, "Very well."
Balthasar did not bother to acknowledge him, saying only, "Take the guns, Marcinik."
"On my way," the colonel answered. A moment later, Silence heard the faint sound of the common room door opening and closing. To her surprise, however, the intercom sounded again.
"Is there anything Doctor Isambard and I can—should be doing?" Aili asked, her voice preternaturally calm.
"What do you think?" Balthasar growled at his closed microphone. "Damn stupid question."
"Shut up, Denis," Silence said. She could not help feeling sorry for the Princess Royal. It wasn't the easiest position to be in, sitting and waiting for disaster or success, all the while knowing that nothing one did could affect the result, and the pilot let that sympathy color her answer. "I'm afraid not, Serenity. If anything comes up, we'll call, I promise."
"Thank you," Aili answered, her voice still very much under control. "I'll be in my cabin, and Doctor Isambard will be in his."
"Silence?" Chase Mago said. "Tell them they can be going over their stories, making absolutely sure they know them. We may need them to back us up."
Silence nodded, even though she knew the engineer couldn't see her, and repeated his words to the two in the common room. It was a good idea, even if it wasn't strictly true—they had all spent weeks learning their cover story, in learning-trance and out—and it would give Aili in particular something to occupy her mind.
"We'll do that," the Princess Royal said, and broke the connection. Silence leaned back in her couch then, staring at the musonar. It still showed nothing but empty space and the dull wash of music from the outermost planet, and she sighed deeply. "So now we wait," she said. 
"We wait," Balthasar agreed.
After a moment's thought, Silence adjusted the musonar so that the side viewscreens showed the results of short-range scanning: nothing unusual, unless you wanted to count the strange readings from the two outermost worlds. The tiny ninth world wasn't even within the plane of the system, but swung through it on a weirdly tilted orbit, trailing a cloud of pinkish interference. The next world in was surrounded by an inner envelope of a peculiar, violent blue, and that envelope in turn was enclosed in a flattened pale-blue oval. A strange, intense music sang in that world's core, and for a moment, Silence could almost remember its name. The teasing memory vanished before she could seize it, and the pilot made a disgusted face.
They still had a very long way to go, she thought, and almost said the words aloud until she glanced sideways and saw Balthasar's set face. The Delian was in no mood for conversation, that much was clear. Sighing, Silence edged back further into her couch, with an effort turning her thoughts to what they had to do once they actually landed on Earth. From the beginning, even before they had known for certain that the Rose Worlders controlled Earth as well as the Earth-road, they had known they could do nothing more than a quick survey. That had been modified only slightly since. All they intended to do—all they could do.
Silence told herself firmly—was land, deliver their faked cargo, and try to guess how strongly Earth was held. Then they would lift, and return to the Hegemon with the knowledge they had gathered. I'm tempted to try the Earth-road going back, Silence thought. It would be quicker than the portolan's route, and probably a lot more pleasant—maybe even safer, if the Rose Worlders suspect anything. After all, Isambard's pretty sure he can break the engines, and once we're through that barrier, we're almost home. If we went back by portolan, we'd have to spend so much time in mundane space that the Rose Worlders would be sure to spot us.
She shook her head then, still not quite able to believe that this was really Earth's system. Maybe it isn't, she thought, a sudden rush of fear threatening to overwhelm her. Maybe somehow the Rose Worlders have tricked us—there must be other nine-planet systems, after all—maybe they're hiding in that lovely ambush spot Denis picked out, just waiting to blast us out of space. Maybe Earth really was destroyed, the way I was always sure it had been, and this is just the Rose Worlders’ way of eliminating inquisitive star-travellers.
She cut off that flight of fancy abruptly. It was hardly likely—if nothing else, the Rose Worlders could not have produced the images she had seen on the last stage of the portolan-journey. Still, the feeling of unreality persisted, despite the images on the screens.
Slowly, Recusante crept inward along the prescribed course. A quarter of the way along the yellow line, Silence caught the first flicker of another keel on the musonar; fifteen minutes later, the musonar picked up a second ship, as big as a Navy five but even more heavily armed, moving along a course that paralleled Recusante's own.
"What do you want to bet they're scanning us like crazy?" Balthasar murmured.
"Let them," Silence said, with a confidence she was far from feeling. 
"And next they're bound to query the A-ID," Balthasar continued, as though he hadn't heard. "Yes, there they go."
Silence looked at the communications console. Sure enough, the green light was on above the automatic identification panel, and she could hear the faint whine as the console automatically broadcast the information contained on the disks in its various cells. The light blinked out, and she could hear Balthasar's quick breathing, both of them bracing against possible attack. Silence's eyes went to the chronometer. A minute ticked by, impossibly slowly, and then another, and she began to relax. In the musonar, the patrolship kept its station, neither moving off nor closing in.
"I suppose that's something to be grateful for," she murmured, and realized with some embarrassment that she had spoken aloud.
Balthasar grunted. "We'll know for certain in about half an hour," he said.
Silence frowned at the course plot, then understood. If the five kept station, its course would bring it up against and then into the musica mundana of the seventh planet in half an hour, where the interference would be too strong even for a ship well-tuned to the vagaries of the local system. She stared at the screens, willing the five to turn back.
"Captain Balthasar." Marcinik's voice in the headset made Silence jump. "The gunnery sensors show a target at extreme range. Do you want me to do anything about it?"
Balthasar grinned, and Silence had to suppress a slightly hysterical giggle. The idea of Recusante, with her tiny cannon, "doing something about" a well-armed patrolship was ludicrous. She sobered a little as she realized they might have to try.
"Not just at the moment, colonel," Balthasar said.
"Permission to power the guns?" Marcinik asked.
Balthasar hesitated. "No," he said, after a moment. "They might spot the change. Don't worry, I'll give you plenty of warning."
"Please do," Marcinik said, and broke the connection.
"Trust me, damn you," Balthasar said to his dead microphone, and shook his head. "We'll have time, if it comes to fighting."
Silence nodded, then realized he was speaking more to reassure himself.
Slowly, Recusante crept along the course line toward the inner planets. As the patrolship approached the edge of the planetary envelope, Silence held her breath, then forced herself to breathe normally. For a long moment, the patrolship too, held steady, nosing a little way into the shadowy color, and the musonar picked up the faint sparks of dissonance flaring around it. Then, quite suddenly, it swung away, back toward the edge of the system, accelerating until it vanished from the musonar altogether.
Balthasar sighed noisily. "Well, that one believed us."
Let's hope the others do, too, Silence thought, but said nothing. Instead, she directed the musonar forward, throwing in as much power as she dared. They were coming up on Balthasar's ambush point, the narrow gap between the harmonic envelopes, and Silence swung the horn back and forth, scanning the areas of low interference. As the Delian had predicted, the rising harmonies of the envelopes made it difficult to pick out details from the background clamor, but she thought she saw the bronze shadow of at least one keel in the wash of color. It was too quick a sighting to determine the class of ship, but she could not delude herself into thinking it would be anything less than a warship.
"Anything?" Balthasar asked.
Silence shrugged. "I thought I saw at least one keel, but the clamor blocked it before I could get a good reading. It looks like you were right, Denis."
"Mmm." Balthasar stared at the screen as though he could force it to come clear, once again chewing on his lower lip. Then he reached for the intercom in sudden decision. "Marcinik, power the guns—low setting for now, but get the fires running."
"Certainly, Captain Balthasar," the colonel answered. A few seconds later, a row of lights blinked orange and then pale green on the status board. Silence lifted an eyebrow. Marcinik must've been sitting with his finger practically on the button to respond that quickly, she thought. And I don't blame him for it, either.
As Recusante edged her way into the gap between the two envelopes, the musonar cleared momentarily. Silence caught a brief glimpse of four, maybe five keels before the flaring color hid them completely. Balthasar swore softly.
"Did you get a guess on the class?"
Silence shook her head doubtfully. "I don't think any of them were any brighter than that five, but I couldn't swear to it."
"Damn," Balthasar muttered, and fixed his brooding stare on the screens.
Silence divided her attention between the musonar, the real-light cameras' tiny screen, and the chronometer. When five, and then ten minutes passed without an attack, she allowed herself to relax a little. Still, she jumped when the communications console clicked, her heart pounding painfully.
"Checking our papers again," Balthasar said, and smiled. "That should mean they still believe us."
Silence nodded, heart still beating too hard for her to speak. Still, Balthasar seemed to be right. Other than that one inquiry, the hidden patrolships gave no sign of their presence. Even so, Silence could not quite breathe easily until Recusante emerged from the narrow lane. The course ahead showed empty of patrolcraft. After a moment's consideration, she adjusted the musonar horn to point back along the way they'd come. There was nothing there either—and then a small bronze dot slid out of the screening music. Silence swore as the patrolcraft—it looked like another five—moved slowly forward to take up station behind them, effectively blocking any attempt to escape.
"Denis, we're being followed," she said aloud.
"I see it." Balthasar sounded surprisingly calm. Silence glanced wanly in his direction and saw that he was smiling. She made a face, but there was nothing to say to that unexpected cool. Instead, she reset the musonar, leaving one of the smaller units to watch the trailing ship, and turned the main horn forward again.
As they moved deeper into the system, more traffic showed in the screens. Silence counted four more patrolcraft—smaller ships this time, the equivalents of Navy threes and fours—and perhaps half a dozen other ships moving within the orbit of the fourth planet. One of those was recognizably a roundship, another freighter similar in size and tuning to Recusante, but the others gave off strange, contradictory readings. It was almost as though there was no keelsong involved, Silence thought, just the musonar's notes reflecting off bare, untinctured metal. It was more than that, she realized a moment later; there was a secondary harmony involved, one that bore a strong resemblance to the note of elemental fire. That sparked a memory. The primitive, chemical-fuel tugs used by Wrath-of-God had given off a similar reading—though why Earth would use that kind of ship is a mystery to me, Silence thought. Aloud, she said, "Denis, I think I'm picking up flame-throwers."
"You can't be," Balthasar said automatically, but looked to the musonar. His frown deepened. "But that's what it looks like, isn't it? I wonder why…"
"Wrath-of-God used them at the Wrath," Silence said, and waited.
"Yeah, but that was because we were water-poor. Earth should have all the distilleries it needs." Balthasar shook his head, and touched the general speaker. "Julie, Isambard, can you think of any good reason to run flame-throwers—chemical-fuel ships—instead of normal subcelestial keels?"
Neither the magus nor the engineer answered for a long moment. Finally, Chase Mago said, "I can't." Silence could almost hear the shrug.
The magus took longer to answer. "There is no reason that I can think of, except lack of elemental water or an inability to tincture a sounding keel correctly. Both hypotheses seem to be ruled out a priori: we see true starships all around us."
"Thanks," Balthasar said sourly.
Silence grimaced, leaning back in her couch. The chemical-fuel ships seemed clustered in the shadow of Earth's envelope, hovering around the single moon. Maybe they were tugs, like Wrath-of-God's, she thought. Most moons were barren, dead earth at their cores; if there were some sort of station on that moon, it might be more economical to use chemical-fuel ships than import elemental water. But why would anyone go to the trouble of setting up a settlement on a moon when there was a perfectly good world available?
Recusante crept inward along the curving course line, following a well-buoyed path through the ring of asteroids, then skirting the edge of the fourth world's harmonic envelope. After a moment's hesitation, Silence switched one of the triple screens from musonar display to the image from the bow cameras. At the system's highest magnification, the red-orange disk showed darker lines, and bright icecaps at both poles. A pair of ragged moons circled it. Silence watched, entranced, until the image dwindled in the screen.
The intercom clicked again. "Mars," Isambard said, his voice tinged with reverence. "Captain Balthasar, we are coming up on Earth. I ask you again to allow me on the bridge."
Balthasar rolled his eyes, but answered politely enough, "I'm sorry, Isambard, there just isn't room. I'm afraid you'll have to make do with the pictures."
"Captain Balthasar—" the magus began again, and Silence cut in hastily, "Isambard, it's all the same picture."
There was a brief pause, and then Isambard sighed. "So it is. You do well to remind me."
Balthasar put his hand over his headset's microphone. "I wish to hell he'd remember it, then."
Silence nodded, but said, soothingly, "We still have an hour to go." Her eyes flickered to the chronometer to confirm the guess. Yes, she thought, it would take a little less than an hour to reach the end of the set course— She broke off then, shaking her head. In a little less than a standard hour, Recusante would be in Earth orbit: she could not quite make it seem real.
She adjusted the bow cameras, focusing them on the still-distant world. It was little more than a pinpoint on the screen, barely distinguishable from the stars around it—a little brighter, perhaps, its brilliance tinged with blue, but there was nothing particularly noticeable about it. Very slowly, the image swelled on the screen, from a mere dot of light to a visible disk, from a disk to the great, white-banded globe of legend, continents half hidden under the streaks of cloud. Silence's breath caught in her throat. This, then, was Earth, humankind's first home: there were no words for the moment, and she did not even try to find any, caught up in the wonder of it all.
A noise from the communications console broke the spell, and a new voice said, "MMV Recusante, this is Earth Traffic Control. Please transmit your manifest and supporting documents."
Balthasar touched keys on his board, frowning deeply. "Transmitting," be said, and switched off his microphone. "That's not coming from the planet."
Silence adjusted the secondary musonar, sweeping its lesser horn in short arcs. "You're right," she said, after a moment. "It's an orbital station."
"Why?" Balthasar demanded, the frustration clear in his voice. "That's all I want to know. Why make things difficult?"
Silence shrugged, and was grateful when the communications console beeped again, cutting off her reply.
"Recusante, this is Earth Traffic Control. Please stand by for your field assignment."
"Standing by," Balthasar said, and keyed the intercom. "Julie, be ready to record the field beam."
"Ready to record," Chase Mago answered.
"Right," the Delian answered. "Earth Traffic Control, we are ready to record."
Traffic Control answered promptly. "You will be landing at Ladysprings. Transmitting course and beam now."
"Ready," Balthasar answered, and keyed the astrogation console. It whined abruptly, and an instant later Chase Mago's voice came over the intercom.
"Field beam's recorded."
"And the course is in the box," Balthasar said, with a quick, nervous grin. "This is it, people, we're going in." He touched the transmitter for a final time. "Earth Traffic Control, we have recorded landing instructions. Ready to commence our descent."
"Very good, Recusante, " Earth Traffic Control answered. "You may land when ready. Switch to frequency sixteen for Ladysprings Field Beacon."
"Thank you, Traffic Control," Balthasar said. "Switching now."
At his nod, Silence touched her keyboard, adjusting the console to the new frequency, but did not open the transmitter. Balthasar adjusted the astrogation display, projecting the new course onto the central screen. The bright yellow line skimmed across the edge of the atmospheric envelope, following a line almost parallel to the world's equator. It crossed into the planet's night after travelling only a few thousand kilometers, then changed to the red of beam descent above the center of a huge island.
"So that's Ladysprings," Balthasar said, half to himself. "Keep the frequency open, Silence, but we'll let them make first contact. Julie do you need a pitch reading?"
"Already in," Chase Mago answered. "Compensators set, stops at planetary maximum."
"Then we go," Balthasar said. Despite the confident words, there was a perceptible pause before he touched his own controls. Recusante dropped further toward the atmosphere, levelling off with its keel just skimming the line of demarcation. Silence winced as the contact set off a thin, high whining, just at the upper range of audibility. Balthasar touched keys again, and Recusante lifted slightly, the noise easing a little.
There was nothing to do now but wait. Silence leaned back in her couch, trying to relax, but she could feel her muscles tensing with every new sound from the keel. She could picture how Recusante must look from the planet's surface, a streak of light that trailed a fine line of cloud through the daylight sky, then changed to a crackling red vee of interference as they passed into night. They would be very bright against the stars—automatically, she checked the weather readings, and saw that it was indeed clear over their landing field—and she wondered just why the Rose Worlders were steering them to a darkened field. Surely it would make more sense to have them land in daylight—or would the trail of clouds be more conspicuous than the lights?
Recusante crossed the divider into darkness then, and she saw Balthasar's hands tense on his controls. "Coming up on the beam, Julie," he said.
"Ready," the engineer answered, but his words were swallowed by the sudden shrilling of the musonar.
"What the hell—" Balthasar began, and Silence cut him off, her eyes fixed on the musonar display. It was somewhat obscured by the noise from their own keel, but she could see clearly enough to know that they were in trouble.
"Aircraft, Denis, bearing one-three-five relative." She shivered reflexively, seeing a second flight of four ships rising over the curve of the planet. "Eight of them. I'm not getting a keel reading—" She broke off at Balthasar's abrupt gesture, too frightened now to be offended. Somehow the Rose Worlders had spotted them, had lured them in this far, and now the trap was sprung….
"Full power to the guns—now, Marcinik," Balthasar snapped, and Silence forced herself to concentrate, waiting for orders. "Julie, we got trouble. I need everything you've got." He fixed his eyes on the triple screen. "What's the range, Silence?"
The pilot stared at the musonar for a moment without understanding, fear digging claws into her stomach. She had never flown in combat before, not really—at Arganthonios, the real fighting had happened before the little ships arrived, and then they hadn't made it to the ship before the Thousand landed. The battle off Asterion had been different, too, a space battle….
"Silence?" Balthasar said again, and the pilot shook herself.
"About three hundred kilometers," she answered, and somehow her voice was almost steady. "Still no reading on class or weapons. I don't think they're standard."
Balthasar made a face, and swung Recusante southward, away from the approaching ships. At the same time, he touched keys to lift her farther, away from the sticky atmosphere. The musonar cleared slightly, and Silence swung the secondary horn toward space, scanning the volume above and behind them. Two more dots appeared on her screen, both showing the brilliant white-bronze of subcelestial keels. She swung the horn forward, cursing, and found a third ship closing in from ahead.
"Two fours on our tail," she reported, "and it looks like a five ahead of us."
"Damn it," Balthasar muttered, and slammed his hands down on his keyboard. Recusante's nose dropped sharply, and the ship dove toward the planet's distant surface. Interference sang around them, and the main musonar display dimmed perceptibly.
"Denis," Chase Mago said, warningly, and Balthasar snapped, "Compensate."
"The aircraft are still closing," Silence said, and clenched her teeth to keep from saying anything more.
"Damn it," Balthasar said again, and touched another sequence of keys. Recusante seemed to stagger slightly, and Silence knew that the ship was running flat out, making its top speed through the interference of the atmosphere. Starships aren't designed for this, she thought, numbly. We can't hold out, not against aircraft.
"Marcinik," the Delian said. "Fire as soon as you can, and keep firing. How long 'til they're in range?"
"Ten minutes, no more," Marcinik answered, and Silence could hear the controlled panic beneath his cultured tones. "Firing at range, affirmed."
"That's one for the soldiers," Balthasar muttered. He took one hand off his controls long enough to rub his chin, and Silence could see the fingers shaking. "Damn, Julie, give me more power."
"I'm sorry, Denis," Chase Mago answered, and for once Silence could hear the fear in the big man's voice. "You've got everything I can give you."
Balthasar didn't answer, staring at the triple screens as though he could force them to change by sheer strength of will. In the central screen, Silence could see the double flight of aircraft closing in, a flashing red dot marking the projected interception point. They were much faster than Recusante, and more maneuverable—any aircraft would be, as sluggish as a starship was in atmosphere. Balthasar could only delay a meeting, not avoid it. Without much hope, the pilot glanced at the left-hand screen. The three starships had slowed their approach—letting the aircraft take care of us, Silence thought bitterly—but they still blocked any attempt to return to space.
Something flashed in the center screen, and a trio of tiny dots, almost too small to be visible to the musonar, detached themselves from the leading aircraft. Silence frowned, not recognizing them, and Marcinik said, incredulously, "Missiles."
"Oh, fuck," Balthasar said. His hands moved convulsively on the keyboards, and then he had himself under control, his hands dancing across the keys. Recusante staggered sideways, throwing itself into a ponderous series of evasive maneuvers. Too slow, Silence thought, watching the musonar, oh, too slow. The ship shuddered down its length: Marcinik was finally returning the aircrafts' fire. No, she realized an instant later, he was shooting at the missiles instead. He fired again, and a third time, the fixed-fire shells bracketing and then falling behind the little dots. He missed them all, but one of the dots wavered and vanished, its tuning apparently disrupted by the concussion.
"One missile gone," Silence announced, and was remotely surprised at how calm she still sounded. Marcinik fired again twice, in rapid succession, and a second dot disappeared. "Two gone. Third missile still closing."
Balthasar whispered a curse, hands busy on his controls. Recusante wove a drunken course through the air, keel wailing in protest, interference keening around them. Marcinik fired again, but the missile was inside the cannon's optimum range.
"Still closing," Silence said. "God, it intercepts in two minutes."
Balthasar wrenched the ship sideways, turning it practically onto the tips of its stubby wings, and pointed its nose at the planet's surface. The keel shrieked as Chase Mago failed to compensate for the unexpected maneuver, its chorded notes of air and earth suddenly sounding only against air. The ship fell, reeling down toward the water suddenly not so far below. Silence, biting back a cry of utter panic, saw the missile slide past above them. An instant later, an explosion rocked the ship, and she heard and felt a rattle of metal along Recusante's sides.
Swearing steadily, Balthasar swung the ship, easing it back into a more normal position, keel pointed again toward the planetary surface. The shrieking eased a little, but there was a definite note of strain, a raggedness in the roaring music.
"Shit," Chase Mago said, and Silence felt herself grow suddenly cold. She could not remember having heard the engineer swear. "Denis, we're out of tune."
"Damn, damn, damn," Balthasar whispered. He swung the ship into a series of tight, irregular turns, and said at the same time, "Silence, where are the fucking aircraft?"
Silence swallowed hard, staring at the musonar. "One hundred fifty kilometers," she whispered. She took a deep breath, and tried again. "Still closing. Oh, damn it all, missiles." She clenched her hands together, trying to control her shaking, to remember what she had to do, what information had to be passed along. "Two, three targets, intercept in eight minutes."
"I see them," Marcinik said. A moment later, the twin cannons began firing. He was trying something different, Silence realized, laying down a barrier of shells, of disturbed, distorted air, between Recusante and the approaching missiles. The missiles entered that barrier and abruptly vanished. Silence gave a cry of triumph, abruptly cut off as she caught a glimpse of the cannon's status lights. They had paled from healthy green to yellow, would have to build up again before Marcinik could repeat his tactics.
"Nice shooting," Balthasar said, grimly.
Recusante had fallen deep into the atmosphere in their attempt to avoid the missiles, Silence saw, but to her surprise the Delian made no attempt to regain the lost altitude. Instead, he brought the ship lower still, until the already stressed keel was almost sobbing, the sound discordant enough to bring tears of pain to her crew's eyes. The pitch shifted, wavered as Chase Mago attempted to compensate for the strong core harmonies, but there was little he could do without a field beam to help him cheat the shattering dissonances.
A flicker of change in the main musonar display caught Silence's eye, but she had to look twice before she could believe what she had seen. "Denis! The aircraft, four of them are turning back!"
Balthasar grunted, and for an instant Silence felt almost hurt. Then she saw the second set of blotches rising, ahead and to the right of Recusante's course, and wanted to sob with the disappointment. "No, four more taking their place," she said instead.
"Where are they coming from?" Balthasar asked.
"Ahead—about three thousand kilometers? Bearing about two-thirty," Silence answered. They were coming up on the end of the ocean, she realized remotely. The astrogation console showed a large landmass ahead, linked to a second continent by a narrow hook of land.
"Find me a storm system," Balthasar said. "The biggest you can."
Obediently, Silence adjusted the musonar. There were a few minor storm cells to the south, toward the approaching aircraft and the hook of land that curved away toward the planet's southeast, but nothing big enough to hide the ship. She turned the horn toward the north, sweeping across the bulging coastline. There were clouds just at the ocean's edge, and those clouds thickened inland into a swirling storm that trailed a long curve of disturbed air back toward the sea. "There," she said aloud, and touched keys to display the image on Balthasar's screen.
"Good enough," Balthasar said, "but will we get there first?"
Silence touched more keys, calculating relative speeds. "Yes! If we can hold this speed," she amended quickly, and cleared Balthasar's screen of everything except the medium-range musonar display.
"We'll hold it," Chase Mago said, and somehow the Delian smiled.
"I knew you could," he murmured, and swung the ship planetary north onto her new course.
Silence held her breath as the seconds ticked by. She could see Balthasar's plan clearly enough. Within the disturbed air of the storms, Recusante's keelsong would be less noticeable, might even, if the storm were strong enough, be drowned out altogether in the general clamor of the roiling air. They were moving steadily toward the cloaking clouds, but the aircraft were moving equally steadily toward a point of interception just north of the storm's first major cell.
"Come on," Balthasar muttered. "Come on. Julie, can't you give me anything more?"
The engineer did not answer, but a moment later the intercept numbers flickered and changed, the point of interception moving deeper into the storm. Balthasar grinned.
"I knew you'd have something in reserve," he said. His voice sharpened instantly. "Silence, how're the aircraft doing?"
The pilot was already watching the musonar intently. So far, there was no movement, no change on the numbers, but she let another minute tick by before she answered. "No change."
"Then we know their top speed," Balthasar said. `By God, we might just make it."
Silence watched as Recusante crept slowly over the landmass, moving up the coast toward the storm's trailing edges. The aircraft followed inexorably, gaining seemingly by centimeters. They would be in missile range in less than five minutes, the pilot realized, and felt the same cold fear in the pit of her stomach. They were back in daylight now, had been since they crossed the coastline; as the first clouds swallowed them, the light dimmed visibly, went chill and milky. Balthasar pushed the ship lower still, evoking more protest from the already stressed keel. Silence winced, but knew better than to protest. The ship rocked beneath her as the first winds hit her, and Balthasar controlled it with an effort.
The musonar display faded further, and Silence fiddled with the controls until she found a setting that seemed to override some of the storm's music. "The aircraft will be in missile range in three minutes," she announced, and glanced at the cannon-status display. The lights showed green again, and she gave a sigh of relief. At least that much was going well.
The first aircraft fired before it was actually in range; the others fired a few moments later. "Missiles fired," she reported, glancing quickly at Balthasar. The Delian was very pale, sweat standing out on his forehead, but his hands still moved across his keyboard with sure grace. Recusante rolled sideways into her ponderous evasive maneuvers, and Silence held her breath, waiting for the cannons' blast to rock the ship.
Marcinik held his fire for a long moment, so long that Silence wanted to scream at him, order him to fire. Then, seemingly in the last second, he fired rapidly, once again laying down a pattern of bursting shells between the ship and the approaching missiles. Three vanished at once from the screen. The fourth came on, but it was wobbling, its tracking devices clearly disrupted. It exploded well above and to the left of Recusante, the blast rocking the ship, but doing no other damage. The musonar image dimmed further as Balthasar flew them deeper into the storm, the blips that were the pursuing aircraft flickering in and out of the rising wash of color.
"I've lost the aircraft," Silence said, and reached forward to adjust the musonar again. Nothing happened, and she allowed herself to relax a little.
"Let's hope they've lost us," Balthasar said. "What about the starships overhead?"
Silence checked the musonar again. The storm distorted the view above the ship as well, but the music of the warships' keels was strong enough to cut through that dissonance. The bronze dots flickered through the clouds of bluish static, still blocking any escape to the safety of space. "Still there," she said at last.
"How's the contact?" Balthasar said, and grimaced as a gust of wind hit the ship, sending it lurching across the sky.
"Intermittent, at best," Silence answered.
Balthasar grunted. "Let's hope their sighting isn't any better." Silence nodded. The starships would have to look down into the worst of the storm—and they would be looking for a ship whose keelsong was far quieter than their own. With any luck, she thought, they won't be able to find us at all.
"Aircraft?" the Delian continued.
"I've lost them," Silence answered.
"So they should've lost us," Balthasar murmured, then said, more loudly, "Keep alert, Marcinik, just in case."
"I'm watching closely," the colonel answered.
Balthasar took a deep breath, and Silence saw his shoulders move slightly, relaxing.
"Now what?" she said aloud, and the Delian grimaced.
"I don't know," he said, almost too softly for her to hear. "We can't make space, not with that lot watching for us, but I don't want to set down—"
"Denis." Chase Mago's voice was flat calm, but there was a note in it that sent Silence's heart into her mouth. "Denis, we've got real trouble. The keel's losing tuning. That last missile must've been the last straw—"
"How bad is it?" Balthasar interrupted.
"We've got an hour's flying time," Chase Mago answered. "Then you'll have to put her down."
"Shit!" After that first explosive response, Balthasar's voice went calm again. "All right. We've got an hour. Silence, what do maps and musonar say?"
Silence stared at the twin consoles, trying to control her own panic. A southerly course was out; that would only bring them back into the paths of the pursuing aircraft. The storm stretched northeast, curving up across the continent. Most of the land beyond its eastern edges was heavily populated—if they could rely on anything the supercargo said, she thought, bitterly. Some of her information had obviously been unreliable—if the whole thing, the woman's plea for asylum and her offer of information, hadn't just been an elaborate trap. It was too late now to worry about that, she told herself, and put the thought aside. They had no other choice now; they would have to rely on the only maps they had.
If Recusante followed the concealing storm northward, forty minutes' travel would bring them out of the storm a hundred kilometers or so to the north of the heavily populated area on the continent's eastern coast. They could set the ship down there, conceal it in the thick forest that was supposed to dominate that area. And if the supercargo had lied, and the area wasn't unpopulated forest, they would still have twenty minutes in which to turn back into the storm and find another place to land. She turned one of the secondary horns groundward, trying to pick out the terrain details through the double distortion of untuned keel and the storm itself. The land below seemed very flat, unpopulated, but without any topographical features that would help hide the downed ship.
"Fly local northeast along the storm track," she said at last. "When we reach the edge of the storm, we should be within a few minutes of a very large woodland. We can set the ship down there, and hide it until we figure out what to do."
Balthasar nodded. "Sounds good to me."
For the next half hour, Balthasar nursed the crippled ship northward through the storm, easing it lower, and lower still, until it was wallowing through the atmosphere at an altitude no higher than that of an ordinary flyer. Chase Mago babied the keel, making constant minute adjustments to the harmonium in hopes of easing the strain on the tuning, but even Silence, no engineer, could hear how badly the ship was laboring. She focussed her attention on the musonar, sweeping the clouds behind and above them for further aircraft. The warships remained in orbit, but there was no sign of pursuit from atmospheric craft, and she began to hope that the warships had lost sight of them as well.
Then Recusante broke out of the storm's cover. It lurched sharply, the keel no longer fighting the storm as well as the pull of Earth's core, and Chase Mago adjusted the harmonium, swearing. The ship steadied, but it was clear from the grating keelsong that it would not last much longer.
"Well, Silence?" Balthasar demanded.
Silence adjusted the musonar for what she hoped was the final time, sweeping the horn in a slow arc across the bow of the ship. To the south, confused harmonies flared: the populated area the supercargo had spoken of. Beyond that lay another ocean. But directly ahead, long fingers of woodland stretching toward them as if in welcome, lay the promised forest. Silence sighed deeply, and heard the relief in her own voice as she said, "The forest is coming up. You can let us down in two minutes, Denis."
Balthasar smiled again, fingers moving delicately on his keys. Recusante staggered forward, dropping lower still, keelsong fading in and out of true. Now the forest was visible in the cameras' images, rolling land covered in trees whose leaves were so dark a green as to be almost black.
"Do you see a clearing?" Balthasar panted.
Silence shook her head. "Not yet."
"There has to be one," Balthasar muttered. "There has to be…" He brought the ship lower still, until the tortured keel was almost skimming the treetops. Silence watched the branches thrashing beneath her, a detached part of her mind admiring the Delian's skill.
And then, quite suddenly, the keelsong died. Balthasar cursed, pulling Recusante's nose up sharply, but the starship had never been designed to glide in atmosphere. It fell like a stone, crashing into and through the trees, keel skidding along branches and dirt with a noise like a cry of pain. Silence swore as she was thrown against her safety netting, swore again as Recusante ground to a halt at last, the bow nosing gently up onto some unseen object. She reached shakily for the camera controls, but the bow cameras had been ripped away. At her side, Balthasar managed a rather hysterical laugh.
"Welcome to Earth," he said.
 



Chapter 5
 
Silence laughed with him, but brought herself under control before she gave way to the tears that threatened to overwhelm her. Instead, she reached across for the intercom controls, hoping that the system was still intact, and said, "Julie? Are you all right?"
Balthasar interrupted her. "Everybody, check in. Status please."
"I'm all right," Chase Mago said, breathlessly, and with grim emphasis, "but I don't know about the keel."
Marcinik answered next, panic tinging his voice. "Nothing serious here, just cuts, but Aili doesn't answer."
"Hang on, colonel," Balthasar said, "it may just be systems failure." Without waiting for Marcinik's answer, he cut the connection, and touched the button that connected him directly with the Princess Royal's cabin. "Your Serenity? Check in, please."
There was no answer, and Silence loosened the safety webbing, wincing at the bruises it had left. The crew positions were well protected against a crash, as of course they had to be, but the cabins were less well shielded. Unless both Aili and the magus had strapped themselves into their bunks at the first sign of trouble, there was a good chance that they had been badly hurt. There wasn't time to warn them, Silence thought, trying to suppress the sudden feeling of guilt; there just wasn't time. Damn, this was why I didn't want Aili along in the first place. . .
The intercom clicked then, and Aili's voice said, weakly, "Captain Balthasar? I'm—all right, I think. Oh, my head!"
"Marcinik—?" Balthasar began, and the colonel cut in quickly.
"I'm on my way. I'll take care of her."
Balthasar nodded, not bothering to reply. "Silence? Better check on the magus."
Silence paused, her hands already on the ladder leading to the main deck, suddenly aware that Balthasar hadn't moved from his position in front of the first pilot's consoles. "And you? Are you hurt?"
Balthasar managed a wry smile. "No more than you are. But it's daylight out there, Silence, and I bet we left one hell of a trail. Someone needs to monitor the musonar, just in case we have visitors."
Silence hesitated at the top of the ladder, torn between conflicting needs. Balthasar was right. Recusante's crash would have torn a huge gash in the virgin woodland, a raw clearing that would be only too visible from the air. She could create an illusion to cover that gap—but Isambard and probably the Princess Royal as well needed her help.
As if he'd read her thoughts, Balthasar said, "Musonar doesn't show anything yet. I think maybe we lost them in the storm." He nodded encouragingly. "See if you can help Marcinik first."
Silence nodded back and slid down the ladder, wincing as she discovered still more bruised muscles. Of course Marcinik would know rudimentary medicine—he was an officer of the Thousand, after all—and, with luck, that would be all they'd need.
The door to Aili's cabin was already open, and Silence could hear voices talking softly inside. She gave a sigh of relief—at least the Princess Royal was alive, and not too badly hurt—and tapped gently on the doorframe, glancing quickly inside. "Is there anything I can do?"
Marcinik was sitting on the bunk at Aili's side, supporting her with one hand while the other pressed a bloody cloth to the Princess Royal's temple just above her left ear. "It's all right," the colonel said quickly, and Aili managed a weak smile. "It looks worse than it is. But the magus?"
"I don't know," Silence said, and pushed herself away from the door. Isambard's cabin was at the far end of the corridor, opposite the engineer's. Its door was still tightly closed, and she felt a stab of fear as she reached for the latchplate. Before she could punch out the master combination, however, the door swung open under her hand. Isambard stood there, leaning heavily against the frame. His lined face was very pale, and his wide-open eyes were strangely unfocused. Frightened again, Silence caught at his shoulders and staggered as the magus fell toward her. He was surprisingly light, even for an old man. She held his weight, glancing over her shoulder toward the lights of the engine room.
"Julie? Marcinik?"
"No." Isambard's voice was little better than a whisper. "Earth—I must see…"
"We've landed," Silence said. "There's plenty of time—"
"I must see it," Isambard said again, and pushed feebly at her hands, trying to shove her away. She blocked him awkwardly, not wanting to hurt him further, and the magus stood still, breathing heavily. A measure of awareness seemed to come into his eyes, and he said, "We did not land at the port, I think. A crash?"
Silence nodded, wishing one of the others would appear to help. "They knew who we were, attacked us. We lost them, but the tuning went and we had to land." To her relief, Chase Mago's massive figure loomed behind the glare of the warning lights ringing the engine room hatch, and she loosed her hold on the magus long enough to beckon to him. "Julie? I need you."
Chase Mago stepped over the coaming and came to join her, one hand still pressed to his bloody nose. Silence eyed him anxiously as he approached, but could see no other sign of damage.
"Let me see, Isambard," the engineer said gently, but the magus waved him off.
"There are things—I must cast—" He broke off with a gasp of pain, one hand going to his forehead. For the first time, Silence saw the ugly cuts running across the back of his hand.
"Get Marcinik," she said softly, to Chase Mago. The engineer nodded and ducked away, leaving her supporting the old man's weight. "Isambard, tell me what has to be done. I can do it for you."
The magus looked up at her, struggling to focus his eyes and thoughts. "We crashed," he managed, after a moment, "did we not? I remember—" He broke off, frowning. "No matter. There will be traces. I must hide them—"
Silence interrupted him firmly, trying to project more confidence than she felt. "Tell me what schema to use, and I'll do it. I'd already thought of it, truth."
Isambard nodded, slowly. "The Maids' Breath would be easiest," he said, his voice fading again to a whisper. "Silence, let me go. I must see Earth!"
"In a few hours, maybe," Marcinik said firmly. At his nod, Silence stepped back, letting him slip his arm around the magus's shoulders, easing him back into the cabin.
"No!" Isambard cried, pushing the colonel away. "I want to see, before I die—"
Silence glanced at Marcinik, and saw her own sudden panic reflected in his eyes. "Marcinik, he isn't—" she began, and the colonel shrugged roughly.
"How can I know, if he won't let me look at him?" Marcinik took a deep breath, obviously fighting for calm. "All right, Isambard," he said, after a moment. "You win. I'll take you to the main hatch, but let me look at you there, all right?"
The magus sagged slightly in the colonel's grip, but then pulled himself upright again. "Very well," he said. "Very well."
"I have to go," Silence said hastily. "I'll send Julie to help." Marcinik nodded, his attention fully occupied with the task of easing the magus toward the hatch. Silence turned and ran back up the corridor toward the ship's main hatch, almost colliding with the engineer as he emerged from the common room, wiping his face with a damp towel.
"Julie, Marcinik needs you to help with Isambard," the pilot gasped, but Chase Mago caught her arm. Silence winced as his fingers touched a bruise, and the engineer hastily eased his hold, murmuring an apology.
"Denis—is he all right?"
Silence nodded. "He says so. He's watching the musonar, I've got to see what I can do about our trail."
Chase Mago nodded. "Go on, then, and good luck."
Silence turned away before he'd finished, hurrying toward the hatch. There was no need to go through the elaborate routine of test and counter-test. This was Earth, humankind's first world: despite the number of generations that had passed since her ancestors left the planet, she had still been bred to breathe this atmosphere, to walk under this sun. She fumbled with the controls, swearing as the handwheel that controlled the hatch itself refused to turn. Surely, oh, surely the mechanism wasn't damaged in the crash, she thought, and in the same instant felt the stubborn wheel give way. The hatch swung outward, and there was a flurry of air as the pressures equalized themselves. Silence stood frozen, staring out at Earth.
Recusante had landed lucky, she thought, when she could think at all. The ship had come down in the valley between two steep hills, where rocks sprouted from the ground between the tangle of trees, and had slid to a stop just as the land began to rise steeply again. A few hundred meters farther on, and the ship would probably have hit the hillside nose-first, killing them all. Silence shuddered, and reached for the crank that extended the rampway. She turned it stiffly, hoping the mechanism would work. After a couple of turns, the gears caught, and the ramp began to extend itself, clanking, toward the ground below.
The tip touched the dirt at last, but Silence gave the handle a few more turns, jamming the ramp hard into the soil, before trusting herself to it. It sagged a little under her weight, but held. After a moment's thought, she reached for the charged heylin that Balthasar insisted on hanging just inside the hatch, and started down the ramp.
The air smelled strange, sweet and cool with an odd, almost tangy undertone. She stood for a moment, fascinated, but unable to work out where she had smelled that scent before. Then, with an effort, she shook herself back to reality. There was work to be done, she told herself sternly. Jamming the heylin into her belt, she began to walk back along the length of the ship, heading toward the stern.
She did not have to go far before finding the first evidences of damage. Halfway back from the ramp, she was forced to climb over a broken tree, its splintered wood poking out from under the dulled keel. The broken parts were very white, and covered with a strange, sticky liquid. The tangy scent was much stronger here, and she sniffed curiously at her hands: it was the tree sap that gave the air its peculiar smell.
There were more broken trees astern of the ship, some snapped completely, others—farther away, the ones Recusante had struck first in the headlong descent—with huge branches snapped and dangling. It was all as conspicuous as they had feared, and Silence shook her head, wondering what to do. An illusion is what's needed, she thought, but an illusion needs a model, and I don't have any idea what all these things looked like before… She glanced to either side, up the valley's sides. The trees there seemed to be of the same species, tall, rough-barked, trunks rising for meters before branching out into clusters of branches. The leaves were very dark green, like long spines. I could use them as a model, she thought, chewing on her underlip, but whatever I do, I'd better do it soon. Damn, what was it Isambard said? She frowned, and then remembered. The Maids' Breath, he'd said, that would be the easiest. . .
He was right, too, she thought, and for the first time since landing, her mouth curved into a real smile. The technique known as the Maids' Breath wasn't really an illusion; rather, it was a way of seeing the proper state of a thing. Usually, the magi used it to read palimpsests, or to decipher manuscripts too faded to be legible, but it would serve to give her a guide. She took a deep breath and turned slowly, scanning the valley. She let herself absorb the quiet of the place, the sunlight, the brilliant blue of the sky above her, unbroken now by clouds, the smell of the trees and the faint sighing of wind through their uppermost branches. Only then did she murmur the First Cantation, the words bending reality around her, ready to receive the imprint of a new Form. She spoke the schema of the Maids' Breath; the words were no sooner spoken than they lost audibility and rolled off into the supermaterial, seeking what had been. Shadows moved and shifted first, the valley dimming as though trees once again shaded it, and then ghostly images appeared. The hanging branches wavered, then seemed to swing back up into place; an entire tree rose from where it lay shattered by Recusante's passage. Silence studied the images for a long moment, then spoke a final Word. The images steadied, solidified into something approaching reality. Ghost-trees filled the valley, rising from their broken remains. Silence turned back toward the ship, and saw a shadowy trunk apparently thrusting through Recusante's spine. Another was half-swallowed by the hull near the bow, and a third sprang up from a point just astern of the far wing.
Shaking her head, she made her way back toward the ramp, suddenly exhausted. Isambard was sitting at the top of the ramp, bandaged hands folded in his lap. Marcinik crouched beside him. Silence tensed, afraid again, but Marcinik saw her and shook his head, smiling. She smiled back but kept a wary eye on the magus.
"How are you?" she asked, as she started up the ramp.
Isambard waved the question aside. "Well done, your illusion. I am pleased."
"Thank you," Silence said, startled, and wondered for an instant if the crash had affected the old man's brain. Praise for anything she did was rare.
"He's just shaken up," Marcinik said.
Before she could answer, Balthasar's voice rose indignantly from inside the hatch. "There's a fucking tree in here!"
Silence began to laugh helplessly, and called back, "It's an illusion, Denis, don't worry."
A moment later, Balthasar appeared in the hatch, Chase Mago looming behind him. The engineer's hand was at his mouth as if to hide a smile.
"You got us covered, then?" the Delian asked.
Silence nodded. "The question is, will it hold up under a real scanning?"
Balthasar nodded back, pressing the back of his hand against his mouth. The lower lip was swelling and bloody—probably he'd bitten it in the landing, Silence thought, and suppressed the desire to laugh again. "How is everyone, anyway?" the Delian went on. "Where's her Serenity?"
"I'm here."
Aili still sounded rather shaken, Silence thought, and then the other star-travellers edged aside to let the younger woman past. The Princess Royal had resumed her Bethlemite turban and veil, but it was pushed askew by the lump of bandages that covered the left side of her head, revealing one dark eye and a narrow expanse of cheek and forehead.
Marcinik said, frowning, "I thought you were going to rest."
"I'm much better," Aili answered, and lowered herself carefully to the ramp at the colonel's side. "I need to know what's going on," she said, in a softer voice, and Marcinik nodded.
Balthasar said, "So we're all here. What about this illusion, then? Will it hold?"
Silence spread her hands, glancing at Isambard, but before either magus could answer, Chase Mago said slowly, "I've been thinking about that, Denis. We got some damn strange readings coming in-system—those chemical-fuel ships, the aircraft. I'm wondering if they've got anything that'll see through it."
Isambard said, "Properly created, an illusion will be tangible and effective to musonar and other sensors. This one is properly created."
"Thanks," Silence said again, and saw Balthasar grin.
"But what if they're using some other system?" Chase Mago persisted. "The readings were just too weird to ignore." He shook his head, still frowning. "It was almost like they were using mechanics."
"They couldn't be," Balthasar said. "It wouldn't make sense."
"If for some obscure reason the Earth-natives are using mechanics," Isambard said, "the illusion should be sufficient. After all, it produces a facsimile of reality, correct in outward similitudes. But they will not be using the Mechanical Arts. Not on Earth."
There was nothing anyone could say to that pronouncement, though Chase Mago still looked troubled. Watching the engineer's unhappy face, Silence couldn't help wondering if he were right after all. The chemical-fuel ships were mechanical in nature, after all; the musonar had treated the aircraft as though they were bare metal, without the treated keels that lifted most ships away from a planet's core—in other words, as though they, too, were mechanical. But there her imagination stuck, unable to conceive of a world that chose to use machines instead of the creations of the Art. Maybe there were restrictions of some kind that made machines more practical for some things—such as the crowding on Delos, which made mechanical systems an absolute necessity.
"How does the ship look, Julie?" she said aloud.
Chase Mago shrugged, his expression bleak. "Not good at all, I'm afraid. But I want to take a close look before I do anything." He glanced at Balthasar. "I'd better get started."
"Yeah," Balthasar said. "Do you need a hand?"
The engineer shook his head. "Not really."
"It's the keel?" Silence asked.
"Yes." Chase Mago sighed. "We lost tuning completely. I have to see how deep it goes."
Silence shivered despite the warmth of the sunlight on her back. It was almost unheard of for a keel fully to lose its tuning. The sort of stress that could so disrupt the tinctured metal usually destroyed or at least damaged the rest of the ship beyond repair. The resonances were set at the molecular level, worked deep into the structure of the tinctured metal itself while the surface might shift slightly—would shift slightly under even the best conditions—that shifting never affected the true tuning at the heart of the keel itself. Or almost never, she thought, and glanced warily at the keel. Most of it was buried in the soft earth, little waves of dirt and scattered rock thrown back along its length, but the visible portions looked sickly, without the usual oily sheen. She shivered again, and looked away.
"Let us know if we can help," Balthasar said. Chase Mago nodded, and started down the ramp.
"What I would like to know," Aili said, breaking the sudden quiet, "is where we are." Marcinik nodded in thoughtful agreement.
Balthasar sighed, and gave the empty sky a final wary glance. "I guess you're right. Let me get the tapes, and I'll meet you all in the commons."
"Right," Silence answered. She started up the ramp to assist Isambard, but Marcinik was already helping the magus to his feet. She paused at the top of the ramp to offer her hand to Aili, glancing back over her shoulder at the forest as she did so. For an instant, as the breeze freshened and swirled around them, Silence thought she smelled burning, but the scent was gone before she could be sure. She scanned the sky above the tree-tops, but saw no rising plume of smoke, and turned away, shrugging to herself.
"This is very bad, isn't it?" Aili said, as they moved toward the common room.
Silence hesitated, torn between the desire to reassure and the need to confide in someone. "It isn't good," she said at last. "At the very least, we're untuned, and that usually means a dockyard job. If it isn't too bad, Julie might be able to rig something off the harmonium, force-tune it here—but if it goes very deep, we'll have to take it into a dock. And if the keel itself is damaged—if it cracked, or one of those rocks took a chunk out of it, say—we'll need a new keel before we can lift."
"And at that point," Aili said, "we might as well get a new ship." The crooked veil still hid most of her expression, but Silence could hear the uneasiness in her voice. "But a keel is very strong."
"Yes," Silence said. "It's tinctured metal; it should take a lot of abuse. That's really the worst-case scenario."
Aili nodded, but said nothing more.
The shadow of a tree trunk thrust through the corridor just outside the common room. Silence stopped with an exclamation of dismay, then put out her hand to test the illusion. Her fingers moved easily into and out of the grey bark, and she nerved herself to step quickly through. As she passed through the image, she heard a faint sighing, a breath of dissonance, but it vanished before she could fix its origin for certain. A little dissonance was only to be expected, she told herself, and beckoned for Aili to follow. After all, an illusion wasn't meant to be walked through.
The others were already in the common room, Isambard seated at his usual place at the main table, Marcinik busy at the kitchen console. Aili moved hastily to join him, but the colonel waved her away.
"Sit, please," he said. "You're the injured one."
After a moment's hesitation, Aili did as she was told, sighing softly in spite of herself.
"How is your head?" Silence asked, and crossed the room to collect tea for all of them.
"It hurts," Aili said, and the pilot thought she heard a ghost of a smile in the other woman's voice. "But I'll be all right."
At that moment, Balthasar appeared in the doorway, a sheaf of rough-printed papers tucked under one arm. "I'm not fond of wildlife on the ship, Silence," he said, with a grin.
The pilot glared back at him, suddenly too tired to respond in kind. Balthasar took his place at the table, spreading the papers out in front of him. "I set the musonar to warn us if anything comes near the ship—a full-volume warning, fifty kilometers' diameter." He accepted the mug of tea Marcinik handed him, but winced as the hot plastic touched his swollen lip, and set it aside. "I also ran a quick scan. It doesn't look like we're in a settled area at all—no sign of open land, much less human habitation, at least not on my preliminary look—which I guess is good news."
Silence grinned at the Delian's rather dubious tone. Balthasar had been born and raised on Delos, where every centimeter of available land had become part of the city that covered most of the planet's surface. He was not fond of wilderness. She picked up her cup of tea and started, almost spilling it, as Marcinik touched her arm.
"Sorry," he said, and slid a small packet across the table in front of her. "I thought you might want these."
Silence picked the packet up curiously, recognized the mark of one of the Hegemony's more famous pharmaceutical companies.
"Hamma," Marcinik said. "It'll ease the soreness, and help heal wrenched muscles."
"Thanks," Silence said, tearing open the packet, and swallowed the capsules gratefully.
Balthasar accepted his own share from the colonel and bolted them with a grimace. "This is the rough map we had," he said, spreading papers across the table, "supplemented by observations along the first part of the descent." His finger traced a curved line from the smaller of the two main oceans toward a large island, then across a much larger ocean toward the northernmost of two linked continents. "That's about what our course was. We came down here." On the map, the northern continent's eastern coastline swelled out into a huge horn, a smaller horn protruding beneath it. Balthasar's finger rested on the center of the smaller horn.
Silence nodded thoughtfully. "Most of that's forest, if I remember right," she said, and was pleased at how casual—how normal—her voice sounded. Privately, she doubted she would ever forget the pattern of the storm, and the forest that lay beyond its edges.
"Yeah, that's right," Balthasar answered. "And hills. And, like I said, my first survey didn't pick up any sign of settlement."
"Do you have any idea where the nearest settlements are?" Marcinik asked.
"South, I think," Balthasar said, and Silence nodded.
"I picked them up on the musonar as we came in."
"How far?" the colonel asked.
Balthasar rustled his maps again until he found an enlargement of the area where they'd landed. It didn't show much detail, and Marcinik eyed it warily.
"About three hundred kilometers," the Delian answered, after a moment. He touched a point where the coastline began to curve outward again.
Silence frowned, studying the image more closely. Something was tugging at her memory—something the supercargo had said, something that was in the text she had so carefully structured…. She closed her eyes, calling up the structures of the Grand Theater, letting the errant thought find its own place in that pattern. "One of the big centers is on this coast," she said, after a moment. "A place called Man's Island."
Isambard gave a little exclamation of surprise. "Yes, that is so. A—continental control point, the woman said."
"I'm not at all sure we ought to trust any of the information she gave us," Balthasar said sourly. He shook his head. "She sure suckered us in—all of us."
Isambard drew himself up indignantly, and Silence said, "Some of the information is good—we were able to check at least some of it, remember? That's probably true."
The older magus relaxed slowly. "I admit that I was deceived," he said, after a moment. "I apologize, Captain Balthasar."
The Delian's mouth fell open in shock. Silence stared hard at him, willing him to understand just what he was being offered. The magi did not admit to making errors, much less apologize for them—and certainly never to mere star-travellers. Balthasar closed his mouth abruptly, and said, with unexpected grace, "It could've happened to anyone."
Isambard nodded gravely, and said nothing more. No one said anything for a long moment, all of them staring at the maps spread out on the table in front of them. Silence barely saw the lines and spaces, thinking instead of the little room at the center of Asterion's Winter Palace. Should I have helped Isambard question her? she wondered. Could I have seen that it was a trap, if he didn't? I am a star-traveller; I have that advantage…. All too clearly, she remembered the faint note of strangeness she'd sensed in the supercargo's mind, the one time she'd been forced to enter it. That had to have been the mark of a second, deeper geas, she thought—and I felt it, I knew something was there, but I didn't have the knowledge to identify it. I could have stopped this, if only I'd realized…. . She looked up in relief as Chase Mago stepped into the room, grateful for the distraction even of bad news.
"What's the word?" Balthasar said, softly.
The big engineer shrugged, exhaustion written on his bearded face. "It could be worse," he said. "The keel's intact, at least—we were lucky there, the ground's very rocky." He sighed, the momentary animation fading from his voice. "However, the first eighty-one centimeters are completely untuned, and it's pretty random almost to the center line. That's still true, but….” He let the words trail off in defeat.
Silence could hear her own heart pounding, could feel a spreading chill in the pit of her stomach. She saw her own fear reflected in the engineer's face, in Balthasar's narrowed eyes.
"I don't understand," Aili said, tentatively. Marcinik shook his head, but Chase Mago roused himself to answer, and even managed a humorless smile.
"What it means is, we have to do a full retuning before we can lift, your Serenity, and I don't have the facilities for the operation. Sometimes you can force-tune, using the harmonium itself to realign the resonances, but that only works when the harmonies're just a little out of true. I need a dockyard's equipment."
There was another long pause, broken at last by Marcinik's quiet voice. "Wouldn't it be easier just to—acquire—another ship?"
"No," Silence said, in instinctive, indignant protest, but the others ignored her.
"It might be," Balthasar said, "but just how easy do you think it is to 'acquire' a starship?"
"You acquired this one," Marcinik said.
"Recusante was mine," Silence said, "and is mine, my ship. I don't intend to abandon her." She paused, fighting down her anger, and tried to bolster emotion with logic. "Besides, when we took her, back on Mersaa Maia—well, it was a very different situation."
"That's true," Chase Mago said unexpectedly, and Silence threw him a grateful look. "Besides," the engineer went on, with a stubborn glance at Isambard, "I still say we've seen too many mechanical things around for me to feel comfortable finding a starship anywhere close at hand."
"Could you retune, if we could get into a tuning shed?" Silence asked, and held her breath, hoping for the answer she wanted.
"Of course I could," Chase Mago said, and Marcinik cut in, "Forgive me, but I can't see how you could get permission to use any field facilities."
Balthasar said, "You'd be surprised at what I can come up with, colonel." There was a light in his eyes that made Silence frown, remembering some of the Delian's other plans.
"Hold it," Chase Mago said, cutting off an acid rejoinder from Marcinik. "Just wait. I don't need the whole shed, people; I just need a tone generator."
"Oh, well," Balthasar said, after a moment. "That makes it easy." Silence eyed him warily, unable to decide if he was being sarcastic or not.
"Easier, anyway," Chase Mago said. He glanced at the non-star-travellers, and said, "The tone generator's the most important thing a tuner has. It produces really pure notes, purer than a harmonium can provide, since its pipes are adjusted to the idiosyncracies of the ship. It creates a sort of Form, and you force the keel to follow it." He looked back at Balthasar, and added, "Hell, if I could get the right components, I could build one for myself."
The Delian nodded slowly. "So," he said, almost cheerfully, "all we have to do now is get a tone generator."
Silence gave him a jaundiced look, but refused to be drawn. Chase Mago looked at the maps in front of him, not meeting anyone's eyes.
"And just how, Captain Balthasar, do you propose to do that?" Marcinik said. "We're at least three hundred kilometers away from the nearest settlement, and I doubt this ship carries an all-terrain vehicle."
"We have a runabout, actually," Silence muttered, unable to ignore the slur on her ship. The little three-wheeled cart was only good on paved roads, however, and she was just as glad that no one responded.
"There must be other settlements closer to us," Balthasar said. "After all, we've only done a preliminary survey, and this is Earth. There'll be roads."
Silence sighed, unable fully to share the Delian's enthusiasm, but offered what little support she could. "I thought I smelled smoke earlier," she said. "That might mean someone living near here."
"The way our luck's been running, it's more likely a forest fire," Marcinik murmured, but he was smiling.
Balthasar ignored him. "Right, then," he said briskly. "Silence and I will set up a box-scan, and then we'll go watch-and-watch—I'll need your help, Marcinik, and her Serenity's—until we turn up a settlement."
"And then?" Silence asked, rather skeptically, but it was impossible not to be infected by the other's optimism.
"We'll see how big it is, and then decide," Balthasar answered. "Come on."
Silence sighed, but hauled herself to her feet, and followed the Delian back onto the lower bridge. The musonar system was intact—they'd been lucky there, too, Balthasar said, more soberly—but it still took them several hours to transfer everything to back-up power and then to set up the search pattern. Balthasar insisted on keeping a secondary horn pointed skyward, and Silence did not argue. Even if they had shaken off the pursuing aircraft, there was no harm in staying alert for other searchers. They set the search grid in motion, and then drew straws to see who'd take the first watch. Silence, to her secret relief, drew the long straw, and headed gratefully for her cabin.
She stripped off her shipsuit, wincing at the bruises dotting her body, and forced herself to take a hot shower before dropping exhausted into her bunk. She had not thought she would be able to relax after the tension of the pursuit and then the crash itself, but to her surprise she slept almost as soon as her head touched the pillow.
The persistent shrilling of the intercom woke her at last. Silence pulled herself upright, swearing at her sore muscles, then reached across the bunk to slap at the answer plate. She hit it on the second try, and said, "What the hell is it?"
Balthasar answered. "We've spotted a settlement, we think."
"I'll be right up," Silence said.
"In the commons," Balthasar added hastily, and the pilot cut the connection.
Dressing was a painful process, but by the time she'd fastened her shirt and pulled a loose tunic over her head, Silence had to admit she was in better shape than she had expected. She made her way to the common room, ducking through the illusory tree trunk, feeling almost confident.
The others were there ahead of her, clustered around the main table. A number of sheets of rough-printed paper were spread out in front of them, some held together with strips of tape. Balthasar looked up as she entered, and smiled. "We're in luck again," he called. "Come and see."
Silence came to look over the Delian's shoulder. The papers showed a rough contour map of the area surrounding the ship, the lines spilling out from the blank spot that was the valley. To the north and west, the forest continued unbroken; to the northeast, several rivers and one higher mountain showed through the cloaking woods. Due east lay water—the edge of the smaller ocean, Silence thought—and more forest.
"There," Balthasar said, and pointed.
His finger was touching a small break in the forest, barely more than a thin wedge of cleared ground on the slope of a steeply rising bill. There were marks in the center of the clearing, but the symbols meant nothing to Silence. She looked up inquiringly, and Marcinik said, "We picked up a single large metallic structure first, something tall but narrow—I couldn't really tell any more closely. I think there are buildings around it, but they're made of stone or wood, hard to pick out. The shaded square marks the metal structure; the other marks are for the other buildings."
"It looks like some kind of farm to me," Aili said slowly. She leaned forward, holding her veil in place with one hand. "You see? That would be a main building, and those the barns and a greenhouse, and then the metal thing would be a pump, or a power vane. And before you say it," she added, lifting her head to stare directly at Balthasar, "I would know better than you how a farm is laid out. There are enough of them on Inarime."
Balthasar lifted both hands in surrender. "It sounds reasonable to me."
Silence nodded. "All right," she said, "so what do we do?"
"That's the question," Chase Mago said. He sighed, staring at the crude map. "How far is it?"
"A little under twenty kilometers," Marcinik answered. "That's a full day's hike."
"What if we started before sunrise?" Balthasar asked, and the colonel shook his head.
"I wouldn't want to risk it. This may be Earth, but there is still a certain amount of hostile wildlife to consider. Not to mention the risk of getting lost in the dark."
Balthasar shrugged, but nodded.
"That's all very well," Silence said, "but what are we going to say once we get there?"
"Perhaps we could tell a part of the truth," Aili suggested. "We could say we'd been stranded by an air crash."
"That could work," Silence said, doubtfully, "but wouldn't they already have searchers out, if that were true?"
Balthasar shrugged again. "I say we play it by ear."
Chase Mago cleared his throat, drawing all eyes. "Forgive me for saying it, but I don't think her Serenity should come with us. Nor should Doctor Isambard," he added hastily, as Silence gave him an incredulous look.
Aili's expression was hidden by her veil, but her voice was dangerously quiet. "And why not, sieur Chase Mago?"
"Three reasons," the engineer answered. To give him credit, Silence thought, he didn't flinch under the Princess Royal's stare. "First, someone should stay with the ship. Second, both you and Isambard have been injured; and third, because of that, you're the ones we can spare to watch the ship."
Marcinik's chin lifted dangerously. "And if anything happens to us, who will protect Aili?" he demanded. "The magus isn't a star-traveller, he couldn't take her off-planet."
Silence intervened hastily, watching the Princess Royal. "Julie's right," she said, "if we just make a quick reconnaissance, and don't try to contact anybody unless we're positive it's safe to do so."
"I think I should stay with the ship," Marcinik murmured.
Silence shook her head. "You're the only real soldier we have aboard. We need you."
After a moment, Aili sighed deeply. "You're right, damn you for it. I'll stay—and you'll go, Marcinik."
There was a note in her voice that brooked no argument. The colonel bowed. "As you wish."
Once that decision had been made, it didn't take long to settle the rest of the plan. At Marcinik's insistence, they left the ship just at sunrise, each one carrying a light pack made up from the ship's survival kit and a fully charged heylin. They carried extra charges as well, and Silence had a smaller version of a magus's kit slung from her belt. Chase Mago, unarguably the strongest of the four, carried the communications unit.
For the first hour, they trudged in silence up the valley's eastern side, steering by Marcinik's compass. The morning air was very cool under the trees, cool enough that Silence found herself shivering a little despite the exertion. Then, quite abruptly, they reached the top of the ridge, and emerged into a narrow clearing. Silence slowed her steps a little, soaking up the sunlight, and saw that the other star-travellers were doing the same. Marcinik paused at the edge of the clearing, laughing.
"Come on," he called, "you'll warm up soon enough."
The colonel had spoken only the truth, Silence discovered all too soon. By midmorning she was sweating, and stopped to slip off her overtunic, knotting it around her waist by the sleeves. As she tugged it into place, pulling the heylin forward a little so that the draw wasn't impeded by the bundled fabric, she heard a shout from her right. She tensed, but in the same instant recognized Chase Mago's voice.
"Hey! I've found a wall!"
Obediently, Silence made her way across the carpet of brown, dead spines fallen from the towering trees. There was little undergrowth, for which she was grateful, and the wall was clearly visible. It was made of piled stone, the smallest the size of her own head, the largest that she could see a massive boulder almost a meter across. It seemed to start from nowhere, running off into the trees to the right of their original path. Chase Mago was standing at its end, frowning down at it.
"I think it turned a corner here," he said, almost to himself.
Silence nodded. A little cascade of stone fell off from the side of the wall, and there were more stones trailing away in odd heaps and jumbled piles at a right angle to the part that was still standing. A field wall? she wondered. A boundary marker? It couldn't ever have been high enough to provide real protection. . .
Balthasar said, "It's a wall. So?"
"So someone lived here once," Silence said impatiently, and stepped around a pile of rock to examine the land the wall had once enclosed. It was as overgrown as the rest of the forest, showing no signs of recent growth—though who can tell what recent growth might look like here? Silence thought.
"Interesting," Marcinik said, coming up to join them. "So maybe this was more populated once?"
"At least there was something here," Silence said. Chase Mago dug a booted foot into the dirt, then squinted down the length of the standing wall.
"There might be foundations in there," he offered.
Marcinik hesitated, then shook his head. "No. We don't have the time to waste. Come on."
Chase Mago grimaced, but made no other protest as the colonel led them away from the crumbling wall. They walked almost a kilometer before he spoke again.
"I wonder why the site was abandoned."
Balthasar snorted. "Would you live here if you had any other choice?" he demanded.
The engineer laughed, and slapped the other man lightly on the back of the head. Silence laughed with them, but sobered quickly. Why would anyone abandon what must have been a fairly large estate—especially when land, real property, was always a source of prestige and power? Or was that always true? she wondered suddenly. Certainly it was the case in the Hegemony and on the worlds of the Rusadir and the Fringe, but that didn't mean it would be true on Earth. Hostile wildlife? Certainly they'd seen nothing larger than the occasional climbing mammal, and the only predator seemed to be some sort of large black bird—and in any case, Silence thought, all accounts said Earth had controlled its animal life fairly closely. They would never have allowed dangerous animals to remain in a populated area. Then they reached a narrow, swift-running stream, and she put aside her musings to concentrate on the treacherous stones that spanned it.
They came to a second stream two kilometers farther, and Marcinik paused on its bank, staring dubiously at the rushing water. It was bigger than the first one, wider and deeper both, but the water flowed as quickly. Silence eyed it uneasily, and was grateful when the colonel said, "We'll ford it farther down."
"It's not that deep," Balthasar objected.
Marcinik didn't answer directly, but stooped to pick up a handful of the tree spines that still littered the ground. Unspeaking, he tossed them into the water. Light as they were, they didn't reach the center of the stream, but the current still whirled them away at a frightening speed. "And it's damn cold," Marcinik said.
"I take the point," Balthasar said, but he was smiling.
They had to follow the stream for almost two kilometers before it finally slowed and widened, waters rippling over a wide stretch of sand and pebbles. It looked like a perfect ford, but Marcinik still checked it carefully, tossing grass and tree spines into the water, then tossing fist-sized rocks into the sand to scare off any lurking predators, before he nodded and sat down on the bank to unlace his knee-length boots. The others followed his example, but hung back as the colonel waded out into the stream. He gasped a little at the cold, and walked out to the middle of the ford, splashing noisily, before he beckoned for the others to follow. Silence stepped gingerly into the water, and barely stopped herself from shrieking aloud. She had expected chill, but not this numbing cold. It took every gram of self-control she possessed to keep walking. Behind her, she heard Balthasar swear loudly, but did not look back.
The far bank was in sunlight, the grass pleasantly warm. Silence rubbed her feet dry with the hem of her tunic, but couldn't seem to force warmth back into them. She looked up, and saw that even Marcinik seemed to be having the same difficulty. He met her glance with a smile.
"Break for lunch?" he suggested, and the pilot laughed.
"You won't get any argument from me."
The colonel didn't let them rest for long, however. As soon as they had finished the thick bars of nutrient concentrate, Marcinik was on his feet, boots laced and ready. "Come on," he said, and the others groaned and followed.
As the afternoon wore on, they passed more broken walls, and once a rusted hunk of metal that Chase Mago admitted might once have been some sort of engine. He could not identify it, and Silence could feel no harmful energies lurking in it, but nevertheless they gave it a wide berth. The pilot was glad when it was swallowed in the forest.
The shadows had lengthened perceptibly, and the sun no longer reached to the bottoms of the deeper valleys when Marcinik called a halt.
"The settlement should be over the next rise," he said, unconsciously lowering his voice. "About a kilometer."
Silence shivered again, though the air was not cold, then unfastened the tunic's knotted sleeves and slipped the garment over her head. The dark green material had dried nicely, was still a little warm from the sun, and she hugged it to herself, suddenly afraid. She could not quite bring herself to contemplate what they might do if this turned out to be a Rose Worlder settlement. Where there are people, there are vehicles, she told herself firmly. We can always steal one. Then Marcinik was speaking again, and she forced herself to listen.
"—heavier growth to the north," the colonel said. "We'll go through that, stop on the ridge line, and lie up there for a while. That'll give us a good chance to get a look at the place."
The others nodded, Chase Mago swinging the communications unit forward to type out a quick report for the ship, and Silence saw her own fear reflected in their sober faces. Almost without conscious thought, she drew her heylin, running her thumb across the touchplate. It was comfortingly hot, the weapon fully charged. Marcinik saw the movement and smiled.
"Let's hope we don't need them," he said, but Silence was very aware of the fact that he had not ordered her to put it away. She kept the heylin in her hand as she followed the others up the last ridge.
It took them almost an hour to cover the last five hundred meters, and Silence was made depressingly aware of her own inadequacies as a woodsman. Despite all her efforts, she knew she had left a trail of broken vegetation behind her. The only consolation, she thought, is that the others aren't any better.
And then, at last, they reached the ridge. Marcinik covered the final meters on his hands and knees, easing himself into position behind a screening clump of bushes. Silence watched enviously, knowing she would never be able to do it so quietly, and heard the leaves stir faintly behind her as Chase Mago shook his head in admiration. After a moment, the colonel beckoned for them to join him, and Silence scrambled awkwardly up after him, wincing at the noise she made. She dropped to her belly beside Marcinik, screened by the same line of bushes, and a few minutes later the others joined them. "Look," Marcinik whispered.
Cautiously, Silence peered through the bushes' lowest branches. As Aili had predicted, the place had once been a farm. The charred skeletons of half a dozen outbuildings clustered around a central building whose stone walls still carried black stains of smoke. For an instant, Silence felt close to tears, sure the place had been abandoned, and then she saw the signs of repairs, the raw yellow wood shoring up the central building, and forming the sides and roof of the single remaining shanty. The metal structure that had showed up on the musonar was clearly visible, and clearly still in working order: a windmill tower stood to one side of the crude compound, its metal-film vanes turning lazily in the light air. Beyond the windmill lay newly plowed fields. From one of the outbuildings came a low animal cry, a plaintive, moaning noise; a moment later, a door opened in the side of the central building and a boy emerged, a metal bucket swinging in one hand.
"Feeding time?" Balthasar whispered, unable to keep quiet any longer.
Silence shrugged, and kept her eyes on the scene below. The boy crossed to the remaining shanty—almost, Silence thought, you can hear him whistling—and vanished inside. Nothing else moved within the compound. After some time, the boy reappeared, pulled sideways a little now by the weight of the bucket. He returned to the central building, and shut the door carefully behind him.
"Do I call the ship?" Chase Mago murmured, and Marcinik shook his head.
"Not yet. Wait until we have something to report."
The pilot frowned, wondering what they should do. All their plans had depended on finding transport here, but so far she had seen no signs of any such device, and the condition of the buildings argued there'd been a serious fire. Still, the windmill's still running, she thought, frowning down at the settlement. Surely that argues that people are still here.
"All right," a harsh voice said from behind her. "Stand up slowly, all of you, and keep your hands where I can see them."
Silence did as she was told, her heart pounding in her throat. She caught a brief glimpse of Marcinik's face, chagrin and resignation mingling in his expression, and then she had pushed herself to her feet, carefully holding her hands away from her body.
"Put it down, girl," the harsh voice said. Silence hesitated, unable to locate the source of the voice—somewhere in the shadowed ground to her left, she thought—and Marcinik said softly, "Do as she says, Silence."
The pilot stooped slowly, still scanning the woods to either side, and laid the heylin gently on the carpet of tree spines at her feet.
"All right." The harsh voice was definitely coming from the trees to their left, Silence thought, and then the branches rustled over a meter from the spot she'd chosen and a brownclad figure edged out from among the trees. It was a woman, an older woman, grey hair bound back with a dirty rag, who leaned heavily on a metal crutch. One leg was roughly splinted, trouser leg ripped almost to the waist to accommodate the bandages, but the injury didn't seem to affect her steady grip on her lowered weapon. It looked rather like a sonic rifle, but no resonance chamber ringed the slim barrel just beyond the stock. Still, Silence had no doubt that it was just as deadly.
"What the fuck do you want here?" the woman demanded. "Haven't you done enough?"
Silence forced herself to think calmly. The woman spoke a form of the star-travellers' coinë, heavily accented, but entirely understandable; she should be equally able to understand her captives.
"Whatever's happened," the pilot said carefully, "we had nothing to do with it." The woman's expression did not change, but at least she made no pretense of not understanding. Emboldened, Silence went on. "Our ship—we crashed, up in the hills. Yours was the nearest settlement."
"We're not on the maps," the woman said flatly. "And don't try to tell me you're from around here."
"No, we're not," Silence agreed, desperate to keep the conversation going. "And you weren't on our maps, no, but your tower showed up on musonar. It was the closest, so we came here."
The woman shook her head, her grim expression unchanging. "It won't do, girl," she said, and steadied the weapon against her body.
"Wait!" Silence cried. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Marcinik shift slightly, readying himself for a hopeless attempt to seize the woman's rifle, could sense the same subtle tension in the other two men. "You're making a mistake; we're not involved. We're from off-world—“ She broke off abruptly as the other woman's mouth twitched downward into a frown.
"Off-world," the woman repeated. Silence held her breath, hoping that somehow she'd hit upon the right words. At last, very slowly, the older woman shook her head.
"Goddamn mystics," she growled. "Javerry's dead, no thanks to you."
Despite the words, she sounded less hostile than before. To Silence's left, Balthasar slid his foot forward in the carpeting tree spines. When the woman did not seem to notice, he eased the rest of his body forward as well. He'd gained only a few centimeters, Silence knew, but every little bit would help, if it came to a fight. Hardly daring to breathe, she groped for the words that would consolidate her slim gains. "I—We don't know any Javerry, I'm sorry. We're strangers here ourselves, from off-world like I said. Our ship—" She broke off abruptly, not wanting to reveal anything more about Recusante until she had to.
Leaves rustled sharply, this time to Silence's right, and a new voice said, "They could be telling the truth, Mama."
Balthasar whispered a curse, and Silence saw Marcinik's shoulders twitch. She could feel the despair sour in her stomach, tasted fear. Two of them, she thought crazily, there's nothing we can do if they don't believe us, nothing we can do but die….
"Easy, now," the older woman said sharply, her hands tightening again on the weapon's stock.
"Mama," the voice said from the woods, and in the same moment, Chase Mago said, "Sieura, please. We mean you no harm."
"You're as bad as your damn father," the older woman snapped, without looking at the source of the new voice. "You, what'd you call me?"
The leaves rustled again, then parted as a man stepped out to join her. He was blond, as his mother might once have been, with a high forehead and a straggling beard, and very thin. His left sleeve was empty, the cuff pinned neatly to the shoulder seam, but he held his short twin-barrelled weapon securely in his remaining hand, bracing it against his side.
"Shotgun," Balthasar hissed, almost in spite of himself.
"Be quiet," Silence said, and tightened all her muscles in a vain attempt to stop her shaking. A shotgun was—mostly—a Delian weapon, meant for use against crowds, and generally restricted to that world because of its mechanical nature. It broadcast a cloud of solid pellets that would rip through anyone stupid enough to get in its way—and the worst of it was there was nothing even a magus could do to stop the random blast of metal.
"Well?" the woman said again. "You with the beard, answer me." Chase Mago shook his head, glancing uncertainly at Silence. She shrugged, not daring to do more, and the engineer looked away again.
"Sieura?" he said, carefully, and the young man gave an exclamation of pleasure.
"You see, Mama?"
"There's proof and there's proof," the older woman said, her hands steady on the strange rifle. "And if they really are off-worlders—" She smiled suddenly, bitterly, showing a missing tooth. "We'll take them back, let them prove it there."
"Mama—" the young man began, warningly, but his mother cut him off.
"You four, put your hands on your heads and walk real slow toward me. There's a path through here. Get on it and follow it down to the farm. One wrong move, and we'll blast you."
Silence laced her shaking fingers together and rested her hands on the top of her head, then followed Balthasar and Chase Mago down the ridge. Despite the crutch, the older woman skipped nimbly out of their reach, keeping her weapons levelled on them at all times. Silence glanced over her shoulder, almost falling over a tree stump, and saw the son bringing up the rear, shotgun steady.
As the woman had promised, they thrashed through thick growth for a few meters, then emerged onto a narrow path. Balthasar hesitated, his shoulders working slightly as though he was looking for a chance to run. Silence tensed, willing him not to do anything stupid, and the woman growled, "Don't even think it, bright boy."
The trail curved gently to the left as it rose over the ridge line, but too gently to provide any sort of cover. As they came out of the woods into the cleared land of the compound, the door of the main building burst open and a dog rushed out, barking wildly. It stopped short, brought up by its chain, and Silence saw the boy they had seen earlier peering warily around the doorframe. The young man saw him too, and his voice cracked in a shout.
"Get back inside, Cass!"
The boy tugged at the dog's chain, and managed to pull the reluctant animal back inside. He slammed the door, but Silence could still hear the barking.
"Keep going," the older woman said. "Around the back."
"Mama?" the son asked. "What're you—"
"Shut up," the woman said. "You lot, keep going."
Silence could feel her arms shaking as they rounded the corner of the house, partly from the strain of keeping them on her head, but mostly from fear. The same fear was sour in her stomach. Somehow, she had lost the brief advantage she'd gained by saying they were out-worlders, and she didn't know how or why—or why it had gained them anything in the first place. She heard Chase Mago gasp, and Balthasar curse softly, and looked up. They were facing the charred ruins of one of the outbuildings, but beyond that, just outside the line of the plowed field, was the unmistakable mound of a new-dug grave. There were three more beside the first, one much smaller than the others, and she bit back a whimper of sheer terror. They could not have come so far just to die here…. She pushed away the thought, and was aware that both her husbands had edged closer, trying to put themselves between her and the natives' weapons. The last rays of sunlight glinted from the tuning wheel on the communications unit slung over Chase Mago's shoulder, and Silence stared at it, wishing she could control it from a distance. There was nothing Recusante could do for them, but Aili and the magus deserved to be warned, to know that they'd failed… She closed her eyes, struggling to think of something—anything—that might help them now, but the other woman's harsh voice cut through her concentration.
"Stop there."
"Mama, what the hell are you doing?" the young man demanded again, but the woman ignored him.
"All my life," she said, "they've been telling me the off-worlders're going to come for us, going to come work miracles and save us all. All right. You say you're off-worlders, so work me my miracle. Give me back what I've lost. Give me back my Javerry, and Ardis, and the babies. I've lost too damn much waiting for you not to get something back."
The sudden fury in her voice snapped something deep in Silence. The levelled weapons seemed to vanish from her perceptions; instead, she saw, with stark clarity, the way the harmonies of Earth's core rose into and through the land around her, vibrating in the air to all sides. She lowered her hands, reaching out with them and with her new-trained powers to grasp that dark music, twisting it to match a new and unexpected Form. Wind howled, rising from still air, and she heard her own voice shouting in it.
"I don't have any miracles, woman, and I can't raise the dead, but I have power!" Flames sprang from her hands, and from the ground beneath her hands, fountained up to fall back in a rain of fire that vanished the instant before it touched the earth. Faintly, she heard a cry of fear, and then a voice shouting her name. Chase Mago's voice, she thought, and the recognition shocked her back to reality. Carefully, she loosed her hold on the elemental harmonies, letting them ease back into their proper places. The firefall dwindled to a swirl of sparks, then vanished altogether as the wind ceased.
"Good God almighty," the woman was saying quietly, in a voice queerly torn between despair and awe. "My God almighty."
Her son was very pale, the shotgun dangling forgotten in his hand. "It's true then, Mama. It's the Empress, here, just like Pap said."
The woman shook her head, her own weapon on the dirt at her feet, but did not answer.
"Empress?" Silence said. The sudden upswelling of power and emotion had left her drained, unable quite to comprehend the emotions she felt around her. She clung to the simple question as though to a lifeline. "What do you mean?"
The young man turned to face her. "It's what we've always said, like Mama told you, that the off-worlders would come for us, teach us their secrets. And when we came up here, Pap—my father," he corrected himself, with sudden formality, "cast the cards, and he said you'd come. He saw your card, the Empress, and he told us all you'd be here before summer."
"A bit late for him," the woman growled, but the worst of the anger was gone. There was even a hint of exasperated pride in the glance she gave the nearest grave. "So. You've really come." She shook herself then, and reached for the weapon lying at her feet. Silence tensed in spite of herself, and saw the others ready to jump, but the woman shouldered it easily, juggling it and the crutch with practiced ease. "I'm Emma Javerry," she said, "and you're on what's left of my farm." She jerked her head toward the one-armed man. "My son, Quin."
Silence hesitated, still wary, and said, "My name's Leigh, Silence Leigh. My husbands, Denis Balthasar and Julian Chase Mago, and Colonel Yles Marcinik, of the True Thousand."
Quin hissed softly through his teeth, and the woman's eyes widened. "More proof, Mama," the young man murmured.
Emma Javerry nodded. "Will you accept our hospitality, gentlefolk?" she asked, with awkward formality.
"Sieuri," Quin added, the foreign word clumsy on his tongue.
Silence hesitated again, but could think of no good reason to distrust them any longer. "Thank you," she said slowly. "We're—grateful for it."
Emma Javerry gave a brusque nod, and swung herself around, leaning heavily on her crutch. "This way," she said, and started toward the main building without waiting for an answer. Quin made an odd, embarrassed movement, ducking his head and shrugging slightly, and gestured for the others to follow. Silence exchanged glances with her fellow star-travellers, seeing her own residual wariness reflected in their faces, and saw Marcinik shrug, his shoulders lifting only a few millimeters. The message was clear: what have we got to lose now? Silence smiled almost in spite of herself, and followed the older woman toward the house.
It was unexpectedly warm inside the stone-walled building, and the light was very dim. Silence stood, blinking, in the doorway, and Emma Javerry, herself no more than a clumsy shadow in the darkness, said, "You can open the shutters now, Cass."
There was no answer except a murmur, but then there was a rattle of metal from the distant wall, and the waning sunlight streamed in. The boy she'd seen earlier moved on to the next window, folding back those shutters as well.
"Where's the dog?" Javerry asked.
The boy paused, one hand still on the shutters' latch. "Out back. I put him there when I saw you coming in."
"And what have I told you about peeking out when we've told you to stay in?" Javerry asked, but her tone was fairly mild. "All right, leave him there for now."
"Yes, Grandma," the boy said, dutifully enough, and moved on to the next window.
"Have a seat, all of you." Javerry lowered herself into the largest of the room's battered chairs, and lifted her splinted leg onto a footstool, grimacing a little. She set the crutch beside her on the floor, and Silence realized she had already discarded the strange rifle. The pilot moved toward the nearest chair, glancing around covertly as she did so, and saw that Javerry had placed the rifle in a rack that stood just to the left of a side door.
"Thanks," Silence said again, and seated herself opposite the other woman. She was shaking a little—reaction, she thought—and hoped no one would see.
"That's my grandson Cass," Javerry went on, jerking her head toward the boy. "Quin's son." She looked up at the rest of the star-travellers, still hanging back by the door, and scowled. "Sit down, damn you, we're not going to eat you."
"Sieura, I wasn't sure," Balthasar retorted, and Silence bit back a laugh, watching the older woman's face. The scowl deepened, and then, quite suddenly, eased into a fleeting smile.
"And so you weren't," Javerry said. "Now sit."
This time, the star-travellers did as they were told, arranging themselves on the couch and one of the two remaining chairs. Quin, following them in, set his shotgun in the rack by the far door, and crossed the room to join them.
"Would you be hungry?" he asked. "We can offer a meal, soup and bread and cheese—or just bread and cheese, if you don't eat meat."
"Food would be good," Silence said, suddenly aware that she was very hungry. "The soup would be fine." The other star-travellers nodded, and she saw Quin's eyebrows lift slightly.
"Of course, sieura," he said, and turned toward an inner door. 
"How come you can eat meat?" the boy said suddenly, ignoring his father's admonitory frown. "Grandpa couldn't."
Silence frowned back, genuinely puzzled. "There's no reason I know of that I shouldn't," she said at last. "It's hard enough to deal with allergies and the like, travelling, without adding trouble…." Her voice trailed off as she realized she was babbling. Javerry gave her a rather skeptical glance, but said nothing, easing her bandaged leg on the uncomfortable footstool.
The sunlight was fading fast now, and the boy Cass moved without being told to light the twin lamps that stood on a sort of sideboard beside the inner doorway through which Quin had disappeared. Silence watched idly, but the boy's body hid the movements of his hands. Javerry said something too low-voiced for the star-travellers to hear, and the boy brought one of the lamps forward, setting it on the low table that stood by his grandmother's chair. With a shock, Silence realized that the glass globe held real fire, an ordinary flame dancing above a pool of some dark fuel. Then Cass brought the second lamp, placing it so that they sat at the heart of two overlapping circles of golden light.
Javerry made a face, the expression almost hidden in the shadows. "We used to have electricity—still do, for the important things, now that Quin has the mill working again—but I don't like using it unless we have to. I swear that's how they hunted us down."
"Now, Mama," Quin said, appearing in the doorway with a tray balanced in his hands. His tone suggested they'd had the argument before.
"Why who hunted you down, sieura?" Marcinik asked.
Javerry didn't answer at once. "Go help your daddy, Cass," she said, after a moment. The boy made a face, but pushed himself up off the floor.
"Get the bread, please," Quin said, and the boy vanished into the kitchen. Quin continued into the room, setting the tray on the low table beside the lamp, and ceremoniously handed out the steaming bowls of soup. Silence accepted hers warily, but the aroma of the alien spices was so enticing that she put aside her caution. She dipped her spoon into the cloudy liquid, and tasted it. The only familiar thing was salt; the rest—shreds of some pale, sweetish meat, chunks of multicolored vegetables, odd flecks of spice—was strange, but so good that she forgot Marcinik's unanswered question, concentrating on the exotic flavors.
"Bread, m— sieura?" Cass asked shyly.
Silence looked up to find the boy standing at her elbow, holding out a basket filled with slices of thick brown bread. She took one with a smile, and a murmur of thanks, and glanced to the side to see the other star-travellers bent over their bowls, each wearing the same expression of absolute absorption in the tastes and smells. Her smile widened to a grin, and in the same moment Chase Mago looked up, meeting her gaze with a rather rueful smile.
"It's very good," he said. "Thank you."
Marcinik nodded his agreement, but before he could repeat his question, Emma Javerry said, "Now, then, off-worlders, what brings you to Earth?"
Silence paused, and knew the others were looking at her again. Why me? she thought, with sudden, irrational anger, but shoved away the response. She was to answer because she was the magus, and because in the end it was she who had gotten them into this situation. Unfortunately, none of their plans had included telling even a part of the truth, and she was unprepared. She chewed the rest of her bread methodically, mind racing, and swallowed without having found a good answer. "We've come to Earth," she began, slowly, "because—well, because it's here."
"Hell, we weren't entirely sure of that," Balthasar cut in, with a lopsided grin, and Silence threw him a grateful glance.
"That's true, too," she said. "The thing is, the records of the Earth-road were lost during the Millennial Wars, at least to the Fringe, and the Hegemony and Rusadir. People have been trying to rediscover it ever since, and—" She stopped there, not knowing quite how to explain the sequence of events that had brought her and the others into the search for Earth. Hell, I never wanted to look for Earth, she thought; that was my Uncle Otto's obsession—and do I want to tell this fierce old woman that somebody's keeping Earth blocked off from the rest of human-settled space? Javerry was staring at her, and Silence finished lamely, "We were able to find an old starbook, an old method, and so we got through."
Javerry and her son exchanged looks, and then Quin said, "Did you have any—difficulty—getting through?"
So they do know, Silence thought, and barely stopped herself from glancing at the other star-travellers. Or at the very least they suspect—but do I tell them about it? She said, cautiously, "Yes, we had some difficulties."
Balthasar smothered a half-hysterical laugh. "You could call it that, yeah. Difficulties!"
Silence looked at him with some annoyance, and the Delian mouthed, tell them. The pilot hesitated a second longer, then shrugged to herself, saying, "The leadership of the Rose Worlds—the worlds that used to be called the Ring—has built siege engines that block the Earth-road, distort the harmonies that a pilot should follow. We got through them, but their people attacked while we were landing, and shot us down."
Javerry nodded, an expression of dour satisfaction on her face. "Typical Unionists."
Silence started. "Unionists?"
Javerry nodded again, impatiently this time. "Them—the government down on Man's Island, and all the rest of them."
Silence said nothing, not quite certain what she could say to that. "Unionist" surely meant the pre-War Union of the Human Sphere, but she had never heard the word spoken with such disgust before. All the accounts she had studied on Solitudo Hermae had praised the Earth-centered, Earth-founded Union; star-travellers' legend said much the same things, and mourned it as a lost golden age.
"These Unionists," Marcinik said, and Silence heard the same disorientation in his voice. "Were they the ones who attacked here, sieura?"
"Who else?" Javerry said bitterly.
Quin said, "Are you telling us they're off-worlders, too?"
"I don't know," Silence said. "Some probably are—the Rose Worlders have to be involved in this somehow." She looked back at Javerry. "But why did they attack you, sieura?"
Javerry grunted, her eyes going to her son. Quin made a face, and looked away. "Hah," the older woman said, "so you'll let me tell it now?" She looked back at the star-travellers, fierce eyes sweeping across them all. "The Unionists, they don't like people living in the exurb—they don't even like the suburbs much, but not everyone'll fit in the mainurb no matter how hard they try." Her face changed then, softened and saddened. "I remember, when I was a girl, when they closed the texurb. I saw it on the newsband, bringing out the last people on the jethoppers. They none of them had anything more than what they could grab up when the hoppers landed, because they didn't believe—nobody really believed—the government would do it."
Silence frowned, not quite understanding, and Javerry elaborated, "That the government'd make them move. They wanted to clear out all the people, bring them into the mainurb so they could use the land for farming, or so they said. I think they just don't like anybody living outside the urban net—and I say that's why they came down on us, because we're outside the net and happy out of it." She turned to her son with one of her fleeting smiles. "Quin disagrees."
The younger man shrugged, embarrassed. "Well, I do," he said. "The texurb was a special case, and you know it. There were a lot of smallholders there, and they were organized, most of them, and they'd been trouble for generations. It was entirely different." He stopped, seeing the other's blank looks, and flushed slightly. "But that's beside the point. What I think is, it was because of my father and his experiments. He was working on a lot of things—and getting somewhere with it, too. Look how he predicted the Empress, and here she is."
The last was for his mother, Silence realized belatedly. Clearly Emma Javerry hadn't shared either her husband's or her son's interest in the experiments, whatever those experiments were. From Quin's words—and I must ask him to explain just what it was his father did, Silence thought, "casting the cards"—it sounded as though his father had been involved in the Art. Then Quin was speaking again, and the pilot hastily dragged her attention back to him.
"Pap knew a lot of people in the mainurbs, and all over the world," Quin said. "And he kept in pretty close touch with them, so it wouldn't've been hard to find out both what he was doing and that things were beginning to work. They wanted to stop him; that's why they attacked us."
"Just what was he doing that the Unionists felt they had to stop him?" Marcinik asked slowly.
Quin gave him a blank look. "He was trying to get off-world power, like she has." He nodded toward Silence. "Magic."
Silence realized her mouth had fallen open in shock, and closed it hastily, trying to think of an answer to that. Before she could say anything, however, Balthasar said indignantly, "It's not magic, it's the Art, the magi's Art."
"If you say so," Quin said, doubtfully. Javerry gave a snort of laughter, but said nothing.
"If you don't use the Art," Silence said, "what do you use?" Seeing their uncomprehending expressions, she added, "For—for farming, or heavy labor—for things human beings can't do."
Javerry and her son stared at the younger woman—looking, Silence thought irritably, as though I've lost my mind. When neither of his elders answered, Cass piped up, "Machines, of course. We use machines."
Machines. Silence let the word roll through her mind. Mechanics. An entire world that used machines. She shook her head, unable quite to comprehend it. Delos, of all the worlds she'd ever visited, had used mechanics more than most, but even there the individual units were banned from the ports, kept small and isolated and carefully shielded. But an entire world—and Earth, of all worlds—
"Aren't they restricted?" That was Chase Mago, the bowl of soup forgotten in his hands.
"No," Quin said slowly. "Why should they be?"
"They must be," Balthasar said. "You can't lift a starship when there are machines around the port—"
"There aren't any starports," Javerry said. "Or are there?"
"There are," Silence said grimly. "There are." She looked at her husbands and then at Marcinik, her mind racing. "We know there are at least two, Ladysprings and S'haar, because we were going to land there. And we know that their rules restrict star-travellers to port and Pale—I think we can believe that much of what the woman told us." She turned to Javerry. "Who farms all that land that was taken from those people—the texurb?"
"Robots," Javerry said. "AFMs—automatic farm machines."
Silence nodded, looking back at the other star-travellers. "So we know two more things. They use machines for everything, for things we'd never dream of, and they don't know much about the Art. If they did," she added, forestalling a question from Marcinik, "his father wouldn't've been wasting his time on predictions, he'd've been working on something useful, like harmonics—or symbology and manipulation." Too late, she saw Quin's stricken expression, and winced. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean….” She shook her head helplessly. "Prediction is a wild-card talent, not really a part of the Art. It can't be taught, and it can't be refined much beyond the basic stages. It sounds as though your father had the talent, all right—I'm here, and you say he did foretell it—but it's ultimately a dead end."
"Very much so, for him," Javerry said, dryly.
"I'm sorry," Silence said again, and the older woman shrugged.
"It doesn't matter. Go on with what you were saying; I'm interested."
Silence grimaced, trying to recover her train of thought. "So it looks to me as though the Rose Worlders are trying to keep you from finding out about the Art," she said at last, knowing how flat the conclusion sounded.
No one said anything for a long moment. Glancing to her left, Silence could see the other star-travellers struggling to absorb the idea and all its implications. To her surprise, however, it was Cass who spoke first.
"But of course they are. They pretend to laugh at it, but every time anyone gets serious, the Unionists crack down."
Javerry cleared her throat. "Be that as it may," she said, our guests look like they're about ready to drop. I assume you'll be staying the night, gentlefolk?"
"Sieuri," Quin murmured, and was ignored.
"Thank you, sieura," Marcinik said, "you're most kind. We'd planned to sleep out, but—" He smiled. "We would not say no to a roof and a bed."
"It'll be air mattresses in the storeroom," Javerry warned, but she didn't seem displeased with his compliments. "But you will be warm—and dry, if it comes on to rain. See to it, Quin, will you?"
"Of course, Mama." The blond man pushed himself up out of his chair, and motioned to his son. "Cass, why don't you take people's plates, if they're done with them."
Silence handed her bowl to the boy, suddenly aware of just how tired she was. Much of it was reaction, she knew, first to being spotted and then to the use of her powers, and finally to the Javerrys' description of life on Earth, but it was nonetheless real. She leaned back in her chair, trying to decide just what they should do next. They had been lucky so far, she knew, finding a household that was sympathetic to them, but it didn't look as though the Javerrys would be able to provide much more than sympathy and, possibly, information. Nor, if what she guessed were true, would any other Earth natives, trapped as they were within their mechanical society; the tools of the Art would have to come from the Rose Worlders.
Chase Mago cleared his throat suddenly. "I better check in," he said to Marcinik, and the colonel nodded.
Emma Javerry stiffened. "There's more of you?"
The engineer hesitated, but answered honestly. "Yes."
"We said our ship was wrecked," Marcinik said. "There're still some people aboard."
"How many?" Javerry demanded.
"Two more," Marcinik answered promptly. Silence winced, but then realized it was a cheap concession: the Javerrys would still have to find the ship. "Another magus, Silence's teacher, and her Serenity the Princess Royal Aili Kibbe, eldest daughter—eldest child—of his Most Serene Majesty the Hegemon of Asterion and its allied worlds." The titles rolled sonorously from his tongue, and Silence saw his head lift proudly. "And also my wife."
Javerry's eyebrows rose, her mouth twitching into a sardonic smile, and Chase Mago cut in hastily, "With your permission, sieura?" He gestured to the communications unit slung at his belt.
"Sure," Javerry answered. "If you need to be private, you can step out into the yard. The dog's inside."
"It's not privacy I'm worried about," the engineer said frankly, "it's your machines." He gave Silence a questioning glance, and the pilot shrugged.
"I don't know. I've never dealt with this many machines before." Balthasar said, "It'd probably be better outside."
Chase Mago nodded, and rose ponderously to his feet. "If you'll excuse me, sieura?" he said again.
"Of course," Javerry answered. "You'll excuse my not getting up. Get the door, Cass, would you?"
The boy scrambled to obey, staring up at the big engineer with something approaching awe. Recognizing the reaction, Silence smiled. She had felt much the same way about Chase Mago when she'd first met him.
The engineer returned quickly. Almost too quickly, Silence thought, and sat up, frowning.
"Problems, Julie?" Balthasar asked.
The engineer shook his head. "Nothing to speak of—a little distortion. I got through, told them we were all right, and signed off." He looked at Javerry. "I didn't want to take any chance of someone getting a fix on my signal."
"Thank you for that," Javerry retorted. She lifted her voice to a shout. "How're you doing in there, Quin?"
"Just finished, Mama." A moment later, Quin appeared at the inner door, saying shyly, "If you'd come with me, sieuri?"
Silence pulled herself to her feet, surprised again at how exhausted she was, and Balthasar caught her arm, steadying her. Together, they followed Quin through the door into the huge, well-scrubbed kitchen, and out into the storeroom. Quin had done his best to make it comfortable, pushing aside the crates and barrels to clear a fairly large stretch of floor, and there was a pile of dust in one corner where he'd left his broom. He had brought in another of the ordinary-fire lamps as well, and it stood with an earthenware pitcher on an upturned metal crate. The four air mattresses lay in a neat row in the middle of the cleared space, and Quin shrugged a little uncomfortably.
"I thought you'd want to make your own arrangements."
"This is fine, thank you," Silence said.
"I brought some extra blankets," Quin went on, gesturing to a pile of dark cloth that lay on top of the nearest barrel. "They're not much to look at, but they are clean. The bathroom's back through the kitchen; the first door on your right takes you into the hall, and then it's the last door on the left. Is there anything else I can get you?"
Silence shook her head, and the others murmured vague answers. "Then I'll say good night," Quin said, and backed away, closing the door firmly behind him.
"Well," Balthasar said, after a moment. He crossed the room on tiptoe and turned the door handle cautiously. It moved easily. He nodded to himself, and pushed the door gently open. "So we're not locked in," he said, and closed the door as quietly as he'd opened it.
"No," Marcinik said, and there was something in his voice that made Silence look up quickly. The colonel was standing by the storeroom's single window, staring out into the darkened yard. "But the dog's loose out there."
"They probably turn it loose every night," Chase Mago said, and seated himself, sighing, on the nearest mattress. It creaked, but held his weight.
Marcinik nodded reluctantly, and settled himself on the end mattress, tugging off his heavy boots. "Probably," he said.
"What do you think, Silence?" Balthasar asked.
"About what?" the pilot returned, yawning, and bent to unlace her own boots.
"Can we trust these people?" The Delian stretched, then began methodically loosening the clasps of his shirt. Silence watched idly, too tired to take any particular interest, but Marcinik politely turned his back.
"I'd trust them," Chase Mago said. "Look what's happened to them already."
"That's what worries me," Marcinik said.
Balthasar grinned. "Silence?" he said again.
The pilot sighed. "I don't know," she said at last. "I think—I feel that they can be trusted, but I haven't got any reasons for it, just a feeling."
"Your feelings, sieura doctor," Marcinik began, and bit off the rest of the sentence. He finished in a slightly stifled voice, "—should be good enough for anyone."
 



Chapter 6
 
Silence woke to the sound of rain, familiar even on this alien world, and a strange, damp smell.  She sat up in her cocoon of blankets, nose wrinkling. It was not exactly unpleasant, she decided, but it was very strange.
"I think it's the vegetation," Balthasar said, rather doubtfully, and reached for the shirt Silence had discarded the night before.  The pilot took it from him, shrugging it over her shoulders just as the Delian said, "And now what?"
Silence scowled, and concentrated on the shirt's clasps.  Why ask me? she thought, but before she could think of a better answer, Marcinik said from the doorway, "I suggest we bring her Serenity and the magus here, and discuss it with them."  He closed the door gently behind him, and leaned against it, a ragged towel dangling from one hand.
"Discuss what with who?" Chase Mago sat up, his mattress groaning, and rubbed at his eyes and beard.
"What we're going to do," Balthasar said.
Silence glanced quickly at him, but the Delian didn't seem inclined to continue.  "Aili should be here," she said, "and so should Isambard."  She lifted her hand as Balthasar frowned, cutting off his automatic retort.  "Look, no matter what we decide, we're going to have to stay here a while, assuming the Javerrys will have us.  They know Earth, which we don't, and we're going to need their help if we're going to get off-world again.  And we're going to need everybody's knowledge — especially Isambard's, but Aili's, too — if we're going to come up with a plan that stands even half a chance of working."
"You're right," Chase Mago said, yawning.  Balthasar nodded, and made no further protest.
"Then I'll bring them," Marcinik said. "Assuming Sieura Javerry permits."
To Silence's surprise, Emma Javerry raised no serious objection to bringing the other off-worlders to her farm, suggesting only that they wait until the rain stopped.  The star-travellers agreed to that readily enough, and Silence set herself the task of persuading Quin to tell her about his father's researches.  It wasn't particularly difficult work — Quin was proud of his father's discoveries — but Silence found the whole experience unexpectedly depressing.  The senior Javerry had been, from Quin's description, at least potentially a fairly skilled practitioner, but without a coherent paradigm to shape his work, he had drifted away from his earlier, successful symbolic experiments into attempts at prediction.  He had been better at those that most, as he had the wild-card talent for it, but Silence found it even more frustrating that the father had just resumed his symbolic work a month before the attack that killed him.  That tends to support Quin's theory that the farm was attacked because of the elder Javerry's work, Silence thought, but I'd better not take sides in that argument.  Instead, she questioned Quin further about his father's predictions, and particularly the empress he'd seen.
Quin shrugged uncomfortably, searching for the right words.  He was afraid of offending her, Silence realized, both because of the images themselves and the rituals involved, and she did her best to look relaxed and unjudging.
"Pap, he set up the circle, and the table," Quin began, and darted a quick glance toward the pilot.  "You know?"
Silence nodded, controlling her automatic reaction.  She recognized the neo-Apollonarian ritual, long ago rejected in the human-settled worlds, mentioned in the magi's curriculum only as an example — the example — of a deceitful symbolic connection.  The connections were there, of course — the symbols did not, could not, lie — but led nowhere real. The ritual would enhance whatever native talent that practitioner had for prediction, would even enhance the practitioner's sensitivity to the subliminal clues visible in even the most skeptical querant's posture and movements, but, unlike most other operations of the Art, it could go no further.  "The ritual of Apollonius," she said. "I know it."
Quin nodded.  "Well, he set it up, at the right time and in the right conjunctions, following all the preparations, and at just the right moment — I was timing it, I know that part was done absolutely correctly — he cut the cards and the Empress came up. Pap put away the rest of the cards then, and set the Empress in the place he'd made ready, and waited."  Quin's voice faltered. "It seemed like forever, but then he said, 'The empress is coming.'  He said it again, and then he said, 'She will have the twelve-star crown, and she will be the one of three. But she's coming, Quin, she'll be here.'"  He stopped abruptly, and shrugged again. "That's what he saw, anyway."
The pilot nodded slowly.  "He had the talent for the Art," she said, and closed her mouth firmly over the rest of the thought. Quin did not need to be told again that his father had wasted his skills, that his life's work — the work for which he had died — was a blind alley.
"We looked some of it up afterward," Quin said.  There was an odd note in his voice, almost defiant, and Silence gave him a questioning glance.  The young man looked away, blushing.
"Well, I did, anyway," he muttered.
"You have a heiroglyphica?"
Quin shook his head. "No, not here, but we can borrow — and you can find the meanings of things in other books."
If you work hard enough at it, Silence thought.  She said, "So what did you find out?"
"Not a whole lot," Quin admitted.  He looked away again, embarrassed.  "The Empress — the card, that is — is supposed to be an Earth-mother symbol. You're not quite what I'd expected."
Silence laughed, but smothered the response as Quin blushed even more hotly than before.  "That's one of the meanings, yes, but not the only one."  In spite of herself, her voice took on the precision drilled into her on Solitudo Hermae.  "On a higher level, it simply means creativity, creativity specifically of the mundane world — the magus as operator within the mundane universe.  The twelve-star crown means control of those forces — the twelve stars are the twelve operations of the Great Transformation.  The association of the number three — among its other meanings, the number of synthesis and the basis of harmony — with the symbol of the empress is fairly obvious."
"I thought it meant there would be three of you," Quin said, his voice unexpectedly dry.
Silence flushed. That was what she got for showing off.  She said, "There's that, too, though the Empress is the third card, and the number/symbol link's always been there. It could be either." She paused.  "Tell me where you borrow things."
Quin looked away.  "That was Pap.  We don't do that any more."
"Oh?" Silence put as much skepticism as she could manage into the syllable, and the color deepened in Quin's cheeks.
"Mama put a stop to it."
And why do I not believe that? Silence thought.  She said, "When your father was alive, then.  Where did you get your materials?"
"Pap had a contact in Sayl'm — that's the first big suburb on the train line south," Quin said.  "She traded for the tools of the Art, I don't know where."
"Does she still exist, this contact?"  Silence controlled herself with an effort.  If she had access to tools, real tools — "Does she have offworld connections?"
"I don't know."
"Can you put us in touch with her?" Quin made a face, and Silence stared at him. "Quin, she may be our best chance to repair our ship."
"She's still alive," Quin said reluctantly, "and still active. Mama doesn't know I stayed in touch. We have a contact in Diesmon."  He touched his empty sleeve.  "Sayl'm's a long way south, and I'm too conspicuous to go myself.  And I'm not risking my son."
Silence nodded.  "I understand.  But —"
"I'll see what I can think of," Quin said.  The dog barked in the yard, and he gave it a look of relief. "If you'll excuse me..."
"Of course," Silence said, but he was already gone. She folded her arms across her chest, shivering with more than the rain-washed chill.  They were in desperate straits, there was no way to hide that from herself — Balthasar was shaking with worry when he thought nobody was looking, and even Chase Mago was on edge. They had to find a way to repair the ship, even if it meant using the Art to pry the name out of Quin.  But it wouldn't come to that, she told herself, and hoped it was true.
The rain had stopped by noon, but Marcinik waited until the next morning to return to Recusante. Quin offered the use of the farm's drag-cat, and the colonel accepted, taking Balthasar with him to manage the machine. Even with its assistance, however, they didn't return to the farm until after sunset.  The 'cat pulled to a stop beneath the shielded lamp, and Silence, watching from the farmhouse door, saw Javerry's eyes narrow at the sight of Aili's Bethlemite disguise.  She braced herself for disapproval, but to her surprise, Javerry's tone was merely thoughtful.
"Now I wonder, did that fashion come from off-world?"
"Fashion?" Silence asked.
Javerry nodded.  "Started when I was a girl, among the rich folks, the real Unionists.  Girls — and some of the boys, for that matter — wearing veils or little masks or just brushing their hair half over their faces.  Still popular in the mainurbs, Quin tells me, for fancy dress."  She looked directly at Silence.  "Did it come from off-world?"
"I don't know," Silence said.  Javerry frowned, and the younger woman added hastily, "In the Hegemony — that's one of the associations of worlds, the most powerful — the laws say a woman has to keep her face covered in public, and it's become common practice all over human-settled space. But I don't know if it ever was a Rose Worlder practice, and it's the Rose Worlders who're in charge here."
Javerry grunted.  "And you say she's a princess?"
"Yes."
The older woman shook her head, apparently disconcerted by the baldness of the answer. Silence bit her tongue to keep from saying anything more.  Let Aili deal with this, she thought; let her win Javerry over.  The Princess Royal was more than capable of that.
"And the old man," Javerry continued. "You say he's a wizard, like you?"
"He's my teacher," Silence said.  She made herself add, "He's far more experienced than I am."
Javerry nodded, half to herself.  "We'll see," she said.  "We'll see."
Silence hid her smile as Aili swung herself easily out of the drag-cat's short bed, barely touching Marcinik's steadying hand.  Her eyes flickered above the veil as she favored Javerry with a single, searching glance. From that instant, she treated Javerry precisely as she would treat a noble landowner, without arrogance, but with due awareness of her own worth.  It was the right approach, Silence thought:  Javerry was not the woman to admire a pretense of weakness.
Javerry moved Marcinik and Aili to a room of their own on the second floor of the farmhouse, and set up a cot for Isambard in a small room beside the kitchen, where the stove was warmest overnight.  Silence supposed she should complain about being left the storeroom, but the privacy was welcome.  They moved the mattresses together again, Chase Mago rearranging the blankets while Silence lit the lamp.  She brought it over so that they could sit together in the golden circle of its light, Balthasar dragging the pillows together so he could lean on them.  Chase Mago lifted an eyebrow at that, but didn't complain, reclining instead on one elbow.  Silence fitted herself comfortably between them, grateful for the moment of quiet.
Predictably, it was Balthasar who broke it. "Have we gotten any further?"
Silence took a breath.  "Quin has contacts in one of the suburbs who seems to be getting at least some of her goods from off-world."
"That's a start," Chase Mago said, sounding surprised, and Balthasar said, "If they really are off-world goods."
"If."  Silence nodded. "And this woman was the father's contact. Quin hasn't told his mother he's kept in touch."
"Awkward," Balthasar murmured.
"They're part of what sounds like a general opposition to the Rose Worlders — the Unionists," Silence said, putting together the pieces she had picked up over the last two days.  "The good news is that some of them, at least, know what's going on — that there are off-worlders who use an entirely different technology, and they want that technology for themselves."
"Which gives us something to bargain with," Balthasar said.
"It's not like we have a lot of spare parts, Denis," Chase Mago said.
"Granted, but we know how to use what they have," Balthasar answered.  "That's got to be worth something, maybe quite a lot. Right, Silence?"
"It's possible."  Silence hunched her shoulders inside her heavy shirt, not able to stop herself from damping the others' enthusiasm.   "It's just — can you retune, Julie?"
Balthasar flinched, and Chase Mago looked away.  No one said anything for a long moment, the quiet thickening between them, until finally Chase Mago drew a deep breath.  "I'll have to."
"We'll get you what you need," Balthasar said.  "We'll go into this suburb, whatever it's called —"
"Sayl'm," Silence said.
"And we'll get what you need, and we'll retune, and get the hell out of here."  Balthasar's voice was painfully blithe.
"Just like that," Chase Mago said, and Silence shook her head, but she couldn't help smiling.  
"We can discuss it in the morning."
They spent the next few days gathering as much information as possible about their situation.  Quin and the boy Cass made a trip to the nearest settlement — it barely qualified as a suburb, according to Javerry — and brought back a selection of Earth-style clothes, including a loose coat large enough for Chase Mago, as well as a handful of maps and a copy of the regulations-book for the larger suburbs to the south.  When Cass laid them on out the farmhouse table, Isambard frowned sharply.
"Surely you've endangered yourself by collecting items for which you have no use."
Quin shook his head.  "Everyone knows there're a few people living in the exurb," he said, "but nobody, except maybe the real higher-ups, cares a whole lot. I mean, the people down in Diesmon know us — know me and Cass, know that we live outside, though I've made damn sure they don't know where.  And they don't really care, as long as I don't try to persuade anyone to join us, or preach sedition, or teach magic.  They figure the suburb'll catch up with us sooner or later."  A shadow passed over his face.  "That was why we figured we weren't in any danger.  Pap was very careful about his work, who he told.  But those were the real Unionists, not the local authority."
"It's a help," Silence said, leafing thoughtfully through the regulations-book.  "It's a huge help.  But it's not going to be enough to let us pass for Earth-born — for natives."
"Hah."  Javerry spoke from the kitchen doorway, her hands wrapped in a tattered towel.  Isambard had examined her injured leg and performed a simple operation to speed its healing.  She was able to walk without her crutch now, though she still limped a little, favoring the mending leg.  "At least she has the sense to recognize her limitations." She came to join the group, seating herself in her favorite chair beneath the suspended lantern.
"As I see it," Silence went on, pretending the older woman hadn't spoken, "we have two choices. We can either stay here until we learn enough to pass, or we make contact with these practitioner groups who already know or suspect the true situation, and trade information for the parts we need to get off the planet."
Aili nodded.  "Silence is right, of course."
Marcinik looked up sharply, glancing from the Princess Royal to Silence.  "Surely you don't mean for us to go into the cities now...."  His voice trailed off as Aili nodded.
Silence said, "The longer we delay, the more chance there is that the ship will be traced, despite all the wards we set on it.  To learn enough here, we'd have to stay for weeks, and I don't think we should put the Javerries in danger.  I think we should take our chances with the other practitioners."
"And how do you propose we find these others?" Isambard asked.
Silence hesitated, and, as she'd hoped, Quin cleared his throat.  "Ah.  Actually, I — my father had friends in the network in Sayl'm. I've stayed in contact."
"Quin!"  Javerry scowled at him, but Quin met her eyes.
"Mama, it was necessary.  And turns out it's a good thing I did."
"I'm not convinced of that," Javerry muttered, but waved her hand.  "Fine, then.  Get yourself killed."
"We'll try very hard to avoid that," Silence said.
"You'd better," Javerry retorted, unappeased.
"There is a further problem," Marcinik said.  "Her Serenity cannot travel unveiled, and these clothes —" He waved his hand at the Bethlemite disguise.  "They are hardly unobtrusive.  By everything we've heard, they'd mark her as an off-worlder, and a danger."
"I've given that some thought," Silence said.  "If we create an illusion, a living mask, no one will see her Serenity's actual face.  The purpose of the veil will be fulfilled."
Marcinik gave her a doubtful look.  "I suppose it meets the letter of the law...."
"And I will have my husband beside me to swear that no other access was given, nor untoward glance received," Aili said, with a smile.  She sobered quickly.  "Can it be done?  Or, since I know it's possible, can it be done in such a way that it will not need to be renewed regularly?  That is where I see the risk."
Isambard dipped his head.  "It can, your Serenity.  We will cast in such a way that the illusion will not need to be replaced for a month or more."
Aili dipped her head in regal acknowledgement.  Balthasar said, under his breath, "That had better be enough."
Silence started to nod, and stopped herself.   
"Exactly how do you plan to connect up with the practitioners in Sayl'm?" Javerry asked.
"I'll contact Efeley," Quin said, "and I'll take them to Diesmon myself.  She'll take them from there."
"You will not!"  Javerry glared at him, both hands closed tight on the arms of her chair.
"Mama, I will."
There was a long pause and then at last Javerry looked away.  "You'll need papers.  And money.  Credit and such."
"Identification should not be a problem," Isambard said.  "If Sieura Javerry will allow me to view her papers, you and I, Silence, can copy them easily enough."
Silence nodded, and Balthasar said, "Money? Transit lines mean tickets, never mind everything else we may need on the way."
"I have money, credit and such," Javerry said.  "You're welcome to it."  Silence glance at her, startled, and the older woman said, "This was what Javerry wanted; he said you'd be here.  It's the least I can do."
"Thank you," Silence said, after a moment.  "We — this is very generous of you.  We're truly grateful."
Isambard cleared his throat. "Indeed, sieura, the offer is most generous, but we need not presume so far.  We should be able to create as much cash as we need, if you will only provide us with a sample."
"Cash?" Javerry said, and laughed.
The older magus frowned, and Quin said hastily, "Most people are tied into the net's credit lines.  But, Mama, you haven't used those numbers in years."
"They're still good," Javerry said.
"We don't want to put you to any further risk," Silence cut in.  "I think it'd be better if we used cash, even if it does look a little odd."  The other star-travellers nodded, and Javerry shrugged.
"Whatever you want.  There are bills in the kitchen — you fetch them, Cass — you can copy those."
"Thank you," Silence said again.  If the truth were to be told, she was just as glad not to have to try to deal with the complex workings of the urban net's financial systems.  Quin had tried to explain it to her, and to the other star-travellers, but the idea of a system in which no tokens of value ever changed hands was completely alien to all of them.  "May we see your papers, too?"
"I'll get them," Quin said, and vanished into the farm's back rooms.
Silence leaned back in her chair, suddenly afraid.  Cast Aili's illusion, then copy the papers and money, and then they would have to go south, into the immense city Quin had described, a city full of machines and hostile to her Art...  She pulled away from that line of thought, angry that she'd let her fears run away with her. They would manage somehow — after all, this shouldn't be that different from Delos itself.  And, in any case, they had no choice.
It fell to Silence to handle the creation of Aili's illusion-mask, of course, as the only one who could be allowed to see Aili's face unveiled.  The actual ritual was not particularly difficult, though it did require a fair amount of energy.  Silence committed the pattern to her memory, then collected the materials she required from Isambard's kit.  Quin showed her the room behind the barn where Javerry had done his experiments; it had a door that locked, and Silence accepted the offer, though her first act was to cleanse the space of the lingering disharmonies.  The room felt lighter for it, balanced and ready, and she looked down to see the simplest form of a circle etched into the broad floorboards.  There, at least, Javerry had done a good job, and she resolved to be sure and say as much to Quin.  She used it as the base of her own working circle, reinforced with symbols specific to the operation itself as well as the relative positions of planet, moon, and sun.  She had no way of reading the harmonies directly, but Quin's ephemerides were comprehensive enough to be an adequate substitute.  She laid out everything she needed — tall brazier, chalk, the resin that would serve as incense — and went to fetch Aili and Marcinik. She closed the door behind them, whispering a Word to activate Javerry's protective locks.  They were old-fashioned, but entirely secure, and she put aside the stinging regret.  Marcinik leaned his shoulders against the door, further protection even if unnecessary, and Aili said, "So."
"So," Silence echoed, and found a smile.  "Are you prepared?"
"As much as I can be."  Aili loosened the Bethlemite headpiece, revealing first her face, and then, as she lifted away the hood, the heavy spill of her dark hair.  Behind her, Silence heard Marcinik's breath catch, but deliberately didn't look at him as she held out her hand to usher Aili into the circle.
"Was there anything in particular you wanted me to do?" she asked, and placed Aili at the circle's center. "Anyone you've always wanted to be?"
Marcinik shifted uneasily at that, but Ail gave a fleeting grin.  "I admit, I've given it some thought.  Perhaps the previous Princess Royal."
Silence blinked — why would Aili want to look like the old Hegemon's daughter, who had been her nemesis while she'd been held hostage in the Women's Palace on Asterion? — and then the full scope of the insult registered.  To wear the former Princess Royal's face in public, to bear — and bare — her face to an entire planet — by the Hegemony's standards, the scale of the affront beggared understanding.  "If you want," she said, carefully, and Aili sighed.
"Perhaps not.  It may not be as clever a revenge as I thought."
"It's just — she has a very memorable face," Silence said.  "That seems ill-advised."
"Probably so," Aili said, "but it would have been satisfying."  She shook herself, and began to pull her hair into a loose braid.
"No, leave it," Silence said. "I think we should change its color, too."
Aili stopped, shrugging.  "If you think it would be best.  A plain face, then, and unmemorable hair.  What do you need me to do?"
"Stand there, and relax if you can," Silence answered.  She hoped she sounded more confident than she felt.  The Art was still nothing like piloting, skills practiced until they were second nature; it required thought and effort and planning, the more so to seem as controlled as she needed to be.
Aili shook her hair back over her shoulders and stood straight-backed, as unconsciously regal as if she was in her father's court.  Silence stooped to inscribe the final symbols, closing the circle, and as she drew the last one, she saw Aili lift her head.
"The circle is complete," Silence said.  "And we're ready to begin.  That's what you feel."
"Very well."  Aili's voice was damped by the invisible enclosure.
"This is a simple but sustained illusion," Silence said.  Neither Isambard nor her teachers on Solitudo Hermae would approve of her explanation, but she thought she owed Aili that much. Besides, it helped her focus on the work at hand.  She summoned fire to her fingertips, aware as she did it of Marcinik's gratifying intake of breath, and lit the spiral of incense laid ready in the brazier.  "This is the link between illusion and truth."
The smoke smelled of salt and musk, a chill scent that carried the touch of fog.  She let it thicken to a cloud, the ember creeping along the line of the incense.  She spread her hands, focusing her will, and whispered the Word that opened the way to the submaterial.  She pinched it off almost as it opened, leaving a tiny swirling spot of impossible color floating in the air above her cupped hand. She spoke another Word, and with a gesture drew a thread of light from the open portal.  It rose slowly under her direction, coiling into a stately spiral that she waved toward the rising smoke.  Her skin tingled as the glittering thread reached the edge of the cloud, and she fanned the feeling as she fanned the smoke, until the energy was like bees humming beneath her skin. The tip of the thread splintered, fraying into an infinity of sparks so infinitesimally small as to be little more than a flash, a flicker at the edge of sight.  Still she called them on, infusing the smoke with the hellstuff's raw power, until the last of the sensation poured out of her and the smoke hung like layers of gossamer veils, filling the volume of the circle.
That was the easy part, the power gathered and formed, held ready.  She had chosen a face already, a woman who had worked for her grandfather for years, plain and quiet and unmemorable.  Now she called that image to the forefront of her mind, round cheeks, brown eyes, the long nose with the hump in the middle, the whole framed by brown hair neither dark nor light, not red nor gold nor black, but brown as a wodemous caught blinking in the light. She impressed it on the fog, building it up until every grain of smoke, every minuscule speck of hellstuff carried the imprint of that face.  It was slow work, not difficult, but requiring strength, a disciplined force that she had only rarely practiced.  By the time she was done, she had to work hard to close the hellgate, and she paused to collect herself and draw on her reserves before she began the final piece of the operation.
She spoke a Word, and reinforced it with a gesture. The diffuse veil of smoke thickened, retreating from the edges of the circle to form a swirling column.  She spoke again, pressing it away from herself, and the column began reluctantly to move. She steered it with another gesture, and, as it slowly enveloped Aili, spoke a final Word as the other woman was fully encompassed. The column stopped, though the smoke continued its slow roiling within the confines, the sparks of hellstuff glittering faintly in its depths. Silence took another breath, the taste of the incense heavy on her tongue, and lifted her hands to trace the shape of Aili's body in the air. The column contracted, drawing in to lie against Aili's skin, the hellstuff flickering briefly brighter. Silence shaped another gesture, bringing the smoke more tightly around the other woman.  Aili's familiar features blurred, faded, and the illusion began to take their place.  Aili's hair grew dull, color leaching from it; her face broadened, shifted, more rounded planes taking the place of sharp bones.  Silence could feel the illusion shivering, balanced on a knife edge between dissolution and completion; she sang another Word, adding music to the compulsion, and felt the illusion settle abruptly into place.  
Outside the circle, Marcinik choked back a sound, but Silence couldn't spare the time to look at him.  She walked slowly around Aili, pressing the illusion closer, then circled her again, perfecting her work, easing out tiny snags and folds in the veil, smoothing down the last stubborn sparks of hellstuff.  As she reached the end of that circle, she paused long enough to catch her breath, fatigue tugging at her limbs, then circled her a third time, more slowly still, her fingers brushing against the illusion, settling it in place millimeters from Aili's skin. She could feel it sliding home, fitting nearly over Aili's slender frame, and finished her circle with a smile of satisfaction.  A stranger stood before her, fairer, plainer, older — an unmemorable woman, who would draw no one's eye.
"Finis," she murmured, feeling the last tug at her strength as the illusion sealed itself.  It would last longer than a month, she thought, fueled as it was by hellstuff reinforced with her own will, and she stooped again to erase the key symbols that closed the circle.  Aili held out her hands, contemplating pale unfamiliar fingers, and her eyebrows rose in an all-too-familiar expression.
"Remarkable."
"Unnerving," Marcinik said.
"The illusion is complete," Silence said.  "It covers your entire body, head to toe; it does not touch your skin, but floats a hair's-breadth above it."  That was important, to preserve the function of the veil: the illusion could not be said to outline or reveal anything of Aili's true shape.  "It should last until it's dismissed — well, eventually it will wear off, but not for many weeks."
Aili inclined her head in a regal bow.  "Once again, Silence, you open doors.  It seems I'll be in your debt forever."
"I hope I won't need to hold you to that," Silence answered.
Aili grinned, but Marcinik stiffened.
"There's no need to impugn her Serenity's honor."
"Nor do I," Silence said, hastily, and Aili laid her hand on her husband's sleeve.  "Understand, Colonel, what we want — all we want, my husbands and I — is to have our lives back."
"To work for Wrath-of-God?" Marcinik asked.
Silence flushed.  Put that way, it was a pointless wish — Wrath-of-God was too badly damaged to be of much use to them — and who else would hire a female magus, except someone equally unusual, like Aili herself?  The present Hegemon had only employed her because he was desperate — though things were different on the Fringe, she might well find work there.  But no matter what she did, she could never go back to being just a pilot, or even the oddity she had been.  It was a discouraging thought, and she scowled at Marcinik. "If I have to, yes," she said, and Aili touched her shoulder.
"That is what I would change if I could — give you other choices."
"Balthasar will always be their man," Marcinik said.
"It's not his say-so," Silence snapped.
"No?  Then I beg your pardon."  Marcink bowed, and offered his arm to Aili.  She took a breath, lifted her head, and stepped out into the farmyard.  
Silence watched them go, still frowning, unable to put the thought from her mind.  If they survived this adventure, escaped from Earth and returned to the Hegemony, what then?  Would the Hegemon release them from his service?  On balance, she thought so:  a debt to a woman, even a magus, was a chancy thing. But then what?  Wrath-of-God would want her, all right, they'd want any magus who would give them an advantage against the Hegemony, and if they'd pulled themselves together after the debacle of Arganthonios, they'd be in a position to make offers that she could not refuse.  And Marcinik, damn him, was right that Denis might not want to refuse them. Julie didn't particularly love Wrath-of-God, but he still owed the Hegemony for the conquest of his homeworld, and if that was what Wrath-of-God offered, she couldn't be sure what he would choose.  And what did she want herself?  She sighed, and turned to begin cleaning up the detritus of the operation.  She didn't know, except that she didn't trust Wrath-of-God.
She had not decided what she wanted to say, or what she needed to ask, but there was little time, anyway.  By the time she reached her bed, she was too tired to think straight, much less manage such a delicate conversation, and for the next day Isambard kept her busy producing the raw copies of the papers and bills the Javerrys had provided.  They spent the following day making the minute changes, cosmetic and structural, that made them usable.  Balthasar watched nervously from outside the ring, unable to stay away.
"They must have ways to check for created money," he said, for the fifth time.
Silence put aside the bills she had been working on and turned to face him, framing a blistering retort. Before she could speak, however, Isambard said, "Captain Balthasar, such means are certainly available in the rest of human-settled space, and were we dealing with Rose Worlders alone I would not risk it.  However, to detect such counterfeits requires the Art, and the Art is forbidden to most inhabitants of this world.  Does this resolve your difficulties?"
It was the first time the magus had ever spoken with such annoyance, and Silence hid a smile. Balthasar made a face, but nodded.
"Then have the kindness to go away and let us work." Isambard turned back to their improvised equipment without waiting for an answer.
Balthasar hesitated, and Silence said, "Do it, Denis."
The Delian turned on his heel and stalked away, but paused in the doorway.  "Sorry," he muttered, and was gone.
Silence turned back to her own work, abruptly aware that there was very little left to do.  A few more serial numbers to change, tedious but not difficult, and then they would be ready to leave.  She looked up, and Isambard said, "Yes. When you've finished, you might want to begin packing."
There wasn't that much to pack, Silence thought that evening, staring at the single satchel that held her and her husbands' belongings.  If she took her starbooks with her, it would be completely full; without them, even with the Earth-style clothes Quin had provided, there would be room to spare. She sat back on her heels, frowning, and Balthasar said, "Bring them."
Chase Mago looked up sharply, and Silence said, "Oh?"
Balthasar held up one finger.  "First, you don't want to risk losing them.  I wish to hell I hadn't left mine, but it's too late to go back for them."  He held up another.  "Second, if we get the chance to steal a starship, well, we'll be ready.  Can you imagine having to pass one up because we don't have the starbooks?"
Chase Mago shook his head, smiling now.  "They're contraband, Denis.  Even ordinary security can see what they are."
"Then we make sure there's no reason to look too closely at them," Balthasar answered.
"I can place a protection on them," Silence said, though the idea of another operation when she was already exhausted was enough to bring tears to her eyes.  "Make sure people don't want to open them — don't see them as anything worth opening."
"Tomorrow," Balthasar said, and reached across to pat her knee.  "It can wait."
"Quin wanted to get an early start," she said.
"He can wait," Balthasar answered, and Silence sighed again.  
"I suppose." She closed the carryall, wedging the last spare shirt into a corner, and tugged the clasps across.  "I don't want to lose Recusante.  Not again."
Chase Mago squeezed her shoulder.  Balthasar said, "If we get the chance, we have to take it.  You know that.  Besides, with everything we've already found out, you know the Hegemon is going to try to invade.  We can always come back for her later."
"I hope you're not serious," Chase Mago said.
"Of course I am."
Silence snickered in spite of herself at Balthasar's smug expression, but sobered quickly. "When this is done, when we're free — what are we going to do then?"
There was a long pause, Balthasar looking abruptly old and tired himself.  "I have no idea," he said at last.
Chase Mago put his arm around the other man's shoulders. "We'll fly that road when we come to it," he said gently, and held out his other hand to Silence.  "Now, we need sleep."
Silence let herself be drawn down between them, comforted in spite of herself. At least they would be together.
In the morning, rested, it didn't take long to cast a glamour on the starbooks, settling a pall of disinterest over them.  They were ordinary books, tired romances and trite adventures, nothing of importance:  she could feel the dismissal covering them, and packed them back into the bottom of the carryall, then bolted the breakfast Javerry had made for them and headed for the workshop. She could feel that the locks were engaged as she approached, and tapped lightly on the door.
"Come in," Isambard called, and Silence felt the locks fade under her touch. She lifted the latch as though she had noticed nothing, and stepped into the musty room.  Isambard was standing at the workbench, three piles of magus's supplies laid out before him, two on opened carry-cloths, the third, larger, set aside at the end of the bench.  There was also a stack of paper-wrapped packets, and Isambard pushed that toward her.  "Good morning, Silence.  The papers and money are here, a bundle for each of you, and I've prepared a kit for you as well.  I believe things will seem less suspicious carried in smaller quantities, and if we are separated, neither of us will be entirely without necessities."
"Let's hope that doesn't happen," Silence said. She broke open the packet that bore her own name, and checked the papers before tucking the ID folder into one pocket and the money-wallet into another, then reached for the nearer of the carry-cloths.  Isambard had used a similar glamour on it, making it seem small and insignificant, and she tied the corners together with knots that would reinforce that illusion.
Isambard nodded his approval.  "I hope so, too, but it's best to be prepared."
"What about the rest of this?"
"I thought it could be left for the young sieur Javerry," Isambard said.  "He seems interested in pursuing his father's researches."
"As long as he's more careful than his father was," Silence said.
"He has had an object lesson," Isambard answered, collecting his own bundles, and motioned for her to precede him into the farmyard.
The drag-cat sat idling in front of the house, Quin leaning against the steering tackle. Balthasar was already crouched in the bed, and Chase Mago tossed their carryall up to him before climbing up himself.  He held out a hand to help Silence aboard, then did the same for Isambard.  "There's just the Princess Royal to come," he said, "and Sieura Javerry's packed us a travelling-lunch."
"Picnic," Quin corrected, diffidently, and Chase Mago nodded.
"Picnic.  So we're off."
We certainly are, Silence thought, and sorted out their papers.  Chase Mago took his without comment, but Balthasar opened the packet of money and stashed bills in various different pockets before returning the bulk of it to the wallet. The door of the house opened, and Marcinik and Aili emerged, the Princess Royal with her hand to her cheek as though she missed the touch of her veils.  Javerry followed, carrying a pair of covered baskets, and lifted them into the drag-cat's bed.  Balthasar took them from her, sliding them toward the carryalls at the front of the car.
"Is everything set?" Quin asked.
Silence looked at the others, and Aili nodded. "I think so. Yes, we're ready."
"Good luck to you," Javerry said. "Be off with you, Quin, or you won't get to the station in time."
"We'll get there," Quin said.  "Don't worry so much, Mama."  He slipped the drag-cat into gear, drowning out any answer Javerry might have made.  Silence grabbed for the nearest handhold as the machine lurched into motion, tracks digging into the loose ground.
The path that the drag-cat followed through the woods was very rough, the ground still muddy from the rains, but the machine's tracks handled it without too much difficulty. After perhaps an hour's travel, the path — it was little more than twin ruts cutting through the worst of the underbrush — joined a wider track, and Quin swung the drag-cat onto it. More vehicles obviously used this road:  the ground was flattened in less regular patterns, the mud showing the tracks of several different types of machine, and something heavy had been dragged down the very center of the trail, cutting a shallow ditch now almost filled with stagnant water.  Quin was careful to keep the drag-cat out of that depression, choosing instead to let the machine wallow over the rocks that studded the rest of the trail.
The jolting made that part of the trip seem interminable, but it was actually only two hours by Chase Mago's chronometer before they reached the point at which the trail joined a semi-paved road. Silence gave a sigh of relief as the drag-cat hauled itself up onto the cracked surface, and saw her emotion reflected in the others' faces.  Quin glanced over his shoulder, grinning.
"Not too bad, eh?  All downhill from here."
He meant that literally as well as figuratively, Silence realized.  The new road twisted and turned, the drag-cat veering from side to side to avoid the worst of the breaks in the paving, but it was indeed sloping always gently downward.  She closed her eyes, trying to picture the maps she had studied back on Recusante.  If they were going downhill, she decided, they must be moving south and east, toward the flat land of the coast and the mainurb that covered it.
"How much farther?" Marcinik asked.  He had placed himself between Aili and the others, so that he could steady her and no one else would have to touch her.  Subtly done, Silence thought, and hoped he could keep it up once they were in a larger crowd.
"About fifteen kilometers," Quin answered. "Then we hit the station road — it rings the Diesmon suburb — and take that on in to the terminus."
Marcinik nodded, bracing himself against the side of the bed. By contrast, Balthasar had wedged himself between their baggage and Chase Mago, and had his eyes closed, almost as if he were asleep.   Silence shook her head fractionally, and Chase Mago gave a fleeting smile.  This was the easy part of the trip, after all; things would be different at the Diesmon Terminus.  Quin had promised that they wouldn't be conspicuous there, that enough squatters moved in and out of the exurb for their presence to attract little notice, but she couldn't feel as confident about it as he apparently did.  Still, he knew the world, and she did not. They would have to trust him.
The battered road got better as they approached the larger station road, and the junction itself had been repaired recently enough that the black patches had barely begun to crumble. There was even a stamped metal sign to mark the junction, but it displayed only a single, south-pointing arrow, despite the fact that the station road ran north as well.  Silence frowned, curious, but Marcinik spoke first.
"What's up that way?"
"Squatters' town."  Quin wrestled the drag-cat onto the new surface, spoke again after the cat steadied. "It isn't really a town yet, just a collection of houses and a lady who runs a sort of store, but they'll probably attach it in the next census.  They might even run a trans-spur out there, if there's enough people."
Balthasar pulled himself upright, grimacing. "What do they consider to be enough people?"
Quin shrugged.  "Anything over a dozen adults."
Chase Mago whistled at that, but Silence nodded.  "It makes sense.  If the point is to keep control of people, what better way to do it than to tie them to the rest of the mainurb?"
"Interesting that it's worth it to control a dozen people," Aili said.  
"I wonder what exactly they're afraid of?" Silence began, and saw the same thought cross Aili's illusory face.
"I would guess off-world contact," she said. "If there are vast uninhabited areas — you don't want strangers landing there where you can't track them."
"They'd have to get through the siege engines first," Balthasar objected.
"Which we've proved isn't impossible," Marcinik said.
Silence nodded slowly.  "We may not have been the first to slip through.  Not in all the thousands of years that Earth's been lost."
"I disagree," Isambard said.  "Had anyone succeeded, word would have remained."
"Unless they didn't get out again," Balthasar muttered.
"That's not actually helpful," Marcinik said, but Isambard merely nodded.
"True."
The station road was in much better shape than the other tracks they had been using, but just as empty. They didn't encounter any other vehicles until they were almost within sight of the station itself, and then it was only another drag-cat, this one driven by a scrawny adolescent.  Its bed was full of oddly-shaped bundles piled around a central crate. Quin nodded a greeting as the two machines edged past each other, calling, "Did you get the parts, Mattie?"
"Just came yesterday," the other driver — it was a girl, Silence realized, with some surprise — called back and let her drag-cat grind to a stop.  "Going in town?"
Quin geared down his own machine until it was moving at a snail's pace.  "That's right. Said I'd give these folks a ride, too."  He nodded over his shoulder toward the star-travelers in the back of the cat.
Silence held her breath, but the girl nodded, and gave them a friendly smile.
"Settling?" she asked.
The words caught in Silence's throat, almost strangling her. Chase Mago returned the girl's smile.  "We think maybe," he said, with a passable imitation of the local accent.
The girl nodded again, her interest apparently satisfied. She adjusted her gear lever, setting her drag-cat in motion.  "Good luck to you, then," she called, over the sudden noise of the engine, and let the machine make its way down the road.
Silence released her breath with a gasp, and Quin smiled. "You see?" he said.  "I told you no one would think twice about it."
Balthasar grunted.  "Let's just hope the people at the station are as easygoing."
The station itself was a strange sight, a long low building made of the metal-and-poured-stone that Silence always associated with pre-War construction.  This one, however, was obviously new and spotlessly kept, doubly weird against the massive trees that rose above its polished roof.  Even when the drag-cat swung onto the narrow approach road, and she could see the ramshackle buildings — mostly wood frame, occasionally stacked stone, never the stuff of which the station was made — that made up the Diesmon suburb, the station retained its incongruity.  
Quin turned the drag-cat into a barren square of packed earth, let it grind its way to the edge, and cut the engine. Silence, stretching, levered herself out of the cat's bed and turned to take her carryall from the engineer.  A moment later the others had joined her, and Quin straightened from under the nose of the cat, wiping his hand on his trousers.
"All set," he said, in answer to their questioning glances. "The fluid needs to be checked occasionally, that's all, and I figured I should top it up before I headed south.  Are you ready?"
Silence nodded.  "We're ready."
"Then just follow me.  We'll have to take two compartments, they only seat four each, but that shouldn't be a problem."  Quin led them back over the packed dirt, then across the narrow approach roach and up a short row of steps into the terminus itself. Inside, the building was cool, and very damp, as though years of rain had seeped into the poured-stone walls and never been released.  Silence shivered, hugging her thin jacket against herself.  Overhead, polished metal arches defined the distant ceiling; a flickering notice board hung from the intersection of the central arches, constantly changing menus displaying departure and arrival schedules, and the ways in which the Diesmon line joined the wider network.  The pilot paused, staring up at the palm-sized letters, even though they had chosen their departure time before they left the Javerrys' farm.  At least the Earth natives used a simplified version of the usual coinë, she thought, watching the familiar letters dissolve and reform. The Rose Worlders didn't take that away from them... No, she realized, it works the other way. Earth used this language first, invented these symbols to encode it. We're the ones who changed it, not them.  The thought was dizzying, as though she'd suddenly looked down from a very great height, and she was glad when Balthasar caught her arm.
"Looks like the trans is on time," he said, his eyes fixed on a point somewhere beyond her shoulder.
Silence froze, then turned as nonchalantly as she could to face whatever it was that had alarmed the Delian.  A pair of men in the saffron-colored jackets that Quin had described as Transit livery were watching them from beside a massive, box-shaped machine. Lights flashed across its dull surface and from its various orifices; a sign above its central panel read Tickets/Inbound.  "We'd better get the tickets, then," she said, through stiff lips.
Balthasar nodded, and Aili said, "I suppose we had."
"Don't worry," Quin said, and started toward the Transport men, lifting his hand in greeting.  The smaller of the two waved back and came to meet him, though their conversation was too quiet for the star-travellers to hear more than the pitch of their voices.  After a moment, the Transport man nodded, gesturing toward a second bank of machines.  Quin thanked him, and walked on; the Transport man walked with him, still talking idly.  The second Transport man took a few steps away from the ticket machine, watching his partner.
Silence took a deep breath.  Quin had done his best for him; now it was their turn to act.  "Let's go," she said again, and forced herself to move. The others trailed behind her, Aili with her hand to her face again. She seemed to realize it herself, and dropped her hand, shaking her hair back impatiently.
It seemed to take forever to cover the dozen meters of plastic-tiled floor, but at last they reached the machine. Silence was careful not to look at the Transport man to her left, barely four meters away, and fixed her attention instead on the machine's controls. For a moment, the coinë lettering swam before her eyes, refusing to focus, and she forced herself to focus.  That slot was for the plastic cards that served for credit on Earth, and that other slot, there, eventually produced the tickets; she needed to enter the code for Sayl'm and the trans number, but the screen above the keypad was blank, and she couldn't find the place to insert the sheaf of bills she had ready in her pocket.  She touched what she thought should be the inquiry key, but nothing happened.
"Silence," Balthasar said.
The pilot glanced up, and saw the Transport man watching them, a light frown on his long-jawed face.  She looked away again, but not before the Transport man had seen the movement.
"Damn it," Chase Mago said. "He's coming over here."
Silence bit back a curse of her own, and turned to face the approaching stranger. She knew she couldn't manage a convincing smile, and fought only to keep from looking hunted.
"Can I help you folks?"  The Transport man's voice was pleasant, touched with the same flat accent as the Javverys. "Going inbound?"
Silence nodded.  "That's right."
The Transport man gestured toward a slot at the left of the keypad.  "You've got to pay first — new rules. But it gives change now."
"Thanks."  Silence fumbled with the wad of bills in her pocket, fed one into the slot.  As the edge of the bill entered the machine, something seized it, drawing it in, and the screen above the keyboard lit.  She focused on the forming letters, picking out the pattern of the entries, letting the words scroll by until she could guess at the overall pattern.
"Giving up the exurb?" the Transport man asked.
"Yes," Aili said, and Balthasar cut in quickly. 
"Yeah, we've had about enough of it."
"Going anywhere in particular?" There was no real interest in the Transport man's voice, Silence thought, but any odd answer would turn his idle curiosity into suspicion.  Out of the corner of her eye, she could see that Quin had finished whatever he was doing at the other machines, and had started back to join them, but he wouldn't arrive soon enough.
Balthasar shrugged, the movement painfully casual.  "South. Just about anywhere will do."
Silence found the codes that would take them to Sayl'm on the trans Quin had recommended, and entered them.  The screen chirped at her, demanded number of passengers, and she entered that as well.  Numbers flashed, and a total swam up from the depths:  the cost of the package.  
"It'll be a change," the Transport man said, and Balthasar nodded.  
"We're hoping so."
"Good luck, then." The Transport man finally turned away, and Marcinik didn't bother to hide his sigh of relief.
Silence fed another bill into the machine, and then another, and Aili reached over her shoulder, offering three more.  Silence took them, fed them into the machine as well, and at last the screen turned from red to green.  A chime sounded, and something inside the machine chittered to itself for what seemed to be a very long time, before the ticket slot spat out a thin pad of paper.  She collected it, handing it automatically to Aili, and the slot extruded the rest of them as well.  She passed them out, and handed Quin's to him as he approached.
He glanced at the codes on the stiff cover and nodded.  "Perfect. We should be leaving in forty minutes."
"What did you tell them?" Balthasar asked.
Quin looked at him.  "That I had to make a supply run down to Sayl'm, and you'd traded me the price of my ticket for a ride into Diesmon."
"I could wish you hadn't told them anything," Marcinik said.
"I had to," Quin answered.  "I'm known here.  It would attract more attention if I didn't talk." He glanced up at the central board.  "Our trans is boarding now. It's four to a compartment.  Who do you want me to ride with?"
"Them," Balthasar said instantly, and to Silence's surprise, Isambard nodded.
"In truth, that would be helpful.  There are questions I would still ask."
"Whatever you want," Quin answered, and started for the stairs marked "Departures."
They came out into a vast, barrel-vaulted space lit with an unnatural, blue-tinged light.  Three walkways extended like fingers from the platform at the base of the stairs, and there were dirty, ditch-like docking spaces between the walks. A silvery cylinder — no, Silence realized, it was a series of cylinders, a dozen smooth segments almost perfectly joined — lay beside one of the walkways.  A woman was walking up and down beside it, gently bouncing the child she carried in her arms, but there was no one else in sight.
"It's a tube train," Balthasar said, softly enough, but there was a note almost of indignation in his voice.
It did look something like the trains she'd seen on Delos, Silence thought, but there were differences.  Instead of the massive, brown-stained wheels of a normal tube-train, cast from elemental earth and tuned to the harmony of the planetary core, the trans had dozens of tiny, silvery wheels, the metal showing none of the peacock mottling that might mean a magus had had a hand in its casting.
"No." Chase Mago shook his head.  "No, look, no drive wheels and no resonators — and no baffling, either. It's something else.  Something mechanical."
Silence nodded.  Whatever it was that powered this machine, it was something profoundly alien.  She didn't want to touch any of those shiny doors, didn't want to enter any of those compartments. She looked at Isambard, saw his forehead creased in an unhappy frown.
"This way," Quin said, and she made herself follow in the others' wake.  He led them along the line of cars, stopping when he found two adjoining compartments that displayed green lights above the door.  "Like I said, each compartment seats no more than four, so we'll have to split.  Here's your picnic."  He held out the basket, and Silence took it.  "This is a local, so it's going to be a six-hour ride — lots of stops.  Sayl'm's the last one for this trans. The number changes there, and there will be lots of announcements."
Silence nodded, and Balthasar reached for his ticket, feeding it into the slot beside the door.  The door popped open a few centimeters; he caught the handle and pulled it back against the stops.  Marcinik copied him, and Quin said, "Feed in all the tickets before you board, or the door will lock on you again.  I'll see you in Sayl'm, Mira Silence."
"Yes," Silence answered, and fed her own ticket into the slot.  Chase Mago did the same, and then tossed his carryall into the car ahead of him.  Silence climbed in after it, the engineer following, and Balthasar handed in the basket of food before climbing aboard.  A buzzer sounded, and the door slammed shut behind him.
"That's one way of making sure everyone has a ticket," he said.  
Overhead, a ventilator fan began to whine, and a mechanical female voice said, "This is Trans East number 627 South.  You are in a coastal-route car.  This is Trans East number 627 South.  You are in a coastal-route car.  If you wish to change cars, or are in the wrong trans, please touch the alarm button located beneath the speaker, and a Transport worker will be with you momentarily.  We will be departing in twenty minutes.  Thank you."
Silence glanced around the confined space.  It seemed comfortable enough, though after six hours she suspected it would be less so.  There were broad, heavily padded benches at each end of the closed space, and storage nets hung above each one.  Balthasar hoisted their carryall into the nearest one, tightening the netting carefully around it.  The cubicle in the corner was marked with an unfamiliar symbol, but could only be one thing; Silence unlatched the door anyway, and was glad to find the sanitary facilities.
"I've found the environmental box," Balthasar announced, and turned out the car lights to prove it.  Chase Mago swore at him. When the lights returned, the Delian looked somewhat chastened. "I was looking for — ah, there."
Overhead, the speaker crackled to life, tinny music pouring into the car.  Silence winced, and Balthasar adjusted the volume until the sound was barely audible.
"Do we have to listen to that?" Chase Mago asked.
"Quin said the line keeps passengers posted on news and such," Balthasar answered. "That should be the channel."
"I'm not sure it's worth it," Chase Mago said, but shrugged.  
Silence settled herself on the left-hand bench, the one that would leave her facing forward.  "It can't hurt to know what's going on."
After what seemed like an interminable time, a chime sounded and the mechanical voice spoke again, overriding the music. "This is Trans East 627 South. Last call, please.  Last call."
The voice repeated the message twice more, but Silence was no longer listening, staring instead out the car's small window.  The station was empty now, the woman with the child presumably back in a compartment; the only sign of life was the display board on the far wall. Even as she watched, their departure listing winked out, and the trans jerked slowly into motion.  
Surprisingly, the machine was very quiet, especially when compared to the tube trains on Delos.  The driving engine rose from a distant whine to a dull, steady rumbling not much louder than the background hum of a stopped-down harmonium. The trans passed out of the station, building speed, and she settled back on her bench as the trees that bordered the elevated track merged into an indistinct green blur.  The distant hills, and the occasional settlement, shiny roofs and spidery towers competing with more solid structures, were easier to pick out, but they still moved by at a good clip.  After about half an hour, the trans slowed, dropping down off the elevated track, and ground to a halt against a covered platform that seemed to be a copy of the one at Diesmon. Silence leaned against the window, watching curiously as the few passengers on the platform selected their cars.  No one got off.  A few minutes after the trans had pulled into the station, the buzzer sounded and it began to move again.  
They stopped again an hour later, and a third time not long after that.  Balthasar brought out the basket after that stop, and they ate sandwiches and nibbled at the bag of nuts and dried fruit as the trans bored on through the countryside. The land flattened as they moved south and east, but the pattern of settlement didn't change much.  The knots of settled land grew larger, the buildings more complex, but the land between the suburbs remained empty, overgrown. Once Silence thought she caught a glimpse of some broken structure in the center of a clearing, but the trans had passed it before she could be sure.  And that raised the question again of how the Rose Worlders managed to feed their urban centers. Quin had said that they farmed the uninhabited interior of the continent, but still, the transport costs had to be very high.  And therefore, there had to be some compelling reason for forcing people into the mainurb.  If I could just figure out what it is... The connection eluded her. She leaned back against the padding, shaking her head.
It was late afternoon by the time they reached Sayl'm, the sun hanging molten on the tops of the houses. Silence had to shade her eyes as she climbed stiffly from the trans, and she was glad to follow Quin up the stairs and through the barriers into the lobby of the station house.  They paused there, one more group among many, and pretended to rearrange their bags while Quin glanced warily around the area.  
"Not here, your people?" Balthasar asked quietly, and Quin shook his head.
"Oh, they're here.  I just want them to take a good look at us first.  They'll pick us up outside."
Silence couldn't entirely like that idea, and she saw the same unease in Marcinik's face, but there was no point in protesting.  She picked up the lunch basket, empty now except for the bag of nuts and fruit, and followed the others out onto the street.  The sun was blinding, blasting between two taller buildings, and she stood blinking for a moment, dazzled.  Out of the light, a voice said, "So this is your parcel?"
"That's right."  Quin shaded his eyes, but didn't look alarmed.
"Larger than expected."
"I told you the size," Quin answered.
The stranger sighed.  "Right, then. Come on. She's waiting."
 



Chapter 7
 
The stranger — Quin gave no names yet, and the stranger didn't offer — led them down the main street for several blocks, weaving expertly through the stream of people swarming the sidewalks.  The air smelled of burnt metal and used oil, and the vehicles that rumbled past brought puffs of sharp, electric air.  The sun was warm on Silence's back, her shadow stretching halfway across the street as they paused at an intersection.
Balthasar was looking distinctly skeptical, one hand in the pocket where she knew he had concealed one of the heylins they’d recovered from Javvery, and she nudged him when she thought no one else was looking, shook her head once.  He lifted his eyebrows, but took his hand away.  Marcinik looked equally unhappy, she thought, but more controlled, though he was careful to keep himself between their escort and Aili.  They were moving against the general tide of pedestrians, and the crowds thinned out quickly the further east they went.  The buildings looked less prosperous, glass and pale stone giving way to cracked and faded brick, and when Balthasar slid his hand back into his pocket, she didn't complain.  She could feel fewer machines here, less of the vibration that had filled the transport station, but she did not find that entirely reassuring.  
Their escort took them down a side street, moving abruptly from sun into a cavern of shadow, and Marcinik frowned.  "Quin —"
"It's all right," Quin answered, and Silence thought she believed him. "Clay's taken me — I've been this way before."
"It's a short cut," the escort said. "It's not safe to be on the streets too much later."
"And why does that not fill me with confidence?" Balthasar asked.
"I have to agree," Marcinik said, and gave a flicker of a smile. "Much as it pains me."
"A big group like this is conspicuous," the escort — Clay — said impatiently.  "We need to take the back streets, and this isn't the nicest part of town.  And for our purposes that's a good thing. No one bothers us here."
That made sense, but Silence didn't fully relax.  Neither did the others, and she was aware that Marcinik had moved to shift Aili into the center of their group.  The buildings here were even more dilapidated, some obviously abandoned, windows and doors boarded over, and one even bore the black scars of a recent fire.  Quin was frowning now himself, and as Clay led them toward another turn, he reached out to catch the local by the shoulder.
"Come on, Clay, what's the problem?"
Clay jerked himself free, one hand going to the small of his back, his loose coat flying, and with a sudden sliding rumble the fire-marked building collapsed, the bricks of its facade spilling across the street behind them, cutting off their retreat.  Chase Mago shoved Clay away from them, knocking him to the broken pavement.  The escort rolled and came up with his weapon drawn, but Balthasar had him covered and he backed away.  Figures emerged from the buildings to either side, men and women in drab, unremarkable clothes, half of them carrying the stubby projectile weapons, and Silence swallowed a curse.  There was no good defense against them, and she saw Marcinik lift his heylin.
"Wait!" Quin yelled. "Efeley, what the hell?"
"I should be asking you that, idiot!"  A tall woman in a long coat separated herself from the others.  "Did it never occur to this was a trap?"
"Are you crazy?"  Quin glared at her, hands on hips.  He had guts, all right, Silence thought, to ignore the weapons.  "I know it's not a trap."
"Word's come down from Man's Island," Efeley answered.  "From on high.  All this talk of a crash was just to lure us out into the open — and you fell for it."
"Oh, for God's sake!  It's obvious they're not from here!"  Quin's scowl deepened. "You think my mother's that easy to fool?"
"Did you actually see the crash?"  That was a younger man, short and fair-haired.  "Their ship?"
Quin faltered for the first time. "No..."
"Then there's no proof," Efeley said.  "And we've got no choice."
"Wait a minute," Quin said, and Silence spoke in the same moment.
"You might try talking to us first —"
The nearest of the attackers raised his projectile weapon, and Balthasar leveled his heylin.  "I wouldn't —"
The boy ignored him, and Balthasar swore under his breath.  He fired his heylin deliberately into the rubble just to the boy's left.  The boy jerked back, a fragment of brick opening a cut along his jaw, and Silence closed her eyes.  Fighting was not going to resolve this; only proof that they were in fact what they claimed would do that, and she reached for the planetary harmonies to shape the defense she wanted.  The overlying clatter of the machines drove her back, and she shook her head, reaching with more focused strength. The world wavered for an instant, and then she had it, the music vibrant in the air around her.  She could feel the projectile weapons, seven, eight, nine of them, focused on the powder with its leashed fire until she was sure that she had found it all.  She spoke a single Word, and a tiny patch of hell blossomed between her cupped hands, Formless potential waiting to be shaped. She summoned Form, the fixed and petrified Fire that would draw the powder like a magnet, spoke again and let it leap to existence above her head.  The projectile weapons jerked themselves from the attackers' hands, flung themselves at the glowing ball of light and vanished into it with a soundless clap of thunder.  She spoke again and the Fire vanished, though she kept the patch of hell open between her hands.
"Would the Unionists do that?" Quin shouted, into the sudden quiet.  "For God's sake, Efeley!"
"It could still be a trap."  That was the fair-haired man, flexing his fingers as though it had hurt to have the weapons jerked from his hand.  
"Would your Unionists do this?" Aili called. "From all we have heard, they do not admit the existence of the Art in any circumstance."
"That's true," someone said, from behind a wall, and Efeley hesitated.
"It's a risk," the fair-haired man said, and Efeley shook her head with sudden decision.
"Yes, and we'll take it.  You'll come with us."
"And why should we?" Aili asked, and for a wonder there was a ghost of laughter in her voice.  "I think we should just walk away and say no harm done on either side."
"Because we can help you."  Efeley set her jaw.  "We have the contacts, like Quin said. You need us."
"This is terrible idea," Balthasar muttered.
"Once again, I agree with him," Marcinik said.  "Your Serenity, we cannot trust them."
"I think we can," Aili said.  "They need us — do you not, Efeley?  Otherwise you wouldn't be willing to trade."
There was a pause, the light fading in the shadowed street, and then Efeley gave a jerky nod.  "We would give good value for your help."
"Then we agree," Aili said.  She looked over her shoulder with a smile.  "Put up your weapons."
"This really is a terrible idea," Chase Mago said, but he did as he was told. The others copied him reluctantly, and Quin stepped between the two groups.
"Look, they are what they say, Efeley.  No matter what Fitch thinks."
Efeley nodded again.  "I see that.  I give my word that we will work with you, share our resources and our contacts, if you will help us repair our practicum."  Silence lifted her head at that, and Efeley smiled without humor. "You see how much I trust you already."
"I do," Silence said.  A practicum was a teaching tool, common in every tertiary school in human-settled space, designed to teach the fundamentals of the Art that everyone needed to know in order to function.  She let the patch of hell close again.  "I do indeed."
"Then we're agreed," Aili said again.   "Lead on, Efeley."
"This way," Efeley said, and beckoned for them to follow.
At the next intersection, she led them back they way they'd come, looping through the maze of shuttered buildings.  Silence did her best to keep track of the twists and turns, but she had started too late to apply the Art to the problem.  Isambard looked distracted, and she hoped that meant he had a better grasp of their trail.  A few steps ahead of her, Balthasar nudged Quin.
"Are you sure this is going to work out?" 
Quin glanced back at him.  "Do you have a better idea?  I'm putting my neck on the line here, too."
"And so are we," Efeley said. She took a breath. "I'm — sorry — for the misunderstanding. The Unionists would do a great deal to destroy our movement."
"Who told you our crash was faked?" Silence asked.
"Someone I trust," Efeley answered. "Who may have been mistaken."
That was as far as they were likely to get, Silence thought, at least for the moment.  Aili seemed content, anyway, as did Isambard, but Silence couldn't help wishing they were better armed.  But they had little choice:  Quin's friends were the only people they knew on the planet who were willing to help them.
Efeley's headquarters proved to be another of the battered-looking warehouses, this one with a gaping hole where the original front door had been. The brickwork looked fragile, and Silence gave it an unhappy look.  Inside, however, and once past the rubble-strewn lobby, the walls had been reinforced and crude baffles laid on the inner walls.  They cut the worst of the mechanical interference, and Silence couldn't help heaving a sigh of relief.  Isambard looked better, too, and Efeley gave a crooked smile.  
"Well, you're practitioners, I can see that."
"Oh?"  Silence lifted an eyebrow.
"There's not a one of them doesn't look happier once they get inside."  Efeley turned away, raising her voice as she called for her people to bring lights, and Silence looked back at Aili.
"What now?"
"I expect we'll talk," the Princess Royal answered.  "And, frankly, I hope we'll eat."
Both her wishes were granted.  Efeley led them deeper into the warren of baffled rooms, emerging at last into what was clearly a general meeting space.  The chairs and benches were crudely-made but comfortable enough, and a pair of adolescents handed around coffee and rough-cut sandwiches.  Silence took one gratefully, and then, on second thought, sketched a quick testing symbol over it.  Isambard did the same, and nodded slightly:  there was no sig of any of the drugs or poisons common in the Fringe or the Hegemony.  That didn't rule out treachery entirely, but Silence was hungry enough not to care.   She downed half of her cup of coffee, cooling but sharply bitter, and made herself focus on the business at hand.
"I believe Quin, here, told you our situation."  Aili's voice was patient, as though they had all night to discuss matters, and held all the winning cards.  "And he has promised us that you have access to off-world equipment, or at least connections who have that access.  We in turn are willing to help you — within reason and admitting that there are things we simply cannot do, just as we are aware that there are things you can't handle.  Are we agreed in this?"
"I don't think we can be."  That was the fair-haired man, Fitch, sitting at Efeley's left hand.  She didn't interrupt, and Silence frowned.  "How can we trust you when you used the Art against us?"
"First," Aili said, "we need your help, and it does us no conceivable good to cheat you.  Second, my magi could as easily have killed you as disarmed you.  I hope you will take that as an earnest of our good intentions."
Efeley nodded at that, and held up her hand when Fitch would have continued.  "I take it so." She smiled at Aili.  "Fitch is our anadvocate."
It seemed unfair that the concept of the Contrary, the one required to speak for the unpopular side, had survived when so many more useful things had been lost, Silence thought.  It was even less fair that so many anadvocates seemed to enjoy their job.
Aili tipped her head in regal acknowledgement. "I understand."
"This is the agreement, then," Efeley said. "We'll help you gain access to the off-world equipment that you need — and, yes, we have contacts — and you will repair our practicum and offer whatever lessons you can in its use."
"Agreed," Aili said, promptly, and Silence heaved a sigh.  The bulk of the work would fall on her and Isambard — but if it got them off Earth, it would be well worth it.
"It's too late to start tonight," Efeley said briskly. "Our activity would be too visible, and at least some of my people need to meet their curfews.  For the rest...  There are rooms here, within the baffles; stay here, and we can begin in the morning."
"A generous offer," Aili said, straight-faced, and Balthasar just managed to suppress an unfortunate remark.
Efeley was as good as her word, however, and her people showed them to a group of rooms on the third floor of the building.  They were also draped with the improvised baffles, and had a door that could be locked from the inside.  Not a good lock, Balthasar pointed out, but Aili declared it to be an earnest of good intent.  Silence retreated with her husbands to the larger of the two small bedrooms, and pried open the baffles covering the windows long enough to take a good look at the surrounding buildings.  There was no obvious way down, and indeed she hadn't expected one, but the neighboring buildings pressed close, and there were enough odd indentations and crenellations that she thought she could weave a temporary bridge from one to the next if they had to escape.  
"Let's hope that won't be necessary," Chase Mago said, and Balthasar tapped his shoulder.
"It's always good to be prepared. Speaking of which —"
"If you mean you want me to set some sort of Watcher," Silence began, and sighed.  "Yes, it makes sense."
"Better than any of us staying up all night," Chase Mago said, and she nodded.
It didn't take long for her and Isambard to create a pair of watchers, each set to give a soft alarm if anyone came up the stairs, and a louder one if anyone tried the door, and she retreated with some relief to their shared bedroom.  The others had piled the mattresses into a single bed, stacking the frames to the side, and Silence settled between her husbands, yawning. She rested her head on Chase Mago's shoulder, and let her eyes close.
"I wonder just what shape that practicum of theirs is in," Balthasar said.
"If you're thinking what I think you're thinking..." Chase Mago shook his head.  "There's not much in those things that I could use."
"I still think you should keep your eyes open when you look it over. Silence, too."
"Oh, absolutely," Chase Mago said.  "I just don't think there's going to be much there."
"We're supposed to be helping them," Silence said.
"We need to get off this planet," Balthasar said.  "I don't really care what her Serenity thinks she's doing, we need to get out of here."
"She's trying to do exactly that," Silence said.
Balthasar shook his head.  "She's up to something.  I don't know what, but — "
"She needs to get off-world just as much as we do," Chase Mago pointed out.
"Anyway," Silence said, "we can't just dismantle the practicum and tell them we're fixing it."
"We can if we have to," Balthasar said.
Silence woke the next morning to the soft chirp of the watcher, sat up quickly only to relax as Isambard disabled it.  A moment later, there was a knock at the main door, and a soft voice announced breakfast. 
Efeley was eager to put them to work, and Aili seemed inclined to humor her, so as soon as they had finished eating, Efeley and Clay escorted them to the below-ground room where the practicum was kept.  The room was rigged for electricity, Silence saw, wincing, but oil lamps stood ready as well, and Isambard nodded his approval.  The practicum itself was decades old, a model long obsolete even on the Fringe, but it was solidly built, and most of the exterior parts were still original or had been replaced with newer components.
"What, precisely, is wrong with it?" Isambard asked, and a stocky woman stepped out of the shadows.
"That's an excellent question."
"This is Jaissene," Efeley said.  "Our chief scholar."
A woman, Silence thought, and Isambard echoed the words aloud.  "Your pardon," he continued, "but that may be at least a part of your problem."
"Jai's the only one who can do anything with it," Efeley said impatiently, and Silence felt her eyebrows rise even further.  The Earth-born seemed to make no distinction between men's work and women's, or to hold either sex unfit purely on those grounds.  Perhaps it only held true on Earth itself, or perhaps it was a side-effect of the punishing mechanical noise that surrounded them — or perhaps it was simply that the Hegemony sought control in every way possible. She filed the thought for later consideration, and looked at the other woman.
"What's it doing?  Or not doing?"
Jaissene grinned. "Not doing is more the problem. We inherited this from another group, so it's been around awhile, and we've had some difficulty maintaining it.  We were told to feed it once a year with the Form of Water —"
"Elemental Water," Isambard said.
"As you say." Jaissene shrugged.  "We've done that for the seven years I've worked with it, though it's been harder lately to get hold of the stuff.  We had a delay this year — our usual source wasn't available — and so the feeding was late."
"How late?"  Isambard walked over to the practicum, studying its blank displays.
"Close to six weeks.  About a thousand hours."
"Go on."
"After we fed it, we worked it back up slowly, the way we'd been told, and it seemed to run fine for a month or so.  But then the power levels dropped and kept dropping, and now it won't come on-line for more than a few minutes at a time."
"Have you fed it again?" Isambard asked.
"It won't let us," Jaissene said.  "We managed to get a little bit more, but the port won't open. It's like that part thinks it's fully fueled, and the other workings don't."
"Interesting," Isambard said.  He looked over his shoulder. "And your thought, Silence?"
She shrugged.  "I think we'll need to get it running before we tell what's going on.  Maybe we can tap the secondary coils? They ought to respond to just about any power source.  If we can get access?"
"That would be the question," Isambard said.
"I'll leave you to it, then," Aili said.  "If I may borrow Captain Balthasar?"
Silence saw her husbands exchange a quick glance, and gave a cautious nod.  "If you must."
"Efeley and I have things to discuss," she answered.  "And I'd like his input."
"I'll go," Balthasar said.  "Julie will be more help with this stuff, anyway."
He'll know which parts were worth stealing, you mean, Silence thought, but nodded again.  The main thing was to figure out what was wrong, so that they could get the practicum working and somehow get off this planet.
It took the better part of the morning just to get the casing to open for them. Isambard's compact toolkit had the correct drivers to unlock the fixed screws, but the inner casing was sealed tight.
"It's as though there's a second skin over the whole thing," Silence said, wincing as she tended the nail she'd split trying to work a probe into what had looked like a gap between machined parts.  
"There shouldn't be," Chase Mago said.  
"Well, there's clearly something in the way," Jaissene said.  She tried a smaller mechanical probe, and swore as a fat spark leaped out to nip her fingers.  
"That is a bad idea," Isambard said, as the Earth-born woman sucked at the red spot.
"You might have said that first," she said, indistinctly.
"You were told not to use mechanical tools once the case was opened."  Isambard adjusted a magnifying lens, held it over the apparent join.  "Next time, I hope you will listen."
Jaissene muttered a curse, still shaking her hand, and Silence said, quickly, "If it's not supposed to be there — is there any way a malfunction could do this?"
"Dozens," Isambard said.
That isn't helpful.  Silence swallowed the comment, and said instead, "Something that seems immediately applicable, then."
Isambard had the grace to look abashed.  "Possibly if one of the transducer nodes has fused, it would emit a low level field."
"That would lock up the system," Silence said.  "If it's using all the stand-by power and overriding any attempts to disrupt that signal, then the main systems wouldn't be able to start up again."
Jaissene nodded, numbed fingers forgotten.  "Ok, yeah, that would fit. But how do we get at the transducer when we can't open the casing?"
"Perhaps we can interrupt the power flow," Isambard said, loosening the screws on another section of the outer casing.
"A counterpulse is likely to fry the other components," Silence said.
"Which I would really rather we didn't do," Jaissene said.
Silence nodded. "I see that."
Jaissene grinned.  "Not that I don't appreciate the help, but we're really short on spare parts.  Unless you've got something stashed away in your pockets that might be useful."
"Is it just me," Chase Mago said, "or is there a harmonic component to this field?"
Silence cocked her head to one side, considering. Yes, there seemed to be a sound, just at the edge of hearing.  She couldn't make out the specific notes, though, and as if she'd read that thought, Jaissene reached for a battered tuner. She flipped it on, pointed it at the practicum, and nodded as a string of symbols appeared on its screen.
"Looks like you're right."
Chase Mago leaned over her shoulder.  "Low Lydian?  I haven't seen that notation in years."
"It's what we've got," Jaissene said.
"We can work with it," he said. 
"We can?"  Silence gave him a wary look, and the engineer nodded.
"Oh, yes.  In fact — I'm thinking if we hit the field with a countertone, we should be able to break the flow."
"How do you propose to generate the countertone?" Isambard asked.
Chase Mago reached into the neck of his shirt, brought out the flat disk of his pitchpipe. "How better?"
"Works for me," Silence said, and Jaissene whistled softly.
"Is that — I've never seen a real one."
Chase Mago ignored the hint — but then, Silence thought, she'd never seen an engineer who was willing to surrender his pitch pipe, any more than she'd share her starbooks in anything less than the most dire emergency. "Be ready to open it," he said, and set his fingers carefully on the stops.  Silence lifted her probe, letting the tip hover at the edge of the opening. Chase Mago took a breath, and a thin sound emerged from the pipe.  It wasn't the full tone he'd use to test a ship's harmonium, a mere ghost of that rich and multi-layered chord, but Silence could feel the sympathy between it and the practicum field in her fingertips.  Chase Mago's eyes narrowed, and he shifted his fingers, adding one note, subtracting another, and abruptly the practicum shivered, the inner seal vanishing. Instantly, Silence inserted her probe, prying apart the inner casing.  She could feel the frozen components, stiff and resistant, and then abruptly they gave way, the seal vanishing with an almost inaudible chime.
"Nice," Jaissene said, hastily pulling the rest of the casing open, but Silence winced at what was revealed.  A number of the smaller components were simply missing — possibly the practicum had never had them in the first place, especially if it was contraband — and some of the key crystals were cracked and blackened.  At least the sphere that held the elemental water was intact, and even looked newer than the rest of the unit, but when she reached for the woven loop of pure gold wire that was supposed to direct the flow of power, it was nothing more than a fused lump.  She pulled it out, laid it carefully on the work table, and Isambard shook his head.
"Unfortunate."
"Let's see what else is gone," Silence said, and knew she sounded grim.  
By the end of the day, they had the practicum gutted, its components laid out in careful order on the work table.  It could be worse, Silence thought, but it could also have been a good deal better.  They'd been lucky with the section that was designed to teach elemental manipulations.  The mistuned feedback had skipped that compartment altogether; the various pieces needed a good cleaning, and probably could stand to be adjusted to the local harmonics, but everything was there and undamaged.  The medicinal section, however, had been cannibalized for parts to start with, and it looked as though the energy had jumped from one open socket to the next, blasting what few pieces remained.
"I don't think there's much we can do with that," she said, to Isambard, and the magus nodded.
"I fear we would need to rebuild the underlying structure as well as the components. And it was not intact to begin with."
Jaissene shrugged.  "The doc-box didn't work right when we got it.  Efeley knows that."
"I hope she remembers it," Silence said, and Jaissene smiled.
"Don't worry, I'll remind her. What about the harmony box?"
"Julie?" Silence looked across the worktable, and the engineer shrugged in turn.  
"These pipes were pretty worn to start with."  He picked up the largest of the set, held it out so that she could see into the glittering cylinder.  "This is supposed to sound delta-mira, but just looking at it you can tell it's sharp, probably as much as a quarter-tone even with compensation applied.  And the rest of them are worse."
"Can you fix it?" Jaissene asked
Chase Mago shook his head. "Not to be what it was.  I think I could maybe cobble together an octavo set that's true to pitch, but that's really limited.  Or I could work up a transposed set, since there's nothing it has to tune with, but that will only work in isolation."
"That is something to consider," Isambard said.  He bowed toward Jaissene.  "I will defer to your needs in the matter."
"And I'll talk to Efeley," Jaissene answered. "What about the builder-box? That's the one I care most about."
Silence's heart sank as she watched Isambard turn over cracked crystals and melted knots of metal, but to her surprise, he did not seem as discouraged as she felt.  
"Much of this can be recreated," he said at last, "if the proper materials can be found.  Some of them we have brought with us, and I expect your people can trade for the metals we need.  If they are impure, we can rework them ourselves — I will teach you the techniques, sieura.  It is more a matter of time than of difficulty."
"And that," Jaissene said, "is the best news I've had in a week."  She fetched a sheet of the baffle material, not durafelt but something lighter, and Silence helped her spread it over the broken pieces.  "Let's call it a day.  I want to talk to Efeley, and I'll need to look into some supplies as well."
Efeley's people fed them an ample supper, stew and what felt like freshly-baked bread and a platter of sweet crackers served with a fruit spread.  The Rose Worlders tracked food as it traveled from the production districts to the urban areas, and even into the large markets of the mainurb, but didn’t bother once it reached the hundreds of smaller markets that served the suburbs' poorer districts.
"I suppose it makes sense," Chase Mago said, though his tone sounded doubtful.
Balthasar had slipped a handful of the sweet crackers into his pocket like a schoolboy, and now busied himself dividing them into equal piles on the end of the bed.  "I think it's actually a good sign," he said.  "I'd say they're worrying about invasions, larger scale attacks, not — random lost travelers."
He held out a stack of crackers, and Silence accepted it.  "Not that they didn't make an effort to stop us," she pointed out.
"They could be doing a lot more," Balthasar said, and the engineer nodded.
"Denis is right, there.  We haven't seen the kind of intensive search I'd have expected.  There weren't any extra Watchers on the trans, or whatever the mechanical equivalent might be, —"
"Would we have been able to tell?" Balthasar wondered, and Silence shook her head.
"Quin didn't comment on anything.  Go on, Julie."
"There weren't extra guards, or extra ID checks.  There wasn't even a flyover while we were with the Javerrys, and I was sure we'd get that."
"Probably because they didn't know where we landed," Balthasar said, with a smug grin.
"Yes, you're very good," Chase Mago said, and Silence grinned.
"I expect they think we'll give ourselves away," she said, more soberly.  "We knew what to expect, or thought we did, and look how hard it's been.  And we've had help, too. If you didn't know... you'd give yourself away five times before you got anywhere close to the mainurb."
Chase Mago nodded.  "We've been lucky so far."
"Yeah."  Balthasar's mouth thinned. "Any luck with the practicum?"
"Not the way you mean," the engineer answered.
"We can fix it," Silence said.  "But it's no use to us.  What did Aili get from Efeley?"
"I'm not really sure," Balthasar admitted.  "She — Efeley — isn't willing to ask her Man's Island contact to send equipment here. She says he won't do it, and I believe her.  On the other hand, she thinks if we go to him, he can help us more directly, and she's willing to set up a meeting and have one of her people take us there.  If we can get their practicum working, that is, and show their head scholar what more it can do."
"Man's Island," Chase Mago said, dubiously. "What then?"
"That would be the question," Balthasar said.  "Efeley says he'll have the means to help us, but I can't tell exactly what she thinks that is."
"What does Aili think?" Silence asked.
"Damned if I know." The Delian shook his head. "She wants to go to Man's Island, or at least I think she does, but I don't know why."
"We could ask Marcinik," Chase Mago suggested, and Balthasar glared at him.
"I don't think that's a good idea."
"I don't know, you seem to get a reaction from him," Silence said, and was rewarded by a faint spot of color on Balthasar's scarred cheek.
"I don't think he knows any more than I do."  Balthasar finished the last of his crackers and brushed the crumbs from his hands.  "What I don't get, and what I'd really like to know, is what her Serenity thinks she can get for us."
"A tuner, surely," Chase Mago said.  "We made that clear enough."
"Or something that can work as one," Silence said.
"And how exactly is that supposed to work?" Balthasar asked.  "We take whatever it is we're given back up the trans line, haul it into the woods, and retune in open air?"
"It's not ideal," Chase Mago said, after a moment, "but it's what we've got."
"What if we could get Recusante tuned up enough to get her to a proper repair depot?"  Balthasar smiled without humor.  "I'm not sure that's not what she's after."
"It won't work," Silence said.  "We couldn't pass for Rose Worlders, not under those conditions."
"We did pass coming in," Chase Mago began.
"Until we didn't," Silence said.
"It really depends on where they spotted us."  Balthasar leaned back against the wall. "If it was something we did wrong in atmosphere, not coming in-system — and I think if it was, they would have shot us down before we got close enough to land — then maybe there's a chance.  A change of name, new papers, local help, that might be enough to get us out of here."
Silence considered the question.  She wanted it to be true, wanted there to be a bolthole, some easy way out, but...  She shook her head again.  "The authorities are going to be keeping tight control on the docking facilities.  Even if Efeley really does have Rose Worlder contacts, how high up can they be?"
"I wonder just how organized this resistance is," Chase Mago said. "Denis, you spent the day with them, what do you think?"
"Efeley talks like she has the entire Secret Squadron under her personal command, and a regiment of archangels in her back pocket," Balthasar said sourly.  "And Aili's no better.  Hell, I don't know if either one of them knew what the other one was talking about half the time.  And you were with them all day yourself.  You tell me if there's anything real there."
Chase Mago shrugged.  Silence leaned against the wall at Balthasar's side, trying to order her thoughts. Jaissene certainly acted as though she had support — she expected to be able to trade for what she needed, even when it was contraband, and that argued a large and established resistance network, complete with off-world contacts.  Certainly the Rose Worlders were prepared to go to considerable lengths to put down threats:  the Javerrys were the proof of that.  Under those circumstances, how effective could local resistance be, particularly if they had nothing that would stand against the Art?  The Rose Worlders had kept the secret of the Earth-road too well for the resistance to be getting any significant help from off-world.  Unless it was all part of some factional struggle among the Rose Worlders themselves?  It was pointless to speculate without data, and she shook her head.
"I'll see what we can find out tomorrow," she said aloud.  "Aili may have something by then, too."
It was three days before they had an answer.  Silence spent the time working first on the practicum, and then, as it became obvious they would need to use significant amounts of energy to recreate some of the missing components, on a set of baffles that would conceal their use of the Art from any Unionist monitors. After a brief internal struggle, Isambard pronounced it a good exercise for Jaissene, who took it in good part, and together she and Silence laid out the protective symbols, weaving unsounded music into the warp and weft of the disparate strips of fabric.  The differences blurred and melded as they worked, until the entire long roll of cloth was one dulled gray, the music within it forming a solid barrier.  Neither the reverberations of their work nor the Rose Worlders' seekers would be able to pass that ring, and Silence surveyed it with satisfaction.
"Once it's hung, you'll be as close to safe as can be made."
"But not tonight," Jaissene answered, with a tired smile.  "I'll get a work gang on it in the morning."
"It's well done," Isambard pronounced, sounding surprised, and led the way back to their quarters.
For once, they were the last ones to arrive. The others were there before them, and, seeing Balthasar's scowl and the look of leashed excitement on Aili's face, Silence felt her heart plummet.  "All right, what's happened?"
"I have made arrangements for us to meet with Efeley's contact on Man's Island," Aili said. "He says he can help us repair the ship and get off the planet."
"In exchange for what?" Silence asked.
"That's the question," Balthasar muttered, and Marcinik nodded.
"He's right, your Serenity.  Going into this without knowing his price —"
"He wants our help with whatever resistance or rebellion he's planning," Aili said impatiently.  "That's obvious."
"We don't have a whole lot of help to give him," Balthasar said.
"Not here and now," Aili agreed, "but later?  We may be able to make a very good bargain for all of us."
Silence sighed unhappily. She didn't really want to think about what would happen after they escaped from Earth, once the Hegemon knew they had the key to the Earth-road. There would be another war, the Hegemony and its allies and possibly even its enemies against the Rose Worlds; the Rose Worlds wouldn't win, but it would be a bad fight while it lasted.  
"It could still be a trap," Marcinik said.  Aili grimaced, and he lifted a hand.  "No, I don't think Efeley is betraying us, at least not knowingly.  But we don't know her contact."
"Efeley trusts him," Aili answered.  "Clearly he's earned that trust."
"What better way to keep tabs on what the resistance is doing than to become their 'contact'?" Marcinik asked.
"Dangerous and overcomplicated," Aili retorted. 
"But not impossible," Marcinik said, and her eyes fell.
"No. Not impossible."
"I hate to say it," Chase Mago said, "but I don't see any better options."  Balthasar shot him a burning glance, and the engineer spread his hands.  "Well, I don't.  So the question, it seems to me, is whether we can build in enough safeties to make it feasible."
Aili nodded. "Exactly."
"One of us should remain behind," Isambard said. "More precisely, I should remain behind.  I am needed here still, to continue the work we've begun, and I believe that will be a sufficient excuse. Silence and I can remain in contact — there are any number of discreet techniques we can use — and if there is trouble, she and I can work together to effect whatever escape needs to be made."
"Then it's decided," Aili said. "I'll speak to Efeley in the morning."
Silence made a face, but she could see no alternative.  They had to move forward.
They caught the southbound trans from the Sayl'm station two days later, each of them now fitted with local clothes and carrying bags that Efeley said would make them look like transient workers.  Hundreds of them passed through the system every day, a wave of bodies washing in and out of the mainurb; they would be invisible among the crowd, and inconspicuous in the low-middling areas where Efeley's connections lived.  Fitch went with them as a guarantee of their safety, and Silence wasn't sorry when he chose to share Aili and Marcinik's compartment.  That left her and her husbands together for the bulk of the six-hour trip into Man's Island.  There was no picnic basket this time — too reminiscent of the exurb, Efeley had said — but they had a sack lined with an odd gel that was promised to keep the food fresh. They had two days' worth of sandwiches, plus sealed bags of the dried nuts and grains that seemed to form a staple of the Earth-borns' diet:  enough to get them to Man's Island and to cover emergencies as well.  Her supplies and her starbooks were hidden in the bottom of two different carryalls, warded with the same glamor that had protected them on the way to Sayl'm, and she fiddled nervously with the strand of beads at her wrist. They were also glamored to be unmemorable, and she had seen a number of Efeley's people wearing similar bracelets.  This one, however, was linked to a strand that Isambard had kept. She let the beads turn against her skin, their function palpable to the touch. These dark ones would let her speak directly to Isambard, this silver melon would let him find her, these pale blue beads would tell him to contact her, and, if chipped or broken, would warn him of an emergency.  If she broke one and didn't respond to his attempt at contact, he'd agreed to make every effort to rescue them.  And surely, she thought, surely that would be enough.
She leaned against the window, watching the land streak by.  They were traveling parallel to the coast now, and she could glimpse the steel blue of the water between the clumps of the trees and the roofs of the suburban houses.  Here and there, marsh grass stretched gold between the tracks and the water, and once a flight of strange ungainly birds lumbered into the sky, disturbed by their passage.  Balthasar dozed next to her, and Chase Mago fiddled with something he'd brought with him from Jaissene's hoard.  
As they got further south, the marshes gave way to buildings, houses and shops on stilts to span the channels and the low-lying ground, more solid structures where the land would support it.  The trans pulled into The Havens, the last stop before the mainurb, and the passengers were ordered onto the platform while the trans switched from surburban power to the mainurb's grid.  They stood stretching, and Fitch wandered closer.
"Normal procedure," he said softly.  "Now it's about an hour to the terminus.  You all right?"
"Fine," Silence answered, and Chase Mago nodded.
A double chime sounded, warning them to return to their compartments and cutting off further conversation.  They climbed back aboard, Balthasar closing the door carefully behind them, and Silence tried to relax.  An hour to the terminus, and then another hour or so to find Efeley's contact, and they would be more or less safe again, hidden among the underground.
  The trans had barely gotten up to speed again when it began to slow.  Balthasar frowned, sitting fully upright. "I thought we didn't stop again until what was it, Whittend?"
"Yes," Silence said.  "At least that was the schedule —"
The speaker crackled overhead, static resolving immediately to words. "All passengers will disembark at Merriton for a rolling check. Please have your papers ready at this time.  Thank you."
The announcement was repeated, but Silence wasn't listening, reaching instead to gather their belongings.
"Nobody mentioned anything about rolling checks," Balthasar said.  "Merriton. Were we even supposed to stop there?"
Silence closed her eyes, calling up the schedule she had so carefully memorized.  "No.  You're right, our first mainurb stop was supposed to be Whittend."
"Not good," Balthasar muttered.  He was eyeing the door as though trying to judge whether he could open it, and Chase Mago shook his head.
"I don't think I can and, anyway, we can't jump.  Not at this speed."
Balthasar made a face, but nodded, accepting the obvious.  "All right. Now what?"
"We show them our papers," Silence said.
The trans swayed as the tracks shifted — no, Silence realized, as the trans itself was shunted off to one side.  She caught a glimpse of the main tracks continuing on south, and then the trans entered a tunnel, still slowing.  Weak work-lights flicked past, and the announcer spoke again.
"All passengers, please collect your baggage and be ready to disembark as soon as the trans has stopped moving.  Please have your papers ready when you reach the checkpoint.  Thank you."
Silence fastened her carryall, the glamor cold and slick beneath her fingers.  As long as no one was looking for the Art, they were safe, and even if they were, she'd done her best to bury it in the general background noise of unshielded objects.  And as long as the guards didn't actually look at her starbooks, surely they would be all right.  The trans slowed still further, and light sprang up beyond the windows.  They had entered the Merriton station.
The platform was different from the ones at Sayl'm and Diesmon. Instead of an immense, high-ceilinged, multi-platformed space, this was little more than a grey-walled tunnel with a broad ledge running along one side.  Silence couldn't see any doors in the curving walls, and Balthasar shook his head.
"I really don't like this.  At all."
The trans ground to a halt with a final sighing of brakes, and the car door unsealed itself.  Overhead, the mechanical voice announced, "All passengers, please disembark now.  All passengers, please disembark.  Thank you."
"Let's get it over with," Chase Mago said, and pushed the door open all the way.
They stepped cautiously down onto the platform, Silence hunching her shoulders until she was sure she was too conspicuous that way.  All along the length of the trans, people were climbing out of their cars, baggage in hand. Efeley had steered them right, Silence thought. Their new clothes, plain trousers and drab shirts beneath workcloth jackets, matched the majority of the people on the trans.  Here and there, she saw clusters of more colorfully dressed people, long coats of brightly patterned fabric drawn close over lighter, fuller trousers and soft tunics; the rest of the passengers gave them a wide berth, and Silence wondered if they were just richer and more powerful, or if they were true Unionists.
There was a door at the end of the platform, and the other passengers were walking toward it, forming themselves into a ragged line.  She managed to position herself alongside Aili and Fitch, and said quietly, "Trouble?"
"I don't know," Fitch answered, frowning.  "They do this sometimes, random checks along the line.  Your papers should be good enough."
Beside them, the trans's engines whined suddenly to life, and the linked cars began to move again, drawing away from the platform.  Silence couldn't help giving it a look of alarm, and Fitch shook his head.
"That's ok, we'll reboard on the other side of the gate.  We may not get the same compartments, though — just remember, if we're separated, we'll meet at Lee Kim's."
Silence nodded. She had filed that name and address in memory, as well as ways to search for it and where it lay in relation to the terminus, and she'd drilled both Balthasar and Chase Mago until she was sure they knew it as well as she did, though she was determined not to be separated from them.  She fell back a step to be sure she kept in contact, and Chase Mago took her arm, drawing her close. Balthasar crowded in against her as another group — families with children, she guessed — broke between them, and she forced herself to relax.  They'd catch up with Aili and the others on the far side of the gate.
A tall, heavily painted woman with a carryall over her shoulder jostled Chase Mago as she wedged her way into the line, and Silence gave way willingly enough. Something about them drew the woman's eyes, however, and she gave them a long look, assessing clothes and baggage.  Silence swore internally, but could think of nothing that would distract her.
"Down from the exurb?" she asked.
Balthasar hesitated, then nodded tightly. "Yeah."
The stranger eyes him speculatively, then dropped her voice to match his.  "This is just routine — they moved it from Dannbre.  I'll talk to you after."  She turned away before Balthasar could answer, her painted face settling into an impassive mask as they approached the barrier.
Silence frowned, knowing she was missing something, and glanced at Balthasar. The Delian lifted his shoulders in a fractional shrug, but his grey eyes were thoughtful. He knew something, or guessed something, Silence thought, and could have screamed in frustration.
They were almost at the barrier now, and Silence craned her neck to see through the doorway.  Beyond it loomed an immense metal arch that spanned the full width of the platform, lights flashing from various parts of its dulled surface.  It was purely mechanical, and a powerful machine, at that; she could feel its dissonances already, lifting the hairs on her arms.  Half a dozen men — and women — in Transit livery waited on this side of the barrier, and she thought she saw more in the wider space beyond the barrier.  Aili and the others were almost there, and even as she watched, she saw Marcinik step calmly beneath the arch.  Aili and Fitch followed, and all three of them disappeared from sight, her view cut off by the barrier. That had to be a good sign, she told herself, and adjusted her grip on the carryall.
Four more people passed, then a fifth, and then a woman with a crying baby stepped beneath the arch.  A different pattern of lights flared, and the lounging Transit men snapped to attention, leveling projectile weapons that seemed to have materialized in their hands.  The woman froze, bewildered and frightened, and a woman in Transit livery beckoned her back.  The baby set up a fresh wail as the woman obeyed, and the Transit officers kept their weapons pointed at her as she moved toward a station Silence hadn't noticed before.  Another Transit officer spoke to her there; she nodded, and then, made awkward by the child in her arms, swung her lumpy bag onto the counter. The Transit officer ripped it open, and began searching it with practiced speed.
Silence looked away, as though watching the rest would bring down the same fate on her own head.  If the machine somehow breached her careful wards, there would be no mistaking the magi's supplies or the heylins in their hidden pockets — but Aili had gotten through safely, she reminded herself. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Chase Mago chewing unhappily on stray hairs of his beard.
Then they were at the arch.  The painted woman glanced back once, with apparent unconcern, but Silence saw her give Balthasar a ghostly wink. She turned away again and stepped through the arch when her turn came.  Lights flickered, but the Transit officers didn't move.  Silence took a deep breath and followed her, her fingers clammy on the straps of the carryall. More lights rippled across the metal, but the Transit officer waiting beyond the arch merely waved her impatiently toward another line. The other people ahead of her all had their papers out and ready, and Silence fumbled in her pocket for the thin plastic folder.  Chase Mago joined her then, and then Balthasar, and she couldn't quite hide her sigh of relief.
"Any sign of Aili?" she asked.
"I don't see her," Chase Mago said. "But that doesn't mean anything."
It didn't, she knew that, not when there were so many people in more than a dozen lines, each one leading to a station where a trio of Transit officers inspected the travellers' papers. Probably they were already through the last door, maybe even back on board the trans.  Still, she wished she could catch a glimpse of them.  She held out her papers as she came up to the station, not trusting herself to smile, and the seated officer took the folder from her nerveless fingers.  He inserted it into his machine, peering at his screen, then nodded.  
"Clear," he said, and handed it back to her.  Silence took the folder, not daring to speak, and fumbled it back into her pocket.  She was aware of Balthasar and Chase Mago still behind her, and slowed her steps so that they could catch up before she had to pass through the last row of doors.  
"All done," Balthasar said brightly, and together they pushed through the doors into the other half of the station.  The trans was waiting, as Fitch had promised, and the passengers were busily reboarding it.  
"I still don't see them," Chase Mago said, before she could ask.
"Slow down, then, see if we can spot them," Silence began, and Balthasar shook his head.
"Too conspicuous.  We'll find them at the terminus."  He fed his ticket into the door of the nearest empty compartment without waiting for her answer.  And he was right, Silence admitted, but it still felt as though she were abandoning the others as she hauled herself into the trans.
They waited unspeaking as the rest of the passengers filed back onto the trans.  Silence leaned against the window, trying to look like any bored traveler, but saw no sign of Aili.  Of course, they'd been ahead of her, so they were probably already on the trans, and had made the same calculation Balthasar had.  They would find them in the terminus, surely.
The ride into Man's Island was uneventful. The machine moved more slowly, travelling along surface tracks; to either side stretched acres of crudely painted poured-stone buildings, the colors once bright, but weathered to murky pastels.  The air was hazed with smoke and soot, a pale purple layer hovering at the horizon, and the streets beyond the fenced trafficway were crowded with men and machines.  A ramp lifted the trans, curving up and in toward a tower where arches gaped like fire-lit eyes.  And then the trans turned onto the final approach, cutting off her view; she caught a momentary sight of a crowded street below the ramp, and then they were in the station, slowing to a stop as the mechanical voice announced their destination.  Silence collected her belongings, and the three star-travellers stepped out onto the platform.
The terminus was enormous, easily three times as large as the Sayl'm station, the platforms converging on a central lobby like spokes on a wheel.  The passengers were moving purposefully toward that circular island, and Balthasar touched her elbow, reminding her to match their pace.  She could see notice boards, and a range of kiosks, and told herself they would stop and wait for Aili and the others there.  
"Anything?" Balthasar asked, and Chase Mago shook his head again.
"I don't see them."
"We wait," Silence said firmly. "They have to be on the trans."
Balthasar nodded.  "Wait, yes, but not here."  He tipped his head toward a row of iron benches set against the railing that guarded a line of eight moving stairways.  They claimed one, and Silence peered over the edge, dizzied by the drop and the machines' dissonance. Four stairways led down into a well of amber light, and four stairways rose out of it, all equally full. The people of Man's Island were more brightly dressed than the trans's passengers, but just as busy, just as bustling....
"So."  
Silence looked up sharply, to see the painted woman from the trans, but the other woman's attention was on Balthasar.
"I said we'd talk.  You want to step aside?"'
The Delian shook his head.  "Here's fine."
The stranger didn't seem intimidated. "Your funeral. If you're carrying, I might deal."
Balthasar's expression relaxed just a little. "I couldn't do that.  I have obligations."
"We're good," the woman answered. "Not to mention local."
"So's mine."  Balthasar paused, visibly considering the other's words. "But if I was thinking of a deal —?"
The woman smiled cynically. "You might try the Lirior. By the Kills.  I might be there." She turned away without waiting for an answer, following the line of benches toward the downward-moving stairs.
"What the hell was that all about?" Silence asked.
The Delian grinned. "I don't really know," he admitted. "Drugs, I think — that's what it would be on the Fringe, anyway."
Chase Mago made a choked sound that might have been laughter.  Silence's mouth fell open and she closed it with a snap. "Do you mean to tell me you went through all that without knowing what they two of you were talking about?"
"Not exactly," Balthasar said.  He shrugged again, half embarrassed, half pleased with himself.  "Remember, I was a courier for the Wrath for a long time — longer even than you, Julie.  That's what it felt like, and that's how I played it."
Silence shook her head, incredulous. It was typical of the Delian, she thought; it was equally typical that it had worked out.  She glanced back at the platform, where the flow of people had slowed to a trickle, and took a careful breath.  "I don't think they're coming."
"They were ahead of us," Balthasar said.  "Maybe there was a reason they didn't want to wait here.  They've probably gone on to Lee Kim's."
He didn't sound as certain as his words, and Silence shook her head.  "I hope you're right."  She pulled herself off the bench and started for the downward stairs without waiting for an answer.
The lower lobby was dark and crowded and appallingly noisy, the screech of metal on metal and the irregular pulse of multiple engines cutting through the buzz of a thousand voices.  Silence flinched in spite of herself and saw Chase Mago falter before he hunched his shoulders and moved forward.  Balthasar touched his arm, steadying him, and Silence found the proper kiosk, grateful for the directions she had so carefully memorized.  She fed cash into the slot and punched in the code for the destination nearest the rendezvous. The machine considered the request, lights flickering across its screens too fast to follow, then spat three stiff cards.  Silence doled them out, and they made their way down another set of stairs to a tube-train platform.
It was not a long ride, but the train stopped at frequent intervals, and the air smelled strongly of mud and electricity.  Silence had a headache by the time they reached their stop, and she lifted her face to the sweeter air of the moving stair that carried them up toward the milky sunlight.  To her surprise, they emerged a the end of a long narrow park, its grass set off by a low fence of draped iron chains, more demarcation than a real deterrent.  At the end opposite the station, the barrier was more substantial, woven wire twice as tall as a man, and beyond it lay the dull water and the towers of Man's Island itself, as pale as if a veil of fog lay between them.  And it might, she thought, there was water enough to generate a mist, but even from here she could feel the whisper of magi's power, feel its vibration against her skin.  There was a barrier there, subtle but real, and it was hard to look away, but finally she made herself turn, looking for the rendezvous.
"There," Balthasar said, not pointing.  She followed his gaze, and saw the coinë sign above a single door:  Lee Kim, Teas and Treasures. She lifted her eyebrows at that, wondering precisely what it meant, but followed the others across the road.
Lee Kim's proved to be small and crowded and scrupulously clean.  The outer rooms, three in a row, were stacked with brightly colored boxes, each labeled in coinë and a more complex calligraphy; there were pots and delicate cups as well, and the air was redolent with unfamiliar spices.  The last room, the smallest, held cases of coins and jewelry and oddments she didn't recognize, and its door opened onto a much larger space that had once been a veranda.  It was enclosed now, and filled with tables like any teahouse, though perhaps only half the tables were occupied.  A trio of young women presided over a central grill, adding more spice to the air, and an older woman nodded to them.
"Table for three?"
"Actually, we were supposed to meet someone," Balthasar said cautiously, and the woman shrugged.
"If you don't see them, they're not here.  You want a table anyway?"
"Please," Chase Mago said, overriding any further questions, and she brought them to a table in the back corner.  The shutters were closed, but Silence could see a silver of water and the Man's Island towers through the crack.  They looked even less substantial from here, like a mirage, faded against the darker wood and solid stone surrounding her.  She closed her eyes, trying to tease out the distant harmonies.  For a moment, she could almost grasp them, an icy shimmer hovering between resolution and dissonance, but then it slipped away.
Balthasar ordered a pot of tea and a plate of savories, and they ate slowly, buying time.  When the savories were gone, Balthasar ordered a second plate, and another pot of tea, and then a plate of sweets. By then the sun was setting between the buildings, and the other tables were beginning to fill.  There was still no sign of Aili.
"Someone has to know something," Balthasar said, but the engineer shook his head.
"I don't think so.  Nobody here feels right."
"The old woman," Balthasar said.
"Not even her."
The Delian sighed. "All right. I know there's a fallback for tomorrow, but what was the plan for overnight?"
"There wasn't one," Silence said.  They hadn't really expected to be separated, to need this rendezvous, never mind the other one.
Balthasar nodded to the nearest server, who produced the bill with an alacrity that suggested it was past time for them to leave. He paid, adding what Silence hoped was an unmemorable tip — one more thing they didn't know about Earth's cultures — and they made their way back to the narrow park. It was in shadow now, the sun dipping below the roofs of the towering buildings, and the space seemed less welcoming than before.
"We'll try the Kills," Balthasar said.
Chase Mago lifted his eyebrows. "Really?"
"Look, if that's where that woman does her business, it's likely to be the sort of place where people don't ask too many questions," Balthasar said.
"And where strangers are likely to end up dead," the engineer said.
"Do you have a better idea?"  Balthasar jammed his hands into his pockets.
Silence closed her eyes, conjuring up the memory theater where she had placed the information she had gotten from the Javerrys and from Efeley's people. It was disturbingly barren, too many empty niches, too many spaces with a single significant object and a horde of placeholders, but there were a few references to the Kills.
"It's not that bad," she said. "It's poor and not well-policed, and there's plenty of transient housing.  And I don't have any specific warnings about it, not like some places."
"It'll do," Balthasar said.  He looked around the park again, as though he could conjure Aili and the others out of thin air, then realized what he was doing and swore under his breath.
"It'll have to," Chase Mago said briskly.  "Let's go."
 



Chapter 8
 
The Kills was not as alarming as Silence had expected, at least not this early in the evening.  It was crowded, certainly, stores still open selling a miscellany of things, everything from food and staples to bright clothes and cheap glittering jewelry.  Admittedly, the windows were barred or had waiting shutters, but it was no worse than most parts of Delos, or the Pale on almost every human-settled world.  There were street sellers, too, their tables tucked into the gaps between buildings, selling what were certainly pirated copies of goods she didn't recognize, and doors were propped open to spill the sound of voices and the smell of cooking onto the sidewalks.  The streets were still crowded with vehicles, mostly the two- and three-wheeled carts she'd noticed ever since they entered the mainurb, but here and there a larger six-wheeled carrier lumbered slowly through the traffic, sounding its horn as though that gave it the right-of-way.  And for all she knew, it did.  It made as much sense as the traffic laws on Akra Leuke, or Panemos.
They were more plainly dressed than most of the people around them, though not enough to seem conspicuous, and for the first time, Silence thought she saw hints of fashions that might have come from off-world.  The women waiting on the island that divided two wide lanes of traffic were surely wearing the short hooded coats that had been popular among the Rose Worlders four or five years ago, and several of the people waiting at the door of a busy restaurant sported head-drapes and half-masks.  She nudged Balthasar, and saw him nod.
"Yeah, and that's Tartessan silk that guy's wearing, or I've never seen any."
Silence glanced sideways, and spotted the blue-grey shirt instantly.  It wasn't just off-world fabric, but an off-world cut, but before she could say anything, Chase Mago's head came up. An instant later, she heard it, too, the sound of a harmonium, stopped down to its lowest volume, but unmistakable.
"That way," the engineer said, and plunged into the crowd.  Balthasar swore, and Silence grabbed his arm as they followed.
Chase Mago led them across the widest street and then around a series of corners, and fetched up at last at the mouth of a cul-de-sac. Light spilled from the double doors at the end of the short alley, along with the music and the hum of voices, and the engineer slowed abruptly.  Silence bit her lip.  Here, closer in, the sound was less that of a harmonium, more something else, something ordinary, and she winced at the stricken look on Chase Mago's face.
"We all heard it," Balthasar said, and put his hands on their shoulders. "Let's go find out what it was."
The bar was bigger inside than it had seemed form the alley, with an area where people were eating to the right of the door, and a large, less defined area to the left. The music was coming from somewhere in its depths, and Balthasar handed over a couple of bills to the doorkeeper, pointing toward the left.  He received a nod and a string of bright red tickets in return, plus the mumbled suggestion to sit where they pleased, and Silence followed as he threaded his way through the seat of small tables and larger chairs.
"There," Chase Mago said abruptly, and started for a table at the side of the music area.  It was in shadow, but had a good view of the musicians, and Silence joined him without comment.  Balthasar mouthed a curse, but settled himself where he could watch both the musicians and the main door.  A woman whose hair was woven into a tower of braids came briskly over to demand what they wanted to drink.
"Beer," Balthasar said, and Silence spoke in the same moment.
"We'll have what they're having."  She pointed to a nearby table, where a trio of women were sharing a pitcher of something red over ice.
The woman gave them a sour look.  "You want both, or do you want to pick one?"
Chase Mago shrugged, and Balthasar said, "I defer.  What she said."
"Sangre, then. Six, please."
Balthasar handed over six of the tickets and she returned fairly promptly with the sweating pitcher and three glasses.  The glasses weren't terribly clean here, but Silence made no protest:  there seemed to be enough alcohol in the red drink to kill any strange pathogens.  She poured them each a glass, her ears cocked for the sound they had heard before.  The musician seemed to rotate in an out of the group that was actually playing, who stood more or less in a circle in a hazy column of light that fell from the ceiling. Beyond them, on the far side of the column, a handful of dancers circled each other, and shadowy figures waited to join the players. There were musicians all around them, Silence realized, people sitting in threes and fours with their instruments sitting ready at their feet, or laid against the nearest empty chair. At the moment, though, only a trio was playing, two men with square-bodied stringed instruments like lutes, and a woman who had what looked like an engineer's control keyboard slung over her shoulder. 
Silence nudged Chase Mago, who nodded.  "I see it."
"Yeah, but is it really what it looks like?" Balthasar asked.  
"I can hardly tell that from here, can I?" Chase Mago answered. 
"It doesn't sound right," Silence said doubtfully, and the engineer shrugged.
"It's just the controller, you can run anything off it.  Or it certainly looks like one, anyway."
The woman finished with a flourish of notes, bowed to the men, and stepped back out of the light.  Another woman took her place, this one with a double-ended drum hanging from a strap around her neck, and a younger man followed her, carrying what looked like a scarlet fiddle. He put it to his chin with a flourish, and Silence caught her breath.  It had five strings, not the four she was used to seeing, and the two outer strings glittered oddly in the golden light, as though it shaved shards off the spectrum.  "Is that —"
"Wait," Chase Mago said, his voice grim, and the fiddler put bow to strings.
The first notes sounded, deep and full and heavy with the unmistakable undertones of a harmonium, and Silence swallowed a cry of pure longing.  She could see the same emotion in Chase Mago's face, every nerve taut as he followed the fiddler's tune.  Now the upper string was in play, the three untinctured middle strings buzzing harmonies, and Silence felt the air thicken with potential.  The fiddler was raising energies, whether he realized it or not; behind him, the dancers whirled faster, and four, five more rose to join them, drawn by the propulsive sound.  Chase Mago frowned.  "Careful...."
One of the lute-players said something, and the fiddler modulated his tune, easing the drone and letting the power he had raised swirl away into a flurry of notes that resolved the chord and led into something lighter, more danceable.  Silence released her held breath and the engineer nodded.
"Yeah."
"What the hell is that?" Balthasar demanded.
"Some variant of the Philosopher's Tincture," Silence began.
"Bluesteel," Chase Mago said.  "Well, I don't know if that's what the magi call it, but that's what it is in engineering.  It's a fundamental component of a harmonium's pipes — the crystal carries it in tincture.  I didn't know you could make strings out of it."
"Evidently you can," Balthasar said.
"Denis."  Chase Mago leaned across the table, his face intent. "If I can get a set of strings — even one of those strings — I can retune."
Balthasar's eyes widened almost comically.  "Oh."
"A monochord," Silence said.  "At worst, you can make a monochord."
The engineer nodded again. "Or if I can get a set — there's no real limit.  It won't be easy, it'll need to be amplified and contained, directed into the keel —"
"I can help with that," Silence said.
"I have to have the strings," Chase Mago said. In the column of light, the fiddler finished with a flourish, and the lute-player shook his head.  The fiddler said something, but lowered his instrument, and two more musicians stepped into the light. The fiddler turned away, and another man rose to join him.  They were coming toward the table where the star-travellers were sitting, and Chase Mago put out his hand. "Excuse me."
The fiddler stopped, pasting on a patently false smile. "Yes?"
"Where do you get your strings?" Chase Mago asked.
The fiddler's companion reached for his pocket, and Balthasar swore.  "Please don't do anything stupid," he said, his hand in his own jacket as though he had a weapon there.  
"Oh, let's talk stupid," the other man answered. He was a gangling redhead — probably a musician, too, Silence thought, though she didn't see an instrument.  "Bringing that up in public, gods."
The fiddler put a hand on his shoulder, his eyes fixed on Chase Mago. "You heard it."
"Yes."
"And you knew what it was."
"Yes."
"Prove it."
"If you added an open fifth to that sequence, you would have brought down the house," Chase Mago said.  "Literally. In the upper register, you'd have shattered every glass in the place.  In the lower, you'd have dropped the floor out from under your feet.  I assume that's why your friends asked you to leave?"
The fiddler grinned.  "Fair enough."
"I need strings," Chase Mago said. "Even one."
"For God's sake, Kajaa," the redhead said.  "Show some sense for once."
Balthasar looked as though he wanted to say much the same thing.  "Maybe you should sit down before you attract any more attention."
"Not likely," the redhead began, but Kajaa had already pulled the last chair away from the table. The redhead settled for resting his hip against his friend's shoulder.  "Why should we even talk to you?"
"Because we might know something useful," Balthasar said.
Kajaa ignored him, all his attention on Chase Mago.  "You're not a musician."
"No."  The engineer didn't hesitate.
"Are you here for the Empress?"
"How do you know about that?" Silence said, in spite of herself.  Balthasar rolled his eyes, but for once stayed quiet.
"We heard," the redhead said. "Everyone with connections has heard that story.  Though I say it's just a story."
"Probably so," Silence said, and smiled.
Kajaa gave her a sharp look, then set his fiddle case on the table.  "I can't tell you where I got them," he said, to Chase Mago. "I gave my word.  But —"  He rummaged in the case, came up with a twist of something that might have been silver wire wrapped in translucent paper.  He slid it across the tabletop and Chase Mago took it warily.  "It's short, I broke it.  But it's the real thing."
Chase Mago closed his hand over the package, engulfing it completely.  For a moment, his knuckles were white, and then he relaxed with a visible effort.  "Thank you."
"It's for the Empress," Kajaa said, to Silence, and closed his case.  "She has followers, if she wants them."  He looked up at the redhead, and pushed his chair back.  "Come on, Mick, let's go."
"We should go, too," Silence said.
"No." Balthasar shook his head.  "We stay here, we listen to the nice music, and we finish our drinks.  Otherwise, we're too conspicuous."
He was right, Silence knew, but it took all her concentration to sit still and sip at the sweet, spicy punch.  The music continued in the column of light, and twice more they heard the echo of a harmonium in an instrument.  Once it was one of the lutes, two bass strings glittering with bluesteel, and the second time it was another keyboard.  Chase Mago looked longingly at it — that was what he really needed to tune, he said — but Balthasar shook his head.
"We got lucky once — very, very lucky.  We can't risk it a second time."
At last the pitcher was empty, and they made their way back out into the relative dark of the streets.  "We need someplace to stay," Silence said, hoisting the carryall to a better position on her shoulder, and Balthasar nodded.  
"That way."
The Delian led them to a brick building with a lighted sign that proclaimed rooms for rent; undecorated windows rose above it for five or six stories.  The main door led into a shallow space dominated by a kiosk like the ones in the trans station, and as they moved closer, the camera set at its top swiveled toward them, the largest of its screens brightening.
"—Help you?"  The tinny voice came from a grille somewhere below the camera; the speaker sounded as though he didn't really care about the answer.
"We'd like a room," Silence said.  
There was a surcharge for using cash — clearly the Javerrys had been telling the truth when they said that everyone used credit — but at last the kiosk spat out their keycards, and they rode the creaking lift to the top floor.  The room itself was better than she expected, the furnishings worn but comfortable, and the thin carpet and tiled bath were surprisingly clean.  Silence dropped her carryall on the end of the oversized bed, and Balthasar did the same.  Chase Mago dumped his as well, and reached into his pocket to pull out the string.  He unfolded the paper to reveal the pale coil, then carefully stretched it out to its full length.  The flecks of bluesteel caught the light, and when he held it taut and hummed, a shower of light reflected across the walls, like fragments of a rainbow.
"Ah," Balthasar said, very softly, but the string quivered at the sound, a shiver of music that momentarily filled the shabby room.
Chase Mago slacked the string and carefully returned it to its neat coil, folding the paper around it again.  "It'll work," he said, and Silence released breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding.
"Well, now," Balthasar said. "That changes things."
The engineer nodded.  "We're not home free, Denis.  It's a monochord, like I said, and we'll need amplification."
"I can do that," Silence said.  "You — you're sure you can retune."
"Yes," Chase Mago said, simply, and she closed her eyes over unexpected tears.
"God, finally, something breaking our way!" Balthasar said.  "Silence, how much cash have you got left?"
She reached into her pockets, brought out her wallet.  "About two hundred.  I can make more, but it'll take time."
"I have about the same," Chase Mago said.
Balthasar had already turned his attention to the media console, was working the controls.  "That'll buy us first-class tickets — or, no, second-class tickets on an express back to Diesmon, and leave plenty extra for supplies to get us back to the ship."  He touched more keys.  "Nothing tonight, but there are three options tomorrow morning."
"We can't leave Aili," Silence said.
"Oh?" Balthasar's voice was cold. "We don't even know if they made it through the checkpoint.  For all we know, they could be in a lock-up somewhere — telling the Rose Worlders exactly where we left the ship.  And don't tell me they won't talk.  Marcinik will do anything if they threaten Aili."
Silence shivered. Balthasar was right, Marcinik would do anything to protect Aili, even at the cost of his own honor, and for an instant she wanted nothing more than to catch the next trans north.  Then common sense reasserted itself. "We don't know they've been taken."
"We don't know they haven't," Balthasar said. "They didn't make the rendezvous."
"That's why we set a second one," Silence answered.  "We can't just abandon them, Denis."
"I can."  Balthasar's face was harder than she'd ever seen it before.  "She's the Hegemon's daughter.  I owe her precisely nothing."
"This is a different Hegemon," Silence said.  "And if we just leave — they'll be trapped here."
Balthasar looked mulish. "So?  What do you think, Julie?"
The engineer tucked the string deeper into his pocket.  "I think we should go to the second rendezvous.  We should be careful, yes —"
"Very careful," Balthasar interjected. "Excruciatingly careful."
"And we will be."  Chase Mago shook his head.  "They brought down the old Hegemon, Denis."
"And my enemy's enemy is my friend?"
"It's been working so far."  Case Mago heaved a sigh.  "Nothing is going to fix what's past. There's nothing much they can do about Kesse, not now, not that will really make a difference, but — yes, it makes me feel a little better to know it's a different man.  Anyway, Silence is right.  We can't just leave them here."
From Balthasar's expression, he'd have no trouble doing precisely that, Silence thought, but he made no further protest.  They ate the meal that came with the room, rice and beans in a spicy sauce, and she stood for a while at the window, watching the lights of the mainurb.  It was not as bright as Delos — there was no attempt to make it seem like day, nor were there as many people in the streets. There were night shift workers, a night economy, but not the constant pulse of activity that filled Balthasar's homeworld.  Across the rooftops in the better parts of the city, colored lights blazed, forming moving pictures and abstract cascades of color.  It was like watching fireworks without the sound or the blow of the explosions, a ceaseless flow of light and half-seen images dancing along and between the buildings.  Above them the sky was flat and empty, all hint of the stars washed away.  The single moon — the original Moon, the one from which all others took their form — was waxing, already set behind the buildings to the west.
"Silence?" Chase Mago came to stand behind her, looking out across the light-edged roofs.  She leaned back against him, not speaking, and he put his arm around her.  Balthasar was nowhere in sight, and the engineer's voice was low. "He won't leave them.  He's a better man than he thinks."
"I know."  Silence relaxed into his solidity, grateful for his strength.   "What do you think we should do?"
"What I'd like to do is run," Chase Mago admitted.  "Hell, I'd rather we never came at all, but that was never an option."  She felt him shrug. "So we go to the rendezvous tomorrow and hope they're there.  And if they aren't, we catch the next trans north."
"That's what we should do even if they are there," Balthasar said, coming up behind them.  "It's the only smart thing to do.  We don't need the resistance now."
Chase Mago put an arm around him as well.  "We'll deal with that in the morning," he said. 
The fallback rendezvous was scheduled for noon, at a place called Rafaiel's.  Silence consulted her memory theatre, and brought them through the tangle of streets a few minutes early.  The shop stood on another open square, this one dominated by a statue of a man on a rearing horse, like a voidmark made manifest. It was a busy neighborhood, full of three- and four-story buildings with shops on the ground floor and what seemed to be apartments on the floors above; on one corner, a tea shop's tables spilled onto the sidewalk, the space filled with young mothers and their children.  Rafaiel's lay three doors further down, the name written in large curling letters over the door, and Silence gave it an unhappy look.
"One of us should check it out first," Balthasar said, without conviction.
"We stick together," Silence said.  This was not an area, it seemed, where people loitered without obvious purpose.  She squared her shoulders, and started for Rafaiel's.
It proved to be another tea shop, with a front area selling a mix of everything from herbs to small electronics, and a young woman in a casual sort of veil sitting on a stool beside a sign that pointed to an inner room.  There was no sign of Aili or the others in the outer room, and Silence smiled warily at the veiled girl.
"Lunch, folks?" she asked, and Balthasar said, without hope, "We were meeting someone."
The girl's eyes flickered above the veil.  "Ah.  This way."
Silence followed her down the short hall, very aware of her husbands' presence at her back, and through a pair of swinging doors that gave onto a much larger room filled with tables.  An enormous machine filled the center of the room, pipe and tubes snaking from various reservoirs down to the counters where a team of white-clad cooks were working, and Silence did her best not to look impressed.  The veiled girl led them around the central machine toward a table in the corner, but Balthasar stopped abruptly.
"I think I see our party."
Silence gave a sigh of relief.  Yes, that was Aili, and Marcinik, and Fitch, seated together at a table meant for half a dozen, a pot of tea in front of them.
"Oh?"  The veiled girl mimed elaborate disinterest.  "Fine, then.  I'll fetch another pot."
"Sorry to have missed you earlier," Silence said, and seated herself opposite Aili.  Her husbands joined her, Balthasar pulling his chair around so that he could keep an eye on the door. He was crowding Marcinik, who looked annoyed, but Aili put her hand on his.
"Yes, that was an unforeseen stop.  But all's well."  
"We were worried," Silence said.
Fitch made a face.  "It was my fault.  My ID's close to the replacement date, and they decided to check it out.  They held us long enough that we missed the last trans."
"You could have come on," Balthasar said, to Marcinik, who lifted an eyebrow.
"To a strange city, without a guide? I don't have your gift of memory, sieur.  Besides, it was better not to leave him."
"Be that as it may," Silence said, riding over any protest Balthasar might have made.  "We're all here now."
Aili nodded.  "Yes, and we have spoken with Rafaiel.  He's willing to introduce us to his contact on Man's Island."
Silence opened her mouth to say that they had a safer option, but Balthasar kicked her under the table.  She subsided, and he said, "An off-worlder? Or local?"
"Local," Fitch said.  "But he works for the Unionists.  Rafaiel says he's high up in their councils.  Though of course he won't give any solid details."
"Can't blame him for that," Chase Mago said.
"I can," Balthasar muttered, but quietly enough that Silence decided she could ignore him.  
"So what's our next move?" she asked.
"Now that we're all here, Rafaiel will ask his contact to meet with us," Aili said.  "He'll tell him something of what we need, and then we can make our best bargain directly."  She paused. "Apparently there has been a great deal of talk about this Empress, the one Quin's father saw in his vision.  More than one person claims to have seen the same thing, yet it's always been my understanding that such attempts at foresight were — well, unreliable at best."
"That's what I was taught," Silence said.  "But — I've heard the same.  And not where I'd expect it, either."
"Where?" Fitch asked, leaning forward.
"A musician mentioned it," Balthasar said.  "In a bar we were at last night."
"What did they say?" Fitch's expression was intent.
"That the Empress had followers if she wanted them," Silence said.  "I didn't hear any more."  It wasn't precisely a lie.
"Very interesting," Aili said.  "How — what are they seeing, Silence, do you know?"
"I don't," Silence answered, and for a moment wished Isambard were there to ask.  He might have see or heard of something similar, and she tugged at the beaded bracelet as though it could help her.  "I suppose if some sort of causal nexus is approaching, it might be perceptible? But it would have to be some sort of convergence of many possibilities, and theoretically that's not really the way time works...."
"I don't think it hurts us, though," Marcinik said.  "It might even help."
Fitch nodded. "It's a symbol we can all agree on, one we can use."
Silence froze for an instant.  Maybe that was what she was feeling: not possible futures but the potential that gathered around any powerful but unbounded symbol.    The Earth-born used those terms so casually, as though there were no necessary relationship between the symbolic and the real.  If they had raised a symbol, granted it such potency, no one should be surprised that it was beginning to shape events.  "Symbols have power, you know that, or you should.  Be very careful what you conjure."
Fitch gave her a dubious look, but nodded.  "As you say."
"It may not come amiss," Aili said briskly.  "But first we need to meet with Rafaiel's contact."
Silence looked at Balthasar again, but the Delian gave a fractional shake of his head.  All right, she thought, I won't mention other possibilities, not yet, but we'll need to tell her sometime.  "How long do you think we'll have to wait?"
"Rafaiel said no more than twenty-four hours," Aili answered.  "We have rooms upstairs."
The rooms proved to be small and crowded, but at least the three of them had one to themselves.  Aili and Marcinik had their own, of course, and Fitch had a third.  The walls were thin enough that Silence could hear the others moving to either side, and occasionally a low mutter of voices, and she debated setting an aphonic ring to conceal their own conversations.  But that risked attracting attention from any practitioners in Rafaiel's service.  She closed her eyes as the others puttered around the narrow space, trying to find places for their carryalls that wouldn't trip them in the middle of the night.  It took her a few minutes, but at last she managed to push aside the pressure of the machines and felt her way into the local harmonies. Rafaiel had warded his building, but subtly, and the focus was directed outward, intended more to catch an incoming probe than to keep track of what was done within.  She released her focus, not wanting to draw attention, and settled into the room's single chair.  Balthasar dropped onto the end of the bed, and after a moment Chase Mago settled on the floor at his feet, resting his back against the end of the bed and bracing one foot against the side of Silence's chair.
"Why wouldn't you let me tell Aili about the string?" Silence kept her voice low, and Balthasar matched her tone.
"I don't think we should tell Fitch, at least not yet.  They need us — they want you to teach them everything you can, and if we've got another way off the planet, they've got nothing to offer.  It's asking for them to do something to sabotage us."
"They wouldn't," Silence said, but even as she spoke, she was reconsidering the words. "Well, Efeley wouldn't.  Or the Javerrys."
"That leaves quite a few people who would," Balthasar said.
"We have to tell let Aili know," Chase Mago pointed out.
"Absolutely," Balthasar said.  "Just — in private."
That proved harder to achieve than Silence had expected. Fitch was almost always present, and when he wasn't, Rafaiel himself or one of his lieutenants seemed to be hovering nearby.  Everyone was on edge waiting for an answer to Rafaiel's message, and then when one came, just past noon, there was a rush to respond to the message.  
"He wants to meet you on Man's Island," Rafaiel said. He was tall and heavily built, a dark-skinned man with long, loose curls.  "He'll sent an escort and guarantee your safety in and out."
"Absolutely not," Marcinik said.
Balthasar nodded in reluctant agreement.  "What good is his guarantee if it's a trap?"
"He loses us," Rafaiel said, pointedly, and Balthasar spread his hands.
"True.  But — no offense — it might be worth it."
"You think well of yourself," Rafaiel said.
"We broke through their siege engines," Silence said.  "They — the Rose Worlders, your Unionists — they'd give a great deal to know how we did it, and if we've give the secret to anyone else."
"Ask him to meet us here," Aili said.
"Already did that," Rafaiel said.  "He says he wants to meet you there.  We can go back and forth a few more times, but — Radan's stubborn that way."
Silence took a deep breath.  She didn't like the situation, didn't like the odds, but there was really only one option. "I'll go — we'll go, Denis and Julie and I.  If there's a problem, we stand the best chance of getting out."
Aili nodded slowly.  "Very well."
Balthasar opened his mouth to protest, and Chase Mago put a heavy hand on his shoulder.  "Unless you have a better idea, Denis...."
Balthasar subsided, shaking his head.
"Let me see if that will work," Rafaiel said, and disappeared.
"Thank you, Silence," Aili said.  "I appreciate this."
Do you? Silence thought. Enough to let us go our own way after this is over?  She swallowed the words — too much, too dangerous right now — and looked at Balthasar.  "We'll be good."
He nodded. "I know."
Rafaiel returned an hour later, and some of the stiffness was gone from his shoulders.  "Radan says that'll work, but you'll need to be at the Rosemont in an hour. Fitch and Jennis will take you."
They took the tube train around the curve of the bay, emerging in a quiet square lined with buildings that were windowless above the second floor.  Because of the Unionists, Fitch said, under his breath, but Jennis was already striding off to greet a tall woman in a silk tunic – off-world silk, Silence amended, recognizing the flow of iridescence as she moved, and she saw the others note the same thing.
"This is Ciel," Jennis said.  "Silence, Denis, Julie."
The woman held out her hand in greeting.  "A pleasure. My principal will be delighted to meet you."
"I'm sure the feeling will be mutual," Silence said, with deliberate doubt, and the women's smile widened.
"I certainly hope so.  Jennis, please convey my thanks to Rafaiel. And if you'll follow me?  My pass expires shortly."
"Of course," Silence said, and the men fell into step behind her.
The street curved gently away from the square, then widened again into a sort of plaza.  The open space was paved with square gray stones, and beyond that a grass-covered hill swept up to embrace the foot of the bridge that led to Man's Island.  The island itself shimmered in the distance, veiled by unnatural haze.
As they approached the hill, a door opened at the base of the bridge pillar, and a pair of guards came to meet them.  "Papers, please," the nearest called, and Ciel reached into her pocket to produce her pass.  The guard nodded.  "You I know. Who are these people?"
Ciel gave the slightest of shrugs.  "Mir Radan wants to talk to them."
Silence held out her identity folder, and the guard took it, flipping the pages to check each of the stamps she had so carefully forged. He did the same with her husbands, then handed them back. "You'll be red-stamped at the other end of the bridge. They'll explain what that means."
"Thank you," Silence murmured, and the others echoed her. The guard did something with the control box at his belt, and another door opened at the base of the pillar, revealing a spiral stair.  A third guard waited at the bottom, and there were two more at the top.  Ciel exchanged cheerful greetings as they passed, and Silence did her best to seem harmless and unimportant.  
The bridge itself was surprisingly narrow for its length.  To either side, support-steel cables dipped and rose between twinned towers, smaller cable connected that thick coil to the platform of the roadway.  The water beneath was very blue and choppy, the surface broken up by hundreds of tiny waves that appeared and vanished abruptly. There was no particular pattern to their movement, no current visible in the water, but as they approached the central tower, the chop increased, and she became aware of a faint sighing, like the noise of wind through broad-leaf marryns. The sound grew stronger as they came closer to the tower, more like running water, or a distant fire.
At her back, Chase Mago said, "Do you hear —?"
"I hear it," Silence said, and touched Ciel's shoulder, but the other woman didn't turn.
"It's the barrier. It's normal."
"If you say so," Balthasar muttered.
Silence shivered, and felt the hairs on her arms rise slowly.  She didn't recognize the schema, but whatever the field was, it was very powerful.  It was more powerful than anything she had ever handled, even on the Earth-road. There, when she'd manipulated those magnificent symbols, she had been assisting an existing process, channeling power into a path for which it already had an affinity.  Whatever formed the basis of this field was unstable, barely controlled by the strict bonds laid upon it.  The pilot could feel its restlessness, could almost hear, beneath the rushing noise, a voiceless moaning, something demanding to be free.  She smelled sulphur, the most common by-product of working with the submaterial, and held her breath as she passed under the tower's arch.
The noise eased slightly, and the feeling of tension faded.  She glanced over her shoulder, and saw what seemed to be a wall of fog, thicker and more solid than the veil that blurred the island's towers from the landward side.  That explained the instability, at least:  the magus who had build the barrier had created it so that it was less visible from the outside, all the visual cues to its existence confined inside it.  That sort of trick was inherently unbalanced, expensive and difficult to maintain, but probably the only way the barrier could be created without betraying that it was a creation of the Art.
Man's Island loomed ahead, very green after the poured-stone buildings of the mainurb. Silence smiled in spite of herself, but Balthasar said sourly, "Very pretty."
Chase Mago laughed, but Silence nodded, the smile fading from her face. The careful landscape was too perfect, too pretty to be trusted. She looked more closely, and began to see the pattern hidden in the apparently random arrangement of the long buildings, the overlapping fields of fire from the fantastically decorated towers, the hedges and trees placed to herd invaders into certain specific areas. She couldn't tell what was hidden there, but she was certain she didn't want to find out directly.
There was another guardpost at the end of the bridge.  Ciel displayed her pass, nodding to the guards, and the head of the contingent scrutinized their papers thoroughly before handing them back.  At his gesture, another guard came forward with an oddly shaped vial fitted with a wide nozzle. "Hold out your hands."
The star-travellers did as they were told, and the guard touched a button on the side of the vial. Silence felt her hands bathed in a damp, invisible mist.
"That's the red stamp," the guard captain said.  "If you enter any restricted areas — they're clearly marked as forbidden — the stain will show and alarms will sound. The penalties for trespassing begin with death."  He looked at Ciel.  "You're responsible for them, Mira."
"Of course," Ciel answered, and smiled over her shoulder.  "This way."
The star-travellers followed her along a series of uniformly empty streets, then through a set of interlocking gates, half living tree and half metal, and finally stopped at a low-lying building.  Ciel paused in the shadow of the overhanging doorway to adjust the rings she wore on three of the fingers of her left hand, then placed it carefully against a patch of paler stone.  The lock clicked and chattered to itself, and then the door sagged inward.  Ciel pushed it open, motioning for the others to precede her into the building.
"After you," Silence said firmly, before Balthasar could say worse.
Ciel grinned, and let them onto a sort of low balcony that overlooked a sunken reception room.  Silence lifted an eyebrow, recognizing goods from across human-settled space — handwoven rugs from Athlit laid over a much larger, darkly patterned carpet, a crystal carved in the shape of a Sareptan orchid, an immense platter that seemed to have been made from a single, meter-long piece of cloud-agate.  The air smelled of chamaas and goldspice, and the carpet was like walking on a cloud.
"Welcome, sieuri."  The voice, with its perfectly accented coinë — the coinë of the star lanes, not of Earth — came from the left, and Silence turned slowly to face it.  A man emerged from an inner room, not a particularly tall man, with greying hair and a strong, rather fleshy face.  He was wearing a floor-length scarlet coat covered from hem to knee with gold embroidery, and Ciel came forward quickly to slip it from his shoulders.  She set it on the T-shaped stand that stood in one corner of the room, and returned with a crystal goblet which she handed to Radan.  "Drinks?"
Ciel cocked her head at them from the bar, and Silence nodded slowly.  The other woman poured three glasses of a softly fizzing wine the color of new leaves and brought them across on a tray. The star-travellers each took one, and Radan lifted his glass.
"A pleasure to make your acquaintance.  I've been expecting you, sieura."
"I daresay," Silence said.  "It seemed like a good idea."
"Useful to me, certainly," Radan agreed.
"I suppose." Silence took a sip of her drink, the wine soft and not quite sweet on her tongue.
Radan shrugged.  "The crew of the foreign spaceship — forgive me, the starship — that broke through the barriers and then vanished could be extremely useful to me.  You are that crew, are you not?"
Silence inclined her head  "We are."
Radan smiled.  "My — employers — are most anxious to 'contain the contagion,' as they put it."
"It's a bit late for that," Balthasar said.
"Obviously they would be," Silence said.  "After all, they've been controlling the Earth-road for — how many years?  They hardly want to lose their monopoly now."  When in doubt, she thought, attack.  "You brought us here, Mir Radan. What do you want from us?"
Radan set his goblet aside, the wine barely tasted.  "All our reports indicate that your starship was badly damaged before we lost it, and I have to assume that your presence here confirms that —"
"We could be coming to overthrow the Rose Worlders," Balthasar said.  Ciel blinked at that, but Radan laughed.
"Three of you, alone?  I hardly think so."
"There are more of us," Silence said, a cold knot of fear tightening in her stomach.  Radan was guessing entirely too well for her comfort.
"If you say so, sieura," Radan said, with perfect politeness.  "Nevertheless, I do think my reports — visual as well as a sensor scan — are accurate, and I would be willing to help you make your repairs. For a price, of course."
"Oh, of course," Balthasar said.
"Go on," Silence said.
"What I am offering, sieura, is access to off-world equipment, everything you will need to make your repairs run smoothly — no need to worry about unfortunate mechanical influences, or to make to with machines that are inimical to your systems. This is very much within my power, and the power of my allies."
"And in exchange?"
"You will destroy the barrier that encloses Man's Island."  Radan's lined faced was abruptly intent.  "I'm not a magus — none of the Earth-born are allowed to learn the Art — and none of our off-world allies have those skills, either, and it will take a magus's power to break through that field. You, sieura, are the first magus to reach Earth in a hundred years or more who isn't one of them.  Do this, and you can have any help we can provide."
"And if we don't provide it," Chase Mago said slowly, "you won't be in a position to grant us access to, say, a tuning shed.  Or anything else we need."
"Let's say your help bringing down the barrier would simplify matters," Radan answered.
"What good will it do to destroy the field?" Silence asked. "The central control point's on another island, I forget the name."
"Ice Island," Ciel said.
Radan made an impatient gesture.  "Three years ago, a new series of eruptions began — it's a volcanic island, nicely isolated, but vulnerable to occasional upheavals — and most of the operations were transferred here. Except, unfortunately, for control of the barrier itself, as well as a few other security functions."
"You have something planned," Silence said.  A new pattern was starting to take shape, plots within plots, and Radan cut in quickly.
"Which, frankly, does not concern you."
"But it does," Balthasar said.  "Very much so."
Silence tilted her head to one side, a plan forming in her mind. If she was right, it could — would — get them safely back out into human-settled space, help Aili, and possibly even break the Rose Worlders' hold on Earth, all with one simple move.  Or relatively simple.  But if I can persuade Radan, I think Aili and I between us can do the rest.  "Sieur Radan, your plan won't work, not in the long run."
"Why is that, sieura?" There was an edge to Radan's invincible courtesy this time, and Silence chose her next words carefully.
"Do you know how the Rose Worlders control access to this world?  Why there haven't been more people like us, smugglers slipping through?"
Radan's eyes wavered. "I know that the Union — the Rose Worlds — have control of the approach lanes, yes."
"They've set up siege engines," Silence said.  "Massive things, like the barrier, only bigger and stronger and deadlier.  They distort space and time itself and block the Earth-road, and we were the first people to figure out how to break through that interference.  Send us back, and there will be more.  More contact, more help from outside, that's the only way you'll be able to overthrow the Rose Worlders' hold here.  Otherwise they can simply starve you out, wait until you've run out of the off-world weapons that can stand against them.  Or if they're in a hurry, they can turn the engines on you."
Radan said nothing for a long moment, and then one corner of his mouth quirked up into a gambler's smile. "I don't doubt you, sieura.  However, your friend there also had a point.  I will be in a much better position to help you if you can give me control of the planetary systems."  He held up his hand, forestalling anything Balthasar would have said.  "I could, yes, give you tools, and I'm sure you could repair your ship, in time.  But I couldn't guarantee that you could get off the planet safely."
"If the siege engines were destroyed," Silence said, "it would take time and effort to rebuild them, and in that time, your allies could break the system wide open."
"Possibly," Radan said.  "Can you destroy these siege engines?"
"Maybe."  Silence squared her shoulders. "I believe I can, and I can get help from — well, one of my colleagues who's here with us. Can your friends among the Union hold the roads open?"
"Again, possibly."  Radan set his glass aside.  "But I can't make that decision alone."
"Then we'll need to talk again," Silence said. She knew she was pushing things, but she didn't dare do otherwise, for fear the fragile house of cards she was building would fall apart.  "But not here."
"No," Radan agreed, and sighed.  "Ciel will take you back to Rosemount. I'll contact you within twenty-four hours, and we can talk again.  Not here."
"Thank you," Silence said, and Radan bowed with almost courtly grace.
"I'm delighted to have met you, sieura."
Outside the low building, the air was sticky, but Silence found herself shivering despite the heat.  She forced herself to relax, to think of nothing at all, and the shivering lessened. By the time they reached the bridge, she had herself under control; by the time they reached the Rosemount on the far side, she was almost calm. 
"I'll leave you now," Ciel said, with a perfect social smile.  "You'll be hearing from us."
"I hope so," Silence said, and watched her walk back toward the bridge.  Fitch should be waiting in one of the side streets, and she turned to go, her husbands falling into step at her side.
"You're out of your mind, you know," Balthasar said, but he was grinning.
"I can't see any other way," Silence answered.
"No, you're absolutely right with everything you told him," Balthasar said. "And if it works, we might get out of here alive."
"If," Silence said.
"Can you destroy the siege engines?" Chase Mago asked.  
The pilot hesitated.  "There's no theoretical reason it can't be done. I think so."
The engineer shook his head.  "If anyone can do it — you will. But this still feels like one of your ideas, Denis."
Balthasar laughed.  "I don't take any credit."
Silence smiled, and at the end of the street Fitch emerged from the shadows.  "Let's go."
It took the better part of that twenty-four hours to hear from Radan, and most of that was spent in company with Rafaiel’s people, unable to find a moment to speak privately with Aili. It was time enough, however, for Silence to begin to wonder if she'd made a mistake promising to destroy the siege engines. The barrier — that would be difficult, but it was smaller, its power less enormous.  She spent the next morning refining and cataloging her impressions, and by the time Aili summoned her to help Rafaiel's people repair a damaged xelenthon, she was grateful for the distraction. Like every other piece of equipment she'd seen on Earth, it was old, and had been out of date when it was made; it looked like the sort of things survey crews carried to seek elemental compounds, tough and sturdy, hard to damage and hard to misread.  She said as much to Rafaiel's technician, Indralan, who nodded in agreement.
"That's how we get them, generally.  The Unionists are supposed to destroy anything that's declared out-of-service, but Rafaiel — and people like him — they'll pay very well for old goods, no matter what shape it's in.  Of course, then I have to put it back together — and I'm very grateful for your help, Mira."
It made sense, Silence thought.  The average Rose Worlder wasn't going to worry too much about turning something as old as the xelenthon loose on Earth because they couldn't see what it could do. But Rafaiel, and Efeley, and all the others, who were themselves just figuring out first principles  — it was much easier to see that in the less complex devices.  She did her best to point out all the metaphorical connections — for some reason, the Earth-born seemed to have trouble understanding their importance — and Indralan took careful notes, but she couldn't help feeling that she was banging on a closed door.  She wasn't sorry when Chase Mago appeared at the workroom door.
"Silence?  Radan's agreed to meet."
Radan and Ciel had agreed on a public park one tube-train stop to the north. Rather than take the mechanical transport during peak hour, Rafaiel suggested they walk, and Jennis led the five off-worlders them through the crowded tangle of streets that opened abruptly onto a square of green.  There was a fountain in the center, water trickling from the apex of a twisted triangle of metals, and a dozen or so people, mostly men, were gathered at a line of tables on the left edge of the area.   They seemed to be playing chess, probably for money and to the amusement of the spectators, but otherwise the park was quiet, a few children playing on the grass while women watched and chatted beside the fountain.
Ciel was sitting on a mushroom-shaped boulder well away from both the chess-players and the women. "Wait here," Jennis said, and went to talk to her.  He beckoned them over a moment later, and Radan and another man emerged from the doorway of a store and made their way through the traffic to the park.  
"Mira," Radan said, and nodded to Silence.
"Sieur Radan," Silence answered.
"And these would be the colleagues you spoke of?  The ones who are going to help you destroy the engines?"
"This is Aili, the Princess Royal," Silence said.  "Eldest legitimate child of the Hegemon who rules most of human-settled space."
Radan blinked at that, and Ciel's head snapped up.  "The Empress," she said.
Radan lifted his hand, frowning, and the other man said, "She can't be."
"Oh?"  Aili smiled at him. "And you are, sieur?"
"Sandalin Ges," Radan said.  "A colleague whose interests run parallel with my own."
"A Rose Worlder," Balthasar said.
Ges nodded reluctantly.  "Yes.  And so I say, sieura, you cannot be the Princess Royal.  Not here, bare-faced, and in this company."'
"This is not my face," Aili said. "It is a mask as solid as any veil.  And I am here and in this company because I am my father's daughter."
Ges said nothing for a long moment, and Radan finally looked at him.  "Well?"
"It's possible," Ges said.  "It's just barely possible.  But it doesn't help us."
"And what do you mean by that?" Balthasar asked.
"Ges and I have reviewed your offer," Radan said.  "It doesn't do enough for us —"
"We cannot keep the star roads open, not with the ships we have here," Ges said impatiently, "and we don't have time to recruit more men and ships.  We've come to propose an alternative —"
"I can get you men and ships," Aili said. "A fleet, poised to open the Earth-road."
Silence lifted her head at that, and Balthasar whispered a curse.  For a fleeting moment, Marcinik looked smug, but then his eyes fell.  You planned this, Silence thought. You and the Hegemon, you planned this together.  She swallowed the words, not wanting to spoil the negotiations, and guessed her husbands were making the same calculations.
"Poised to take over, you mean," Ges said.  "That's not a bargain I want."
"The Hegemony can't control Earth," Aili said.  "Not without first defeating the Rose Worlds, and my father's forces are stretched thin enough as it is.  But we would be glad to see Earth free, and our ally, and we can make that happen."
"I don't —" Ges began, and Radan lifted his hand.
"How?  What exactly do you have in mind?"
"If you can take control of Earth, and we bring a fleet through the Earth-road — after that's defeated, even a few ships placed strategically in the system will make it impossible for the Rose Worlders to take the planet, and with the Earth-road open, they won't be able to blockade you, either." Aili spread her hands.  "I will remain as my father's representative to the ships of his fleet until Earth has her own navy.  I presume you have your own plans for government once you're freed."
"The Empress," Ciel said again, and Jennis gave a reluctant nod.
"There's no such thing," Ges said, exasperated, and Silence lifted her head.
"The Empress is a potent symbol, sieur.  It's called itself into being."
Ges opened his mouth, closed it again.  Radan said, "This is our first chance in generations.  They're already making plans to relocate the control functions to someplace more remote, and if that happens — well, we'll never have a better chance, assuming you can destroy the barrier."
"We can," Silence said, with more confidence than she felt.
"Then we can take Earth," Radan said.  "There aren't many Rose Worlders in residence, fewer than a thousand, and at least a hundred are on our side."
"More than that," Ges said.  He caught Aili's skeptical look, and gave a crooked smile.  "Very few of us are allowed to serve on Earth, and we are encouraged to make it our career.  And some of us make families here, and don't want to lose them when it comes time to retire."
"The resistance will be with you," Jennis said. 
"Is that Rafaiel or you talking?" Radan demanded.
"I'm speaking with Rafaiel's authority," Jennis answered, and Radan nodded.
"Are we agreed?" Aili asked.
"Yes," Radan said, and Ges nodded more slowly.
"It'll take time to put things in place."
"And we must bring the last member of our party here," Aili said serenely.  "How long will it take you to be ready?"
"A week — four days at the least, and five would be better," Ges answered.
"Four days," Radan said. "Once we set this in motion, it'll be hard to keep it secret.  We'll need to move as fast as we can."  Ges made a face, but nodded.
"Then we will bring Doctor Isambard here at once," Aili said. "And be ready when you are."
"The barrier is the key," Radan said. "It has to come down as quickly as possible —"
"That happens to be Isambard's specialty," Silence said.
"So be it," Radan said.  He looked at Aili.  "And when will we see your fleet, lady?"
"The easiest way to send for it is to contact it from Man's Island," Aili answered. "I assume you have interstellar communications there?"  Ges nodded.  "They will move as soon as the Earth-road is open."
Ges and Radan exchanged looks, and then Radan said, "We can hold out that long."
"Then it's agreed."  Aili gave them her most gracious smile, and turned to Jennis.  "Take us home, please.  We'll wait there for your word, sieuri."
Balthasar said nothing on the walk back to Rafaiel's, his mouth closed tight over his anger.  Once they were inside, he muttered something about a headache and started for the stairs that led to their rooms, but Marcinik caught his shoulder.
"And where are you going?  There's work to be done."
"Not for me," Balthasar said.  "This is your plan, I don't want any part of it."
Marcinik looked down his nose.  "This is not the time to cut and run."
"There's never been a better one," Balthasar retorted.  "It's a stupid idea —"
"I'd have thought it was very much your sort of plan."
"— and why should I want to see her Empress of Earth?"  Balthasar glared.
"She's the best choice they have," Marcinik snapped.  "Or do you think Radan would do better?"
"Why the hell not?"
"Denis." Chase Mago put himself between the Delian and Marcinik, and caught Silence's eye over the smaller man's shoulder.  "Let it go."
"I will not."
"The man's right, we don't have a choice."  The engineer didn't move and Balthasar swore at him.
“Don’t we?”
“Denis,” Silence said, putting as much of a warning as she dared into her tone, but Balthasar went on heedless, his attention on Marcinik.
“While you were screwing around getting here, we found way to retune Recusante. We could walk out of here, take a trans back north and get off this planet.”
“I don’t believe you.” Marcinik’s voice was flat.
“Oh?” Balthasar looked up at the engineer. “Show him, Julie.”
“Denis,” Silence said again, and he ignored her.
“Go on, Julie.  Show them.”
Chase Mago took a deep breath.  “I was — I acquired a piece of a bluesteel string, the kind you use on a magus’s monochord.  It won’t be easy, but I can use that to retune the ship.”
Marcinik hesitated, but Aili shook her head. “We’ve come too far to back out now.”
“You’re taking too much of a risk,” Marcinik answered.
“To an end worth winning.”  Aili smiled at him as though no one else was present, and walked away. 
Balthasar swore again. "And how much support do you think you'll get if we tell them what the Hegemony is like —"
"Denis," Chase Mago said again, and Balthasar closed his mouth tight over whatever else he might have said.  He turned sharply and started up the stairs, his boots loud on the wood.
"Go with him, Julie," Silence said, and the engineer obeyed.  She looked at Marcinik.  "He has a point."
The colonel ignored her.  "Do you really believe he could use this — string — to retune your ship?"
Silence forced a smile she didn't feel.  "Do you doubt I could?  I want to talk to her Serenity.  Now."
For a moment, it hung in the balance, and then Marcinik looked away.  "This way."
Aili had taken over one of the side rooms that apparently served otherwise as private dining rooms.  It was small and sparely furnished, but someone had brought in a padded chair with a high back, and the Princess Royal was seated in it, her feet propped on a footstool.  The narrow window overlooked the back alley, but Silence didn't think she was seeing the brick walls and drifted garbage.
"Doctor Leigh," Marcinik said.
"I was expecting you," Aili said.  "No, Yles, you don't need to stay."
From the look on his face, Marcinik plainly disagreed, but Aili's tone brooked no argument. He bowed and backed away, closing the door behind him.  
“You really don’t have to do this,” Silence said.  “When Julie says he can retune — believe him.”
“Oh, I do,” Aili answered.  “But it’s too late to back out now.”
“Is it?”
“And how exactly would we pull it off?” Aili retorted.  “Neither Rafaiel nor Radan is going to let us walk away —“
“They coulnd’t stop us,” Silence answered.  “Not if we handle it right.”
“If.”
“It’s safer than backing a rebellion,” Silence said.
Aili gestured to the empty chairs, and pulled herself upright.  She put her hands to her forehead, the tips disappearing into the concealing illusion, and rubbed hard at the edge of her hair. “But the reward is proportionally so much greater.”
"You had this planned all along," Silence said.  "When you talked Denis into sneaking you on board my ship, you were planning this."
"Not this exactly," Aili said.  "But my father agreed to place a portion of the fleet at my disposal should we find a way to break the Rose Worlders' hold on Earth.  I didn't expect to have a chance to use it, though."
"So you're going to hand Earth over to the Hegemony."  The words were bitter on Silence's tongue.
"I couldn't if I wanted to," Aili answered. "This is Earth, Silence.  The origin of all human settlements.  The only reason it isn't the dominant world now is that the Rose Worlders trapped and bound it, blocked the Earth-road and forced traffic to go through them.  Once that road is open — once you open it — Earth will return to its rightful place, and whoever holds Earth will sit at the center of the universe.  I want to be that person."
The pilot froze.  The metaphysical aspects were clear enough:  Earth was the center of human-settled space, the world from which all human settlement had come; it was Earth's moon and sister planets and metals that gave name and form to the elements that filled the rest of space.  She hadn't considered the political implications, though.  Aili was right, power on Earth equaled power over human-settled space, and Silence suspected Aili would have the strings of power consolidated in her hands before anyone else realized what it meant.  That explained why the Rose Worlders had blocked the Earth-road.  The Rose Worlds, the worlds of the ancient Ring, were even more closely bound to Earth than the rest of the planets in human-settled space — the fact that the Rose Worlds, and only the Rose Worlds, could be reached by means of the portolan was a clear demonstration of the tight metaphysical link.  If Earth were free, her goods and knowledge traded freely, then the Rose Worlds would become little more than a suburb of Earth itself.  Who would go to the Rose Worlds, when he could come to Earth?  What human, be he born in Hegemony or Fringe or Rusadir, would not feel the pull of mankind's ancient home?
"You'll have to fight Radan for it," she said.  "And Ges.  The gods alone know how many others."
"We'll come to an arrangement," Aili said. "I have no favorites, I come from outside — I can be the impartial arbiter of every factional quarrel.  And I will have to be fair, because once my father realizes what I have done he will take away as much of the fleet as he dares, and we will have to build and train one as quickly as possibly. But it can be done, I promise you. You said it yourself, they've conjured up a symbol they'll have to obey."
The Empress.  Silence closed her eyes, seeing the familiar image, the gravid queen in her overflowing garden, the riches of the earth surrounding her, tamed to her hand, bountiful and benevolent and secure in her power.  Aili was... none of those things, surely.  Except that she believed she could be. And if she tapped into that power, knowing its full implications — she could hold against all the other factions. "Whatever I do," she said, "you'll try it."
Aili nodded.  "Yes."
"Better you than anyone else I've seen," Silence said.
"I think so," Aili said, quite seriously.  She gave a small wry smile then.  "I just hope you can convince your husbands of this."
"So do I," Silence answered.
She made her way back to their shared room reluctantly, pushed open the door to feel the air almost vibrating with the echoes of a quarrel that they were refusing to have.  Balthasar was sitting on the bed, his back against the wall, wrists resting on his drawn-up knees.  His hands were shaking, and as she closed the door he scowled and wound his fingers together.
"We need to get out of here," he said.
"That's a really bad idea," Chase Mago answered. He was leaning against the wall, every muscle tensed with the effort not to shout. 
"It's better than staying, and taking on the entire Rose World fleet," Balthasar answered.  He uncoiled himself from the bed, jammed his hands in his pockets when he saw that they were still trembling.  "Look, all we have to do is sneak out the back door and take the trans north again. We find Recusante, retune, and get the hell out of here."
"It's not that easy," the engineer said. "Denis, the keel's bad almost to the midline.  I don't know if one bluesteel string is going to get us there in less than a year, even with Silence helping.  And if she doesn't destroy the siege engines, I'm not sure how you're planning to get out of here anyway."
"I'll think of something," Balthasar said.  He glared at Silence.  "You can't seriously want to give Earth — Earth! — to the Hegemony."
"We're giving it to Aili," Silence said. 
Both men gave her a sharp look.  "You're serious," Chase Mago said. "You seriously think that."
"Yes."
Balthasar shook his head. "And you're not going to walk away."
"We're in too deep," Silence answered. "But no. I'm not."
"You think she is the Empress," Chase Mago said.
"I meant what I said."  Silence spread her hands. "The Earth-born have been using this symbol, they've called her to them.  They've made her exist, at least in some sense.  And I think she can do it."
"The Hegemony will destroy Earth," Balthasar said, his voice sharp with grief.
"She's not the Hegemon," Silence said.  "She's the Princess Royal — she's a noble and a woman, and the Earth-born don't discriminate the way the Hegemony does. I don't know if you've noticed that, but I have. Women study the Art as freely as men, if they're willing to take the risks.  It's to her advantage to keep Earth independent."
"Maybe," Balthasar said.  Chase Mago nodded slowly.  Silence could see him relax, but Balthasar's shoulders were still braced, his expression miserable.  She put a careful hand on his arm, felt him trembling under her touch the way he had under geas.
"Denis, it's the only way."
 For a long moment, he didn't move, but then at least he heaved a sigh and turned to embrace her. "I'm afraid you're right."
Silence rested her forehead against his shoulder, and Chase Mago put his arm around her waist. In that momentary safety, she said, "I wish I wasn't."
The engineer's arm tightened, but Balthasar breathed a laugh. "Don't say that.  It's a better plan than mine."
 



Chapter 9
 
Rafaiel promised that his communication system was secure, but Silence used her bracelet to contact Isambard, preferring to bypass Efeley if she could. The magus responded instantly, reaching out to complete the link, and Silence could feel the tension beneath his measured tones.
"All's well," she said quickly, her attention focused on the clear bead that was now filled with the image of Isambard's face. "We've found a way to get off the planet and to complete her Serenity's private mission."
Isambard's eyebrows flicked up.  "I didn't know she had one."  
Silence wasn't sure she believed him, but it no longer mattered.  "Well, she does.  And we need you to come into the mainurb.   There are projects in hand that are going to take both of us." She gave him a quick summary, hoping he wouldn't ask for too many details, and to her relief he simply nodded.
"I'll need a day to finish what I have in hand here," Isambard answered, "and then another day to travel.  Will that be acceptable?"
"That should be enough time," Silence answered, "but no later."
"Agreed," Isambard said.  "I'll inform you at once if there are any difficulties."
"Thank you," Silence said, and closed the connection.  Rafaiel reported that his people would be ready, and Silence settled into bed that night feeling as though things might be going reasonably well.
She woke to darkness and a shaking that resolved to Chase Mago's hand on her shoulder.  "Up," he said.  "We have a problem."
"Problem?" Silence repeated, groggily.  She was already on her feet, dragging on tunic and trousers, and Balthasar swung away from the window.
"Somebody talked, or maybe somebody was about to talk, it's not clear which, but Radan's launched his attack."
"Damn it."  Silence grabbed her carryall with her supplies and starbooks.  "Can he do it?"
Someone banged on the door, and Chase Mago shouted, "We're coming."
"He says he can if we get the barrier down."  Balthasar's voice was grim.
Rafaiel's main room had been turned into a makeshift headquarters, wires running in a cat's-cradle across the floor, portable communications systems and improvised sensor screens set up on tables.  It was eerily quiet, just the murmur of voices and the sound of soft-shod feet on the wooden floor, punctuated now and then by a sharper noise from the communications system.  There were no lights on the street outside, or anything more than emergency lighting in the main room, and Jennis gave her a grim smile.
"The Unionists cut the power.  But we have generators."
Silence nodded.  She could feel them, throbbing away in the depths of the building, a core of dissonance that she would have to take into account. "Where's Rafaiel?"
"There." Jennis pointed.
Silence moved to join him, Balthasar and Chase Mago flanking her.  Aili was there as well, her face serene, Marcink at her shoulder, and Rafaiel swung to face them.
"Good.  We need that barrier down."
Silence took a steadying breath, forcing a calm she didn't feel.   "Must it be done at once, or can I summon Isambard?  Our other magus."
"Can you take out the barrier first?"  Rafaiel glanced at the nearest screen, frowning at the flickering images.  In the distance, a siren sounded, and stopped again, and there was a quick hard rattle of sound overhead that might have been a flyer.
'Probably," Silence answered. "But I don't know if I'll be able to open a gate for Isambard — it takes two — and we'll need him."
Rafaiel bent over his screen, then picked up a handset and listened for a moment.  "How long?"
"At most, forty minutes," Ssilence answered.  "Probably less."
He relayed that information, then nodded. "All right.  The workroom's downstairs.  Jennis will take you there."
To Silence's relief, the basement room was thoroughly baffled, like Efeley's work space, and had the outline of a circle already carved into the floor. She found chalk among the array of tools, and a mirror, and used the chalk to set the necessary symbols that completed the circle. There was a long rumble above her, a distant explosion, and Jennis darted back out the door.
"Check on it, Julie," Balthasar said. "I'll stay here."
The engineer vanished, returned a moment later, shrugging.  "Not us."
Silence shoved everything that wasn't the ritual to the back of her mind, and reached for her bracelet again.  She focused her attention on both the key beads, ordinary and emergency together, and spoke the Word of summoning. Isambard's face appeared at once, and she deflected the image into the mirror.
"You've heard," she said, reading his expression, and the older magus nodded.
"There are attacks throughout the world.  Even Efeley's people are involved."
"I need you here," Silence said.  "The barrier at Man's Island has to be lowered."
Isambard nodded again.  "You're prepared to make the janus gate?"
"Yes."  Silence curled her hands into the first position, cupping an invisible cylinder.  She knew this schema well — it was the first operation she had ever participated in, when they'd been trapped on Mersaa Maia.  There would be no difficulty in forming it, only in finding the sheer physical strength to hold it open alone while Isambard passed through it. And then to destroy the barrier, but she would fly that road when she reached it.  "I'm ready."
"Very well."  Isambard paused, visibly calling on his own rituals to calm and center his power.  "Then let us begin."
"Let's begin," Silence echoed.
Isambard spoke first, intoning a chain of sound that made the air thicken even at a distance. Silence spoke the confirming phrase, and felt the common air of the room congeal even further, heat rising as new forces were set into motion.  Isambard spoke again, Words of Earth and Air that framed a space above the dish, gave solidity and Form to the shape Silence had imagined. She answered with the Words that locked that Form to her own power, and thought she could see the shaped air like a ghostly shadow, trembling in the curve of her hands.  It was hot in the room now, the power they had summoned hovering just outside the mundane world, held only by barriers that they themselves had weakened.  The janus gate was a manipulation of purgatory, capable of joining two places on the same landmass of the same planet; the power involved was considerable, and the danger if they lost control of the confining Forms was correspondingly high.  She was sweating now, but could not spare a hand to wipe her face.  Isambard spoke again, and she answered; the skeleton of the gate was complete, waiting to receive the power channeled to it.
"Now," Isambard said, and gestured, reinforcing that movement with a Word like a crack of thunder.
Silence copied him, and felt the power blossom between her hands, scorching her palms. She blinked but held steady, colors fountaining between her hands to pour and reform into something resembling recognizable images.  Slowly the wavering shapes steadied, until she was looking directly into Efeley's workroom.  That would ease the connection, she thought, that similarity of space, and spoke the schema's final phrase.  She felt the image lock firmly into place, the immense power of purgatory contained for now by the structure of the gate.
"It's done," she said, and Isambard nodded.
"Time to transfer full control to you.  We'll do it in stages, as it was made."
Silence nodded, soothed by the magus's voice, and braced herself.
"First, the threshold," Isambard said.
Silence closed her eyes.  She controlled most of that already, its solidity a comfort against the shift and flux of purgatory contained within it. Slowly, as Isambard relinquished his hold, the shadowy threshold took on weight, became a burden, sliding away from her.  She caught it, fear jolting through her, held it until she was sure she had it under control, then eased it back into the structure they had prepared.  It clicked back into place, but the sense of vast weight remained.
"The sideposts," Isambard said.  He released his hold very slowly, but even so, Silence had to struggle for a moment before she had them aligned and steady.  She could feel the heat rising again, another manifestation of the dissonance she could almost hear.
"The keystone," Isambrd said.  Silence could feel the keystone's massive shape already, the triangular block poised, point downward, between the pillars above her head.  As the older magus released his hold, Silence took the strain, and the stone slipped, grating against the pillars. She ground her teeth together, pushing against the invisible stone, and the keystone snapped into place, the gate abruptly solid.
"Now."
Isambard nodded, and ducked through the opening, stepping carefully over the high threshold.  Silence felt the gate shiver, but held it steady.
"Dismiss it," Isambard said. "But slowly.  Easily."
Silence took a breath and felt the entire structure tremble. The janus gate had to be dismantled in much the same way that it had been constructed, or the pent-up energies would dissipate all at once, with an explosive force.  She spoke the Words that damped down the conflicting harmonies, closing the opening into purgatory.  Efeley's workroom faded, became a flattened image, then vanished altogether.  Then, cautiously, she called up Words of Unmaking, directed them at the keystone.  Its weight faded, released.  Unbalanced, the pillars wobbled; she controlled them, and dismissed them as well. The threshold remained, a final great weight in the air before her, and she dismissed it, too, stood staring for a moment at the scarred wood of the floor and the chalked lines of the circle.
"Competently done," Isambard said.  "Now. Tell me about this barrier we are supposed to remove."
Typical, Silence thought, and looked over her shoulder to see both her husbands waiting by the door. "How long?" she asked, and Chase Mago checked his chronometer.
"Twenty minutes."
They'd done it in good time.  Radan should still be in control of the Island, and as long as they brought the barrier down — it would work.  It would have to work.  She said, "I didn't recognize any particular schema. I'm certain a direct link to the submaterial was involved, probably as a power source, and the Art was further employed to hide the visual spectrum of the field from an outside viewer. That's all I could tell."
"It sounds as thought it might be one of the Alaruan branch schemae," Isambard said.  "The Rose Worlders have always favored his work."
"Can you break it?"  That was Rafaiel, speaking from the doorway, and Silence stooped to erase the symbols that controlled the circle.
"'Anything that can be created can be destroyed,'" Isambard quoted, and Rafaiel lifted an eyebrow.
"I'd like a bit more specific answer, please."
"Yes," Silence said.  She was tired, but nowhere near exhausted, nowhere near the limits of her reserves. "You'll need to get us there."
"That's what I'm here for," Rafaiel answered.  "This way."
The streets were still nearly empty, lights out everywhere, though now and then Silence heard a distant popping that she assumed was the locals' projectile weapons. The small, boxy vehicle they rode in was armored and crudely warded; the latter would be good enough to diffuse a heylin's blast, which was good, as there was no time to provide more substantial protection.
As they turned toward the island, she saw lights on the horizon, an orange-red glow rising above the roofline.  Fire, she thought, fear shooting through her, but realized instantly that it was too still, too solid. As they came closer, the glow resolved itself to a beam of light extend toward the clouds:  the barrier, Silence realized, and Isambard frowned.
"You said it was concealed from the outside."
"Not anymore," Silence answered. The barrier rose before them like a column of amber, reaching impossibly far into the sky.  Power moved slowly beneath its surface, leashed and waiting, and she saw two of Rafaiel's men exchange nervous glances.  
"Pity," Isambard said.  "The inherent imbalance would have been useful."
The carrier slowed, the driver fitting it into a narrow alley between buildings.  They emerged on a stone pier overlooking a narrow inlet; at the inlet's mouth, they could see the expanse of water that lay between the mainland and the island, and then the glowing wall of the barrier.
"This is as close as we can come safely," Rafaiel said.  "And even then — there's a chance they'll take potshots."
"So the men behind the barrier can see out?" Isambard said.
Rafaiel shrugged.  "They can shoot out, anyway. Projectile weapons and some kind of beam weapon — though I haven't seen any of those since the barrier went visible.  I'd assume they have some way of seeing out through it, even if it's remote visuals."
"Then maybe we shouldn't get too close to the edge," Silence muttered.
Isambard heard and smiled.  "We do not wish to be interrupted, no.  Could you tell if the barrier draws the bulk of its power from Air or Water?"
Silence closed her eyes, conjuring up the memory of crossing the bridge — was it only two days ago?  The water had been disturbed, distorted, but — She shivered again at the memory of the sound, the voiceless keening just below the edge of hearing.  "Air," she said. "And a strong direct connection to the submaterial."
"Definitely an Alaruan schema," Isambard said.  He closed his eyes, and Silence could feel him reaching out to the barrier, a delicate pressure almost lost in the overwhelming presence of the barrier itself.  This was his specialty, creation and destruction, and she was more than happy to follow his lead.  The magus smiled at last, and opened his eyes.  "Here."  He glanced around, found a flat surface on the nearest poured stone wall, and reached into his pocket to pull out a lump of chalk. "This is what we have."  He sketched the familiar symbols, Elemental Air formed and prisoned but not tamed by a metal substructure — the iron core of the island, Silence guessed, remembering the sense of it.  "How would you break that?"
Silence considered.  The core of it was Earth, in its metallic forms; Fire or Water, then, and of the two —   "Water," she said. "The river — it's neither salt nor fresh, here at the coast, and that makes it inherently more powerful.  Use that to overwhelm the boundaries —"
Isambard nodded. "And to contain the power that is unleashed.  I will leave that latter to you."
For an instant, Silence felt a touch of annoyance — surely she could be trusted with the main operation?  But she was already tired from the janus gate, and this was Isambard's particular talent.  "Very well," she said, and followed the older magus to the edge of the wharf.
"I begin," Isambard said, and Silence took a deep breath, following him into the first stages of a working trance.  She could feel the lines of earth beneath her feet, drawn tight to the island, a complex, unnatural knot; could feel, too, the weight of the water flowing east from the inner lands, meeting the ocean in a swirl of currents.  Isambard reached for those, drawing up their power, the Form that lay within them, coiling and shaping them into a weapon that he drove not into the barrier itself but into the ground beneath it, the metal bones that bound Air to Earth.  A hot breeze flickered over them, unnatural and uncomfortable, licking at their exposed skin.  The ground groaned beneath her feet, a sound so deep it was more a vibration in the soles of her shoes.  Isambard spoke, a chain of Words that sent the soul of Water flooding through the island's roots, washing away the Forms that held the barrier in place.  Silence saw it move before she felt it, a sudden flare of light, and then hot wind like a blow, pouring down the alley.  Loose paper, garbage, bits of wood swirled away with it, and somewhere she heard glass shatter, but she reached for the form of Water, drew it up from the river's core.  She had less to work with than Isambard had had, so much diverted to, depleted by, the destruction of the barrier's underpinnings, and she threw her own strength into it, caressing, cajoling, demanding.  
Above her, the barrier darkened, took on the swirl of a building storm.  A second blast of wind filled the alley, rattling pebbles against the carrier's side and driving one of Rafaiel's men to his knees.  The barrier stretched to the clouds, shuddering now, ready to collapse.  And then she had it, Water sweet and salt and cool, the answer to that rising wind. She raised her hands, and the river lifted with her, the waters tumbling up like a fountain to control and contain the collapsing barrier.  It sank into the churning water, slowly at first, then more quickly, waves reaching up to pull it down.  The water swallowed it, the great light vanishing, and there was nothing to be seen but the thrashing water.  She caught at it with the last of her strength, easing it back from Form to substance, and felt Isambard's touch blend with hers as the weapon became a river again.  They spoke the final Words together, dismissing the last power, and Silence swayed.  She felt suddenly empty, as though she'd been hollowed out, and she reached out blindly to find Chase Mago at her side.
"Easy," he said.  In the distance, she could hear Rafaiel barking orders — the barrier's down, go, go, go — but she couldn't seem to focus.  There were things she should still do, she knew that, but she couldn't seem to find them. Then Balthasar caught her other arm, and she let herself sink into that security.
Silence woke to sunlight and an unfamiliar bed, and sat up sharply, reaching for a heylin that wasn't there.
"Easy," Balthasar said, from the window. "Are you all right?" 
She was already looking around with more awareness, new harmonies registering in her bones. The slant of the light said it was late afternoon, and the place —  "Man's Island?" she asked, and only then did the Delian's question really register. "And I'm fine."
"Good to hear," Balthasar said, dryly, and held out a cup that proved to contain cold tea.  Silence drank obediently, but shook her head when he offered more.
"What's happened?"
"Since you passed out?"
"Generally, yes." Silence sat up, wincing at muscles she hadn't expected to be sore.  "I assume Radan's men won, but did they take the rest of the Unionist installations?"
"Yes."  Balthasar seated himself beside her on the edge of the bed.  "And Ges has more friends than I thought.  They've managed to clear local orbit, though word is there's a fleet moving in from stations on the system perimeter."
Silence made a face.  "How long before they get here?"
"Ges say they're set up to catch people coming in from outside.  They'll need to retune before they can operate easily this far in-system, and then they're not likely to come fast, not knowing what Radan's actually got, so —"  Balthasar shrugged.  "Best guess seems to be about seventy hours, give or take."
"That's not much time," Silence said, and heard her own voice, grim.  "I'd better find Isambard."
"He wants to talk to you, too," the Delian said. "And Aili wants the voidmarks for the Earth-road, to send to the Hegemon's fleet.  But you should eat first. And maybe bathe."
Silence swung a pillow at him, but she couldn't deny that she felt better for following his advice.  Aili's request seemed both the easier to meet and the more important. She recast the description from her Gilded Stairs into the symbolic language of the guilds, checking every word, and when she had finished sat for a long moment staring at the paper before she could bring herself to move.  It still felt wrong to reveal pilots' secrets to all of human-settled space, even if was the only way they could guarantee that the Hegemon would support them.  Secrecy hadn't served them well so far, she reminded herself, and went to find Aili.  
The Princess Royal was in the main room of the house, huddled with Marcinik to compose the message to her father.  She accepted the voidmarks with polite gratitude, but it was clear she was fully occupied.  Silence excused herself, not sure she was even heard, and went looking for Isambard. It was twilight by the time she found him, examining the wreckage of what had been a well-supplied workroom.
"The Unionists really didn't want us getting our hands on this stuff," Rafaiel’s technician Indralan said, sadly, and Isambard gave a grave nod.
"It can be mended, but only with time."  His eyes strayed past her, and fixed on Silence.  "Ah.  You're recovered."
"Yes."  She came all the way into the room, wincing at the wreckage.  The Rose Worlder magi had been thorough: every device was smashed, and the jars and canisters had been emptied into a single pile, muddying and spoiling each other. 
Indralan prodded cautiously at the edge of the heap, leaving a blurred streak on the stone floor.  "They're lucky this didn't all combust."
"It may still," Isambard said.  "Or worse. That's why I showed you those cantrips. You will need them to separate the various compounds and remove them safely."
"And will we be able to salvage anything?" Indralan asked.
"Possibly."  Isambard frowned at the pile, then shrugged. "Certainly if you are able to return any of the compounds to their original state, you should do so.  And if you intend to try, perhaps you should begin with the first workroom we examined?  The damage seemed somewhat lesser there."
"I'll do that," Indralan said, and grinned at Silence.  "It's a beginning, right?  And the Empress will carry us through."
"I hope," Silence answered, but the technician was already gone.  She looked at Isambard.  "And now the siege engines."
Isambard nodded.  "Just so."
"Do we have a plan?"  Silence gave him a wary look.
"I have theories," Isambard said, after a moment. "The engines are an unnatural blockage.  Metaphysically speaking, that road should be open — it wants to be open, one might even say.  After all, it was the first star road to be discovered, and because of that it is still the Form on which all other roads are founded.  All these other open roads create a tremendous and constant pressure on the engines, forcing them to expend a great deal of power to keep the Earth-road closed.  I believe we will be able to use that strain to shatter the engines."
"So if we can borrow one of Ges's ships," Silence began, and Isambard shook his head.
"The engines can more easily be destroyed from here — from the surface of the planet, don't you see?"
"No," Silence began, but even as she spoke she felt the first ghost of an idea tugging at the back of her mind.
"In a sense," Isambard said, "the ancients were right.  Earth is the center of the universe because it is the place where human beings first evolved.  No matter how far into space the species has spread, it remains tied, physically and metaphysically, to the planet which gave it birth."
Silence nodded, dredging up a bastard-latin phrase she had stumbled across during her first weeks on Solitudo Hermae.  "Not umbilicus universi but umbilicus universi nostri — not the navel of the universe, but the navel of our universe."
"Precisely!  And the choice of the word 'navel' is equally significant, because it points up the nature of the metaphysical tie." Isambard paused, and resumed in a less elevated voice. "We are present at, standing on the surface of, the center of that metaphysical universe, and we are trying to restore things to their natural state. That will multiply the effects of our operation by —"  He paused again, but shook his head.  "I can't calculate the precise order of magnitude without more study, but certainly by a significant amount."
Silence nodded again.  That made sense, fit with the idea that was slowly taking shape, though she couldn't quite grasp its edges.  "So what do you intend?"
Isambard sighed heavily. "I must make a confession," he said, "one that is painful to me.  I do not know how to destroy the engines on the Earth-road; I have neither schema nor vision to guide me.  I had hoped, when this place was taken, to find some hint of how the engines were cast, but — there has been nothing.  And I am concerned — I do not know if I am capable of managing such a powerful operation anymore.  I certainly cannot do it alone.  So if you have knowledge or theories, I beg you to share them."
Silence stood frozen, appalled by the old man's words.  Not very long ago, she had thought that she would give anything to become a greater magus than her teacher, and to hear him admit that fact, but now that it had happened — now that it had happened, she wanted to run, both from the responsibility and from the pain in the older magus's eyes.  This is why they tell you never to wish too much for anything, she thought bitterly.  You may get it.  And the siege engines still had to be destroyed.
She took a deep breath, hoping her half-formed plan would ring true.  "I was thinking about it," she said.  "And I did have an idea.  It seemed to me that the laws of sympathy were the best way, and that we might shape an orrery — a real one, a model of the system as it should be, and use that, somehow."   She could almost see it, was almost there, but it wasn't quite right —
Isambard's expression sharpened.  "Yes, of course. I should have seen that.  Oh, gods, the advantages of a pilot's training!  But the orrery must not be tuned, Silence — or, rather, it must be deliberately mistuned, to match the notes of the engines.  And then, when the orrery is brought into tune —"
"Yes!" That was what she'd been groping for, all the pieces sliding perfectly into pace.  She knew the engines' music, and knew the music of the Earth-road as well.  She could do this.  "The engines will shatter. The whole system will be brought into its proper alignment."
"Yes."  Isambard's delight was replaced by more sober assessment. "And you, Sieura Doctor, must be the one to do it."
"Me?" Silence asked, but she could feel the truth of it in her bones.
"You know the Earth-road as I cannot," Isambard said, not without bitterness.  "And the song of the engines.  I will support you, of course, but the work will be, must be, yours."
And this was what it all came down to, Silence thought, the thing she had been hurtling toward, drawn by the same symbol that had brought Aili to Earth with them.  It was her work, to win or lose.  "All right," she said.  "Can we do it here?"
"I believe so," Isambard answered. "The island was built to contain and facilitate such operations, and there is metal in plenty beneath the ground, no longer needed for the barrier."
"Very well," Silence said.  "Let's get to work."
Man's Island had been built to allow the Rose Worlder magi to work in comfort, and nothing they had done had spoiled that intrinsic structure.  Over the next two days, Silence and Isambard cleared the largest of the workrooms of the wreckage the Unionists had left behind, and Silence couldn't help admiring the clean lines of the chamber.  It was beautifully made, the curved walls echoing the circle at its center, panels of wood and pale polished stone alternating with thin strips of crystal that admitted light but allowed no image to intrude.  There was space enough, Silence admitted, and the planetary harmonies rang clear through the wood and metal floor.
Indralan and his team had collected as much raw metal as they could salvage, and it lay ranged ready along the chamber walls, bricks and ingots from the workroom forges stacked beside girders and twisted plates dragged in from the streets outside.  Orreries were supposed to be made from illarion; there were only a few fragments of that metal here, but she could use them to transform the rest.  It should work, she thought, and glanced nervously at Isambard, who met her eyes gravely.
"We are very nearly ready," he said. "You understand the basic schema?"
"Yes," Silence said, and was surprised to find she meant it. She did know it, as much as she could without having worked through it to its end; with Isambard to back her, she felt sure she could complete the working.
Before Isambard could respond, there was a knock at the door.  He turned, frowning, made the gesture that released the internal locks. "What is it?"
"I'm sorry to disturb you."  It was one of Jennis's assistants, a stocky woman with feathers woven incongruously in her hair.  "But Mir Radan wants to talk to you. He says it's urgent."
"Very well," Isambard answered, his voice unchanged, and they followed her up out of the workrooms.  The parkland showed signs of Radan's attack, the grass gouged up in places, once a tree snapped in two, and the control center bore the marks of projectile weapons and heylin's fixed fire.  Everything was up and running, though, and Radan stood with Aili in the center of the room, looking up at the screens that ringed the central consoles. Marcinik waited one step to Aili's rear, and Balthasar and Chase Mago leaned against a side console with a handful of Radan's team.
"Mir Radan," the feather-haired woman said. "I brought the magi."
"Good."  Radan turned away from the screens.   "We have an unexpected problem."
Silence saw Balthasar roll his eye at that, and couldn't help agreeing.  At this point, they were hardly likely to encounter anything else.  Aili smiled as though she'd guessed the thought, but said nothing.
"It seems that there is one Unionist flight inbound from the asteroids."
"I thought you said you'd secured the asteroid station," one of the men said from behind Balthasar.
"We thought we did," Radan answered.  "This group was on patrol, apparently, and wasn't properly accounted for.  They appeared on musonar four hours ago on an inbound course.  They'll be in orbit in eight hours."
Someone swore, but no one else spoke.  After a moment, Aili said, "What to you propose?"
"We have to protect the installation at Ladysprings," Radan said.  "That's why I called you, magi.  I need one of you to reset the barriers there, so that we can protect what fleet we've got."
"What about this barrier?" That was a dark-haired man with a bandaged hand: one of Radan's lieutenants, Silence recognized, but could not remember his name.
"It must stay down," Isambard said. "You can evacuate nonessential personnel if you must, but the siege engines cannot be destroyed if it is restored."  He looked at Silence. "I will go to Ladysprings — I can be of more use there.  You will have to destroy the engines."
The breath caught in Silence's throat.  It was no different than before — she had always been going to perform the bulk of the work, Isambard had only planned to provide backup, strength and stability. It was her schema, her idea — and the idea of working it alone terrified her.  But there was no choice.   And it was her idea, her schema.  She had imagined it, and she could make it real.  She took a deep breath, controlling her fear. "All right.  Yes, I can do it."
"Benyi, take the magus to Ladysprings," Radan ordered.  "Use one of the fast suborbitals, that'll get you there in ample time."
"Right," the dark-haired man said, and beckoned to Isambard. "If you please, mir — Doctor?"
Isambard turned to Silence and bowed slightly.  "Good luck, Doctor."
"And to you, Doctor," Silence answered, returning the bow. A thousand times she had wished to be taken for an equal:  well, now she had to live up to it. The older magus nodded to his pilot, and the two walked away.
"So are we going to defend the island?" Jennis asked.
"If we do," Ges said, "it'll have to be air-to-air.  I don't know...."
"We have the ships," Radan said. "Top of the line interceptors, capable of flight in atmosphere and near-Earth orbit as well. Tuned to perfection, they tell me, and ready to launch."
Ships like the ones that brought us down, Silence thought. She glanced at Balthasar, saw him looking grim, the scar on his cheek standing out more sharply than usual.  Chase Mago started to put a hand on his shoulder, then let it fall, his expression bleak.
"What I don't have is pilots," Radan went on.  "A few, yes, but not enough.  Even with everyone who's ever had an hour's training in the air, I'll still have three machine standing empty right here, and it's just as bad or worse everywhere else."
Balthasar shook his head, but Marcinik spoke first.  "These are two-seaters, are they not?  If you'll find me a gunner, I'll take one."
"That we can do," Ges said.  "They're easier to come by."
"I thought as much," Marcinik said, with his usual infuriating tranquility.
Balthasar closed his eyes.  Before he could speak, Silence caught his wrist.  "Denis," she began, and stopped as he smiled.  It was not his usual wry grin, but something softer, more open, and the words died on her lips.  You don't have to do this, she would have said, and he took his hands in hers as thought he'd heard them anyway.
"You know I do," he said, and Chase Mago put his hands on her shoulders, speaking across her to the Delian.  
"I'll crew."
"That would be helpful."
Silence twisted to look at the engineer, saw the same resignation in his bearded face.  She wanted to scream in protest, to forbid them to go, to demand that they stay — not in safety, there was no promise of that anywhere, but at least where they would be together.  "One ship?" she whispered.
Balthasar tightened his hold, his eyes slipping past her as though he were trying to convince Chase Mago as well. "We've made it work before.  And we are Wrath-of-God, remember?"  He released her and looked at Radan. "Julie and I will take another."
"Thank you," Radan said.  "Rook will take you across to the field."
Balthasar nodded, but Chase Mago hesitated.  "Wait," he said, reaching into his shirt, and brought out the silver disk that was his pitch pipe.  "You'll need this more than I will."
Silence took it, wordless.  An engineer's pipe was the main tool of his trade, as personal and valuable as a pilot's starbooks.  Chase Mago smiled, and kissed her, closing her fingers over the warm metal. 
"Good luck," Balthasar said, and kissed her, too, and then they'd both turned away.  Silence watched them go, the engineer looming over the slighter Delian, both of them strong and solid and alive. Take care of him, take care of yourself, be careful — the words ran uselessly through her mind, to be swallowed bitter and unspoken.  There was nothing she could do except her job. Open the gate, destroy the siege engines, and save them all.
The workroom was just as she had left it, the metal piled against the walls, and she studied it for a long moment, planning the first part of the operation.  Most of it was useless in its present state; she would have to transform it first, then shape it into the various parts of the orrery.  There was plenty of it, at least, and she closed her eyes, letting the local harmonies surround her.  At first, she could feel only the dissonance of the mainurb, the buzz and rumble of machines present even without the main power. Slowly she tuned it out, groping for the deeper music of the planet itself.  Gradually those harmonies swelled around her, trembling in the ground beneath her feet and then rising to enclose her, lovely and perfect and unexpectedly familiar.  Beneath that harmony, she could hear another, more distant dissonance, the natural dissonance caused by the other systemic harmonies, solar, lunar, planetary, as they rolled up against the dominant music of the world. She listened as long as she dared, hoping she had grasped its full range, and reached beyond it to the supermaterial.
She called the Form of the circle first, laying the harmonies against it and bending them to her will until she had a solid wall of sound.  She fitted that to the workroom's existing circle, reinforcing it, and spoke the Words that fixed her creation.  The air glimmered for an instant, taking on the faintly lifeless quality that she associated with the isolation rings on Solitudo Hermae, and she turned her attention to the waiting piles of metal.  They were all compounds of elemental Earth, the least volatile of the major elements; they were notoriously difficult to work in the first stages of transformation — and dangerous, releasing poisonous compounds — but once the original Form was broken, the rest came easily enough.  She fixed her attention on the nearest pile, steel plates and broken bars of unknown composition ripped from beneath the island's surface, concentrating on its weight and solidity, its essential Form.  When she was sure that the present Form was fixed in her mind, she spoke the Words of the first step of transformation, and felt the heat flare in her mind.  She felt the same heat rise from the metal, a wisp of smoke rising as impurities flashed to nothing: this was calcination, the necessary death that bound the metal to its present state, and prepared it for the changes that were to come.
The heat rose, driving her back a step.  She winced, but kept her eyes on the mass of metal.  Outwardly, it was unchanged, but she could feel the heat rising within, could feel the first impure elements stir and shift, loosened from their place in the metal's structure.  Then the hard edges seemed to waver, to loosen. Instantly, she spoke the next Words, banishing the heat, leaving the metal shimmering as though it lay in bright sunlight, its outlines as blurred as if she were viewing it through imperfect glass.  She spoke again, and felt the metal solidify under the lash of the heavy syllables. Now, however, each lesser element was separate from the others, ready to be manipulated.  She gathered her strength, watching the fixed metal for any signs of instability, then spoke the Words that opened a door into hell.
There was no true sound in answer, but she felt a kind of thunder shiver in the thick air.  The patch of hell, roiling with the non-color that was all colors at once, grew between her hands. She whispered the phrases that controlled and shaped it, but did not stop its growth. The opening grew larger, gleaming now like a silver platter; under her touch, it grew larger still, until it lay like a flat lake between her and the prepared metal, a shallow disk easily large enough to contain the entire mass.  She spoke the Words that fixed it, and turned her attention to the pile of metal.
It seemed unchanged, the uncanny heat gone, but Silence could feel the difference in its response to her commands.  She lifted her hands, balancing her awareness of the chaotic energies of hell against the arrested movement of the metal.  With infinite care, she sent the disk of hell drifting away from her, until it hung suspended just above the pile.  Bracing herself, she lowered her hands, bringing the disk down over the metal.
Even though she had been expecting it, the burst of released energy rocked her back on her heels.  The disk sank lower, concealing and consuming the piled metal. She fought to control the process, venting the unnatural energies back into the submaterial where they belonged. This was the most dangerous part of the transformation:  the violent dissolution, followed by the digestion of the lesser elements into the chaotic state that was potentially any element. The process broke down ordinary compounds unevenly, throwing off dangerous bits and pieces of near-elemental matter.  Those particles were inherently unstable, short-lived, but in their brief existence were capable of invading more ordinary compounds, translating them into deadly poisons.  The circle contained most of them, and the rest she launched back into the submaterial to be consumed and transformed with the rest.
The disk sank lower still, until it had completely consumed the first pile, and its strange surface seemed to float only a few centimeters above the ground.  There was a plateau of stability here, and Silence seized it gratefully, wiping the sweat from her face.  Everything was in order, no dangerous new compounds, and she took a deep breath and spoke the next Words.
The air quivered around her, but nothing else happened. She spoke again, reinforcing her first command with a Word of even greater power. There was a groan, a sound deeper than the deepest notes of a ship's harmonium, and a noise like something tearing. Very slowly, a shape began to rise from the disk of hell.  Silence spoke again, Words that were the reflections of elemental Earth, and the shape stabilized into a dark, gleaming cube that hung just above the surface of the disk.
She was halfway finished now — she had broken the metal down to its elemental form, and now needed only to recast it into something more useful for the orrery.  She dismissed the patch of hell, and only the cube remained, an oily-brown shape that sang with a power all its own.  She spoke the next sequence, and the surface of the cube darkened further, then began to bubble gently.  Wisps of matter rose from it like steam; she spoke again, softly now, and those wisps dissolved harmlessly into common air.  She drew next on the Form of the tetrahedron, dividing interior volume from the planes of the surface.  At another Word, those planes hardened, became a barrier between the near-elemental Earth within and the contaminating common air around it.
This was another plateau, and she paused again to catch her breath.  From here, the process moved incredibly quickly; she would have one chance to control it all.  She closed her eyes, visualizing the final form, the centerpiece of the orrery that she would forge from this transformation, then spoke the Words that divided the substance within the cube from its Form. She could feel the surge of power, the rising music, not yet dissonant but not harmonious either, and chanted the next phrase, the Words that were the schema, the definition, of illarion.  She felt the Formless substance shift, first a few tiny fragments bonding to form a lesser element, then another, and then those lesser elements shifting and reforming, joining one to another in an ever-increasing reaction that defined the metal.  She spoke again, phrases that shaped and defined the first parts of the orrery, tuning it to the true notes of the system around her, and felt the still malleable illarion change shape within the cube.  She spoke the final Word, and the cube split open, to reveal the sun-sphere in its stand, and the ring-and-ball of the first, innermost planet.  She gestured, letting the dissipating energies of the dissolving cube carry it into the center of the ring, solid and true, thoughnot yet complete.
The rest would have to be made deliberately out of tune, matching the engines' dissonance.  She savored the solar sphere's perfection for a moment longer, then turned to the next pile of metal, and spoke the Words of transformation.  The metal flexed and groaned, gave up its shape and complexity to be reborn as the orrery's next ring, tuned deliberately to the music of the blockading engines.  She cast the next, and then the third, the dissonances battering painfully against each other, and she had to pause and create a stasis field to hold the pieces unmoving before she could move on to the next ring.  She repeated the operation six more times, each ring larger and louder and more unwieldy than the last.  The final ring rose glowing out of its cube, the air heavy with the buzzing of the stasis fields and the rolling music that bound the last planet to the engines.  It towered above her, almost filling the workroom, striking sparks and alarming bell-like notes from the enclosing circle as she wrestled it into place. For a moment it teetered, poised to fall out of balance and take the rest of the orrery with it.  She shouted at it, one Word and then another, power on top of power, and abruptly it rose and settled, fitting itself into place with a last shower of sound and sparks.  She could hear the siege engines' music humming within it, muffled by the stasis fields, and carefully dismissed the first field. The orrery held, the dissonance stable but painful, an aching wail just beyond the edge of hearing.  She released the rest of the fields, but the orrery remained still, the rings keening softly to themselves.
And that was the first step complete.  She walked slowly around the massive shape, assessing it from every angle, but found no flaws other than the ones she had deliberately created.  Those were stable, as stable and strong as the siege engines themselves, but she summoned a last measure of strength and cast another stasis field around the entire structure.  She could rest now, recuperate a little, and find out from Aili if the Hegemon's fleet was ready to move.
She released the outer circle, climbed the stairs to the garden level, her legs dragging.  Hopefully she would have an hour or two to rest before she had to start the next phase — in a perfect world, she'd have time for a good night's sleep, but she doubted that was possible.  The sun was just setting, she saw with surprise; she hadn't expected the operation to take quite that long.  She made her way across the scarred lawn in the thickening twilight, aware that there was still no power in the city beyond the water, none of its beat to distort the planetary harmonies.  She hoped guiltily that it would stay off a few hours longer:  the second step would be much easier without its interference.
Something moved in the sky as she approached the main control station, a flash of light that steadied to a spark moving against the stars.  The guard  standing outside the station entrance looked up, equally startled, and then a voice shouted from inside, "Take cover!  Incoming raiders, take cover!"
In the same instant, the spark resolved to the rainbow streak of a sounding keel, and Silence ducked past the guard, clapping her hands to her ears.  She spoke a Word, but not quite in time; the keelsong swept over them, driving them both to their knees. Glass shattered somewhere in the distance, and the building shuddered.
"This way," someone shouted — Jennis, Silence realized, his voice dulled and distorted by the ship's close pass. She had kept them from being deafened, but she hadn't been quick enough to block all its effects; her hearing was fuzzy, and the guard staggered like a drunken man as they tumbled down the stairs.
"These levels are shielded," Jennis said, dragging a padded door closed behind him.  "I'm glad you're here, Sieura Doctor.  Mir Radan wants you."
"Lead on," Silence said. The effects of the keelsong were fading; she felt almost normal as they entered the lower control room.
It was a near copy of the room she had been in before, with its central consoles and the ring of screens set just below the ceiling. All but a handful of those were tuned to battle frequencies, most of them focused on the island, and she flinched as she counted the number of red-marked keels.  There were at least nine of them — no, ten, she was sure it was ten — and only six gold-marked defenders.   Half the flight was pulling up, grabbing altitude before another keel run, the others running interference, and she swore as one of the gold keels swung down and away, its light fading.
"Silence!" Aili turned away from her console.  "The orrery?"
Silence flinched, fear stabbing through her.  "It's finished.  I left it under a stasis shield, it should hold —" If the attackers can't get right down on the deck, if they don't have bombs, if a thousand things go right....  She shook herself.  "I was coming to see if your father's men were ready."
Aili nodded. "They are. Or they were.  We've lost contact."
"Are they on their way?" Silence closed her eyes, trying to match times and transits.
"Not yet. They were to move on my signal or in eight hours, if they didn't hear from me."
"That's good."  Eight hours — no real time for rest even if they did manage to drive off these attackers, but she could do it. She nodded again, hoping to convince herself.  
"Sieura Doctor!"  That was Radan, turning away from the main console.  "Is there anything you can do?"
"I'm sorry." Silence came to study the screen. "Aren't there cannon?"
"Not here," Radan answered, his voice grim.  "They relied on the barrier."
"And we can't rebuild that," Silence said.  Well, maybe she could, but not fast enough to stop the attackers. The buildings shuddered as the second wave tore past, and one of the screens showed a dainty spire collapsing in a cloud of dust and rubble.  And she wouldn't have enough strength left to break the siege engines.  "It'll have to be the fighters."
"Five of them against ten," Radan said.
"Nine," Aili corrected, and, sure enough, one of the red keels was pulling away, turning west without grabbing for altitude.  The gold ships drove hard on the tails of the attackers, trying to break up the next run.  Half the red ships turned to fight, and the keels wove a flickering ballet across the screen. There was something all too familiar about one of the gold ships, the quicksilver reflexes and the sudden impossible turns, and Silence clenched her fists, driving her nails into the palms of her hands.
"That's Denis —" She hadn't meant to speak aloud, but Aili nodded.
"And Colonel Marcinik."  Her voice was unnaturally calm, but Silence couldn't spare her even a look of sympathy.  All her attention was fixed on the screen, on the ships weaving through the air above them.  Three of the red keels were lining up for another pass, but Balthasar broke away, heeling over and down to pass through the forming line, disrupting the attack.  The building shivered with the echo of his passage.  Marcinik took advantage of the distraction to place himself perfectly for a shot, and one of the red keels exploded in a rain of fire and metal.  Two more gold keels flashed past, in pursuit of red, and Balthasar caught a third, giving Chase Mago an easy shot. It reeled off toward the west, its keel flickering toward extinction, but one of the survivors latched onto him in turn, and Balthasar flung his ship through a series of maneuvers that left Silence breathless and flinching with each new turn.  Then Marcinik was there, and Balthasar dove past him as though he'd never been hard pressed, arrowing down on another of the red keels.  A gold keel faded and died, and Silence caught her breath, but there were fewer red keels on the screen.  And then it was over, the two surviving red keels disengaging, streaking west after their wounded comrades.  Balthasar rolled his ship, the keel flashing, then spiraled up, following Marcinik and another gold keel into a defensive orbit around the island.  
Silence gasped, unable quite to believe that they'd done it — but of course they had, it was Balthasar at the controls, and she could almost see his smug grin.  Aili closed her eyes for a long moment, and Silence thought she blinked away tears of pure relief.
"Clear," one of the technicians reported, and Radan shook his head.
"That was too close for comfort.  And I don't want to have to do it again.  Sieura Doctor, you have to break the Earth-road open."
Silence sighed.  So much for the few hours' rest she'd hoped for — but she could do it.  She was tired, yes, but a long way from exhausted, and she had the advantage of working with the system harmonies rather than against them.  "Yes," she said, and looked at Aili.  "You'll have to warn the fighters.  They want to be well clear when I start the operation."
"When?" Aili's voice was surprisingly steady.
"It depends on how the orrery withstood the attack," Silence answered.  "If Indralan will come with me —"
"Of course," the technician answered, and Radan nodded.
"Then I'll send him back as soon as I'm ready to start."
"Very well," Aili answered.
The central control building had stood up fairly well to the massed keelsong, just windows blown out on the upper floor, but most of the other buildings were not so fortunate. The immaculate lawns were torn as though by giant claws, and all the trees were snapped at the root, lying in a tangle of white splinters and incongruously green leaves. Beyond the lawn, the residential buildings had crumbled under the assault, the pale stone ground to a powder, brick and metal spilling from the broken facade. The building where her workroom had been had collapsed in on itself, was nothing more than a heap of broken stone, dust hazing the air above it. She held her breath, and heard Indralan swear, but already she could feel the hum of the stasis field beneath the rubble.  It was solid, it had held, and that meant the orrery was whole, too.  She lifted her hands, reaching down to the planet's core, and brought that music welling up to push aside the debris.  It resisted for a moment, then rolled tumbling away, and the orrery rose from the wreckage, gleaming with its own peculiar light.  Indralan swore again, and Silence brought the orrery to rest on the solid ground beside the shattered building.
"Go tell them I'm starting now," she said, and the technician nodded.
"How will they know when you're done?  To tell the fleet?"
"They'll know," Silence said.  Indralan nodded, and hurried away.
Left to herself, Silence took a series of centering breaths, searching the orrery for any defects. The stasis field had done its job:  the device was perfect. The dissonance was there, clearly audible in the way the concentric rings rang softly in the moving air, but it was an intentional dissonance, balanced and not immediately destructive.  Each of the outer rings glowed softly silver, each one carrying a sphere that was a symbol of one of the first system's planets; at its heart the sun-sphere gleamed palely gold.  She reached into her shirt, brought out Chase Mago's pitch pipe, wrapping her fingers hard around the metal.  Surely they'd had time to get away — would still have time to get out of range, the operation wouldn't be dangerous at first.  And there was no time left to worry about that, she told herself.  She lifted the pipe to her lips, and sounded the first tone.
It was a low, dark note, like the tolling of an enormous bell. Something within the planetary core echoed it, sustaining it without her effort, and she spoke the Words that chained it to the outermost of the nine rings.  She could feel the metal resist, and spoke again, reinforcing those Words with other, more commanding sounds.  With a groan the ring shifted, the metal realigning itself with the new, more perfect note she had sounded.
It kept sounding, reverberating from outermost ring, and she sounded the next note. That ring resisted, too, then adjusted itself.  The next note cut through their music as though it had not been there, and then all three blended to a sound that she recognized as the basis of the music she had heard when she finally travelled the Earth-road.  The dissonance at the center of the orrery rose slightly, humming like a swarm of bees.  She waited, ready to hold it static if she had to, but it stabilized at its new level.
As she moved inward toward the sun-sphere, the rings' resistance increased.  At the seventh ring, the Earth-ring, her note evoked a brassy cry, so weirdly tuned that she had to put both hands to her ears, the dissonance lashing at her. She shouted into it, binding it to her will; the universe seemed to hang suspended, and then the metal shifted, obeying her command. She stood for a moment, shaking, the tension of the last untuned ring like a physical weight in the air around her. The combined music of the outer rings enveloped her as well, a note almost too deep for human hearing, and still somehow strangely muted.  The dissonance of the remaining ring and sphere seemed to drown out their perfection.  For a moment, she wondered if her calculations were enough, but there was no going back.  She sounded the eighth note.
The sound seemed to grow even after she lowered the pitch pipe, swelling toward some impossible climax. She shouted the Words that turned it toward the proper ring, and felt that unimaginable pressure ease, the impossible power constrained by the Art, by the orrery's Form.  Now only the sun-sphere and the innermost ring remained, in tune with the rest, but incomplete, unable to sustain the full music of the system..  She could feel it, a void that was almost physical pain, the chord yearning for resolution, a single tone that would bring all into true.  She sounded the final note.
It rose from the pipe, took on substance and weight, became visible as a spark of sun-colored light that soared through the orrery's rings to strike the central sphere. Silence braced herself, ready to speak the final Words that would turn the orrery into a sympathetic model of the first system, and light exploded from the sun-sphere. It flashed outward, and with it came music.  The sound was terrifyingly perfect, balanced between the notes of the sun and planets and the music of heaven itself, of the realm of Form beyond the material. The wave of sound knocked her backward, and for a moment she was aware only of pain, an agony like nothing she had ever imagined.  Then the ground seemed to shift, or perhaps it was she who moved, she who gasped the final Word, and she hung gloriously suspended in the heart of the music.
She could feel it striking through her body, and through the core of Earth itself, waking glad echoes at its center; she felt the same notes reach up through the enveloping air and out into the vacuum of the first system, washing over each planet in its course.  Almost in passing, she felt the siege engines shriek and die, but it was nothing compared to the wonder of the music.  The entire system sang with it, in perfect tune for the first time since the Millennial Wars, and the music reached further still, resonating through purgatory until it seemed that all of human-settled space was encompassed in that song.
And still the music continued, pulling away from her comprehension toward something that lay beyond the borders of the universe. She strained after it, fought to follow but the music was failing now, or she was failing, the magnificent harmony slipping from her grasp.  She thought she cried out, a wail of despair and loss, but the song had passed beyond her reach.  She fell, and thought her tears were fire.
And then she was lying in the shadow of the broken orrery, staring up into the night sky.  The great rings were melted, deformed, and the sun-sphere had split like an orange, the metal darkened as though it had been through a fire.  She moved her head cautiously, and winced at the pain in every limb.
"Silence?" That was Aili's voice, thick with relief, and Silence turned, the muscles of her neck protesting.
"The fleet?"
"Through.  They have engaged the Rose Worlder fleet at the system edge, and were winning when I left."
"Denis and Julie?"  Silence held her breath.  That was not a price she was willing to pay.
"Safe and well.  As is Yles."
Silence closed her eyes.  That was enough, she thought.  The memory of the magnificent music was fading, settling to a bearable level; had she been able to remember it more clearly, it would have remained an aching wound.  She had this much of it, and her husbands lived:  that would do for now.  She let herself slip into oblivion.
 



Chapter 10
 
Silence woke to sun and soft air and the distant sound of birdsong. She was lying in another unfamiliar bed — a bed big enough for three, with fine gauze curtains that drifted in the morning breeze.  Balthasar was soundly asleep beside her, curled on his side with the sheet drawn over his head, but the other side of the bed was empty, and there was a scent of new coffee.  Silence slid out of bed, realizing as she did so that someone had changed her working clothes for the worn tunic she usually slept in.  She brushed aside the clinging curtain, and the door opened to admit Chase Mago, a coffee tray balanced carefully in his free hand.
"Oh, good, you're awake."  The engineer set the tray on the nearest unencumbered surface and poured them each a cup.
Silence took hers gratefully.  "How long was I out?"
"A little more than a day," Chase Mago answered. "You broke the siege engines not this past night but the night before."
Silence nodded, sipping her coffee.  It was flavored with a spice she didn't recognize, but she liked the sharp sweetness.  She vaguely remembered waking once or twice, episodes of voice and movement, but this was the first time she'd come to full consciousness since she'd opened the Earth-road. She could still feel the faint echo of that music when she thought of it, a joyous whisper beneath her skin.  She savored it for an instant, then let it recede.  "And we won?"
"Of course we did," Balthasar said, sleepily.  He sat up, the sheet slipping down to reveal a band of bruising across his chest where the pilot's harness had gripped him.  She knew better than to say anything about it, looked away as he rolled out of bed and disappeared into the bathroom.
Chase Mago rolled his eyes. "He's fine.  We're both a little sore — it's been a while since either of us played that sort of game."
"I'm surprised you pulled enough Gs to leave a mark like that," Silence said, and the engineer looked away.
"We had a little problem with the inertial dampeners."
That sort of problem was usually fatal to a larger ship caught in a firefight; she didn't want to think what it would have been like for an interceptor.  She said, "You're starting to sound like Denis."
Chase Mago winced.  "Sorry. But it really wasn't that bad.  We lost them right at the end, and the Rose Worlders were running by then anyway.  We just had to take it slowly coming home.  I imagine you're pretty sore yourself."
Silence accepted the change of subject, working her shoulders, and was surprised that the movement wasn't more painful.  "Actually, I'm not bad."
"Don't tell him that," Chase Mago said.
"Don't tell me what?"  Balthasar emerged from the other room, and took the coffee that the engineer held out to him.
"That I'm not sore," Silence said.
Balthasar swore without heat.  He'd found tunic and trousers and was more or less decent, dirty bare feet digging into the thick carpet.  Silence eyed him fondly.
"That was nice flying."
The Delian looked smug again. "Thank you."
Chase Mago shook his head.  "Denis, if you were half as good as you think you are —"
"He'd be really good," Silence said, with just the right note of surprise, and the Delian grinned.
"Just be glad I do know what I'm doing."
"I'm glad all of us do," Chase Mago said.  "Silence..."
"Genius," Balthasar said, and kissed the hand that wasn't holding her coffee.
Silence looked down, oddly embarrassed, but didn't pull away.  "So just what happens now?  Is the Hegemon's fleet trying to take over?"
"The Hegemon's fleet is on the outer edges of the system," Chase Mago said, "ostensibly to ward off any further attack.  My impression is that both Radan and the Princess Royal have made it clear that further advances sunward would be unwelcome."
"Radan and Ges have pretty much established themselves as the heads of the resistance," Balthasar said, "which makes them the new government, at least until Her Serenity plays the Empress.  She wants us, by the way."
"You didn't tell me that," Chase Mago said.
Balthasar shrugged.  "You were asleep."
For once, the engineer seemed inclined to argue, and Silence said hastily, "What does she want us for?"
"She said she wanted to employ us," Balthasar answered.  "She also said she'd give us the details once you were awake."
Silence grinned, and the engineer looked appeased.  "Then I suppose we'd better talk to her," she said. "But after I've had a chance to eat and clean up."
They were no longer on Man's Island, Silence realized — probably the actual residences were no longer habitable, between the interceptors' attack and the energies raised by the great orrery. They were in a pleasant building near the river, and the water showed clear between the buildings across the street. Aili and Radan had moved their operations to the mainland as well, and they were passed from one checkpoint to the next across a wide swath of the mainurb.  She couldn't help being aware of the stares and whispers, and she could feel the color rising in her cheeks.  Chase Mago looked embarrassed as well, but Balthasar pretended not to see.
Radan had chosen a low, rounded building at the end of a strip of parkland to serve as his new headquarters.  It was older than it looked, Silence realized as they approached; the park had risen around it, the turf lapping up against the pale orange stone.  Steps led down into a broad, curved space, tiers of stone and wood benches spreading out from the stairs like the seats of an amphitheater.  At the bottom, consoles new and old were clustered in a ring, each with its own cone of light, and people were moving purposefully among them, flashing in and out of the shadows.  Aili was there, a spangled scarf around her shoulders, Marcinik hovering like her shadow, and Ges was busy at one of the newer consoles, frowning over some display.  Radan emerged from behind the biggest display, carrying a stack of old-fashioned data-plaques.  Aili spoke to him, smiling, then turned to bring Marcinik into the conversation.  Silence started down the stairs, her husbands trailing behind her, and one of the technicians looked up.  She began to clap, and the others joined her, Ges and then Aili and Radan and even Marcinik all joining in.  Silence faltered, the color flaming in her face, but she managed to match Aili's smile.
"We're in your debt, Sieura Doctor," Radan said.
"The road had to be opened," Silence said.  It wasn't what she'd meant to say, but she could feel the rightness of it.  "Everything is going to shift now."
"That's what Isambard said," Aili said.
"He's all right, then?"  Silence blushed again, ashamed she hadn't thought to ask about him before this.
"Oh, perfectly well," the Princess Royal answered.  "And planning to stay in Ladysprings a little longer, to explore the installations there.  If Mir Ges permits."
"I don't mind," Ges said.  "As long as he shows my technicians what he turns up, he's welcome to take the place apart."
"He'll be glad to hear that," Aili said.  She held out her hands and Silence took them, remembering the Women's Palace.  She had misjudged Aili then, still wasn't sure she really had the other woman's measure.  The Princess Royal smiled.  "We do owe you everything."
There was more clapping at that, and Silence cleared her throat, hoping she didn't look as uncertain as she felt.  "Well, there is the ship...."
"Already begun," Marcinik said.  "There are undamaged facilities at Ladysprings and Sahaar, and we are working to locate a lifter to bring her there."
Silence winced at that, though she knew it was the only way Recusante would reach repair facilities.  
"We'll want to be there," Chase Mago said, and Marcinik nodded.
"Understood.  And to be honest, it will take a while to get a lifter into working order."
"We can wait," Balthasar said.
"But that's a small thing," Aili said.  She had not released Silence's hands, and her fingers were soft and strong against the pilot's skin.  "I have a proposition for you.  The Earth-road is open, and trade will return, and Earth must have her own fleet, or fall under some other world's sway again.  I propose to allow — suitable persons — not Earth-born to obtain Earth registry, and all the privileges that go with it.  I would like you to be the first to take that marque."
Silence stood frozen for a moment. To carry Earth's marque, to be free of the Hegemony, protected — well, how much protection Earth could offer had yet to be proved, but it was better than anything they'd had before.  
"I'm Delian," Balthasar said.
"We've flown under marque before," Chase Mago answered.
“Look how will that worked out,” Balthasar answered.  Silence started to answer, but the engineer spoke first.
“We’ll fly for Earth.  Think what that makes us.”
Balthasar started to speak, then stopped, his expression almost startled as he seemed to work through the possibilities.
"We're what we are," Silence said, and tilted her head in the bow she had learned in the Women's Palace. "And we will gladly take Earth's marque."
Aili's hands tightened for a moment on hers, and then let go.  "I am glad," she said.  "But first, we'll need to see to your ship.  Colonel, if you would?"
"Of course," Marcinik answered.  He turned toward another console, the technician sliding aside to make room for him, but Silence glanced over her shoulder.
"It's the best thing." She could feel it, certainty like the music still humming in her bones.  Earth restored was the true center, and they would be part of that, their place assured.  Chase Mago nodded, looking more relaxed than she remembered ever seeing him before.  Balthasar smiled then, as though he'd felt it, too, and she drew them after her to begin to rebuild the ship.
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Prologue – May, 1929
 
The bowl of the lake reflected nothing.  On bright nights the full moon seemed magnified by the water, as though it had come to rest in the dark pool.  That was why the Romans had called Lake Nemi Diana's Mirror.
The sounds of the massive pumps covered any noise it might make, working night and day to drain the lake.  It was the most significant archaeological site in a generation – two Roman ships from the reign of Caligula, resting beneath the waters of Lake Nemi in almost pristine condition.  But then It knew all about the ships.  It had known them for a very long time.
They were ruins in the mud, a few beams exposed as the lake drained.  They were gone like the Sanctuary of Diana that had once graced the shore.  But She was still here.  Far away in the woods the man heard it and stiffened – the faint baying of hounds.
It inhabited this man.  It wore him, frail thing though he was, already weakening in Its grasp.  They were running, he and the man, his sedentary feet made fleet by fear.  They were running through the woods while briars grabbed at them, while moonlight mistook their path before them.  The hounds were louder.  They were coming.  The hunters were behind.  They could see the flashes of their strange torches, incandescent in the darkness, silver against the trees.  A white hound led the pack, sharp nosed and keen, the others following her.  It was She who led.
The man's breathing was harsh.  They were being driven.  Out of the trees, out of the wild wood.  Now there were shouts behind, calls from one hunter to another in strange, bastard Latin.  The hunters had seen them.  The ground was muddy and they slipped.  This man was no hunter, no soldier, and he had been run hard.  He slipped and slid down the bank, one leg catching beneath him, knee twisting.  He was down.  The white hound crested the bank, beautiful and implacable.
And then She was not there.  It was two brown ones, bloodhounds, the man thought, and they stopped and set up a cry.  It was only a moment before the hunters came up.  Silver lights played over their face, and they cringed, It and this man, hiding from the brightness.
"Poor soul," one of the hunters said, sliding down the bank.  "It's Signore Gadda all right."
They wore blue uniforms, all the hunters.  A second one climbed down, lifted this man's hands from his face.  "Signore Gadda?  Can you understand me, sir?  Do you know what has happened?"
This man would reply, but It would not let him.  It could see the white hound behind the hunter, and It screamed.
The first hunter spoke again.  "I thought we'd never find him.  His wife is frantic.  God help him."  He moved his hand across his chest, as though making some sign of warding.
Another man climbed down, a tall man in middle age, wearing black rather than the blue uniforms, and the second hunter spoke to him.  "Signore Davenport, it is definitely your man.  But I do not think he understands a word."
"It is a terrible tragedy," Davenport said, and he leaned over them.  This man knew him.  This was his leader, his patron.  He was afraid he would lose his job.  But he could not speak.  "Vittorio?  Can you hear me?"
It screamed.  There was the smell of incense on this one.  He reeked of Her.
"We should take him to the hospital in Rome," one of the hunters said.  "I will send a man to tell his wife that we have found him but that he is very ill."
"Yes, definitely the hospital," Davenport said.  "Vittorio…."
The hunters hauled them to their feet, dragging them from the wood, from the ships, from the wild, but It did not resist.  To Rome.  That had potential.
One of the hunters shook his head to the other.  "What makes a man do this?  Suddenly go mad and dash into the woods to live like an animal?"
"Perhaps they can help him at the hospital," Davenport said.  "Some kind of seizure or stroke, I do not know."  He looked at this man again, his face a study in concern.  "Perhaps he will know his wife when she comes."
"To Rome," they whispered.  "To Rome."
 



Chapter One
 
Five thousand miles away, Lewis Segura jerked awake.  Not a dream of barbed wire and trenches this time, or even the sickening lurch a plane makes when it stalls, the nose beginning to dip down.  It had been worse than that, weirder than that.  There had been a lake, and things like snakes, like giant eels, moving through the depths, screams underwater that wakened echoes where there couldn’t be any; a dark wood, and shapes within it, and at the last a white hound appeared between trees, waiting for him, her head raised, her eyes as blue as the summer sky.  His heart rang with familiar certainty:  this was coming, this was true.
He sat up, craning his neck to see the clock on the table.  Not even midnight.  Alma slept next to him, burrowed into her nest of blankets, the pale sheen of her blond hair against the darkness. Her breathing was even and steady.  Whatever had wakened him hadn’t bothered her, and heaven knew Alma had her own ghosts.
He hugged his knees to his chest, hoping Alma would wake. He’d always dreamed like this, even before the war, but since then — since then there had been more nightmares, tinged with smoke and the sound of guns, but the true dreams had remained, clear and distinct.  If this was one of them — well, it was a warning, surely?
He closed his eyes, trying to make sense of the sequence of images, of the struggle under the water, the serpent twining around a drowning man, rings of flesh and scale like a hundred clutching hands.  And then there had been the screams, silent and mindless and horrible, bubbling with icy water.  He’d run toward the woods like a man pursued until he’d checked, seeing the white dog.  And behind her….  Behind her stood three women, caught in moonlight, one with a bow strung and ready in her hand, another with a poppy as scarlet as fresh blood, the thin petals resting gently against her white-robed shoulder.  Between them stood a third woman, hands upturned, a veil covering her hair.  They were all the same, he realized, the same fine-boned face, serene and stern at the same time; their eyes were blue, implacable.  In the water behind him something roiled beneath the surface, and the dog bared teeth in a silent snarl.
He crossed himself like a child, but the images were still vivid, the silent women, the snarling dog, the thing beneath the water and the thrashing terror.
Lewis took a deep breath, trying to put the emotion behind him.  If it was a true dream, a warning, what did it actually mean?  Stay away from water?  The closest lake was a good five miles away, and he didn’t swim anyway.  Beware a white dog?  No, the dog had been hunting the thing in the water, the same as the women.  They hadn’t been interested in him, just the lake and its secret.  Bow and poppy and veil, three identical women, or one woman seen three times….  He couldn’t make sense of it, and the fear was still heavy in his gut.
Alma was still asleep, her back to him, curled around her pillow. He thought for a second about nudging her awake and pretending he’d done it by mistake, but she’d had a busy day, taking a charter to Grand Junction and back.  It wasn’t a long flight, but it meant threading the passes, and for a guy who didn’t like letting a woman fly him even when she did own the company.  Lewis didn't want to wake her.
Instead he turned over carefully, listening to the faint strains of the radio coming up from downstairs.  Jerry was awake, or maybe it was Mitch.  Jerry had lived there for years, maybe since the operation that had taken part of his right leg after the war, and Mitch lived over the garage until he could get a place of his own, which Lewis figured would happen about the same time that Jerry went back to teaching, which was to say never.  But his bosses' living arrangements were none of his business, especially since Mitch was part owner in Gilchrist Aviation and he was just a hired pilot.  Even if he shared Alma's bed.
Lewis turned over.  Alma's soft breathing was slow and soothing.  Sometimes the dreams were all right, like the one that had led him to Alma.  It had been a good dream, too: a plane that he’d never flown, shaped like one of the Stahltaubes he’d seen before the War, but every bit as maneuverable as the bird it mimicked, so that he had swirled and spun, not in defense but in sheer joy of flight. Below him stretched Long Beach, the airfield and its lines of planes, the crowd with their heads tipped back to see him dance.
The flare had gone up to call him in, and he’d taken the plane up toward the cloud deck, which made no sense in retrospect, but at the time had seemed the most reasonable thing in the world.  He’d risen through the clouds into sunlight and blue sky and a sweet green runway stretching straight and clear before him, the windsock barely twitching on its stake beside a hangar like a young cathedral.  He’d brought the bird-plane down, felt wheels kiss the sod, brought it gently to a stop beside the hangar, and a fair woman in a blue dress turned away from a scarlet biplane.  It was for him, he thought, his plane, his freedom, and the woman smiled.  Our Lady, the Queen of Heaven, and he’d awakened with the joy still sounding in his bones.
At the time he'd been out of work three weeks and was starting to think he knew how a dope fiend felt when he couldn’t get his fix.  He still might not have gone to the airshow except that at the Legion meeting Frankie Onslow had said that he’d heard that a guy named Peters, who belonged to a Post up-state, had a crop-dusting service and might be looking for a pilot.  The combination of the news and the dream seemed to be telling him something, so he’d taken a couple of dollars from his last pay packet and ridden the trolley out to the show.
Of course, Peters hadn’t been hiring, but he’d mentioned a man named Stalkey who’d taken Lewis’s name and the phone number of the boarding house, and mentioned another guy named Wiggins.  Wiggins was equally non-committal, but said he’d heard that Jeff Forrest had a new mail contract, and wrote the name and hangar number on a scrap of paper.
“But he’s got a couple of planes in the stunt show,” Wiggins said. “I wouldn’t go over there till after.”
That made good sense, and anyway Lewis was hungry by then, and his feet were getting sore, so he found himself a spot in the grandstand to unwrap his sandwiches.  Bologna wasn’t his favorite, but it was cheap and ok with a lot of mustard. He ate both of them and folded the waxed paper into a triangle, watching the stunt plane swirl and dive.  With the right plane he could do pretty much everything he was seeing. He could do better than most of the pilots — if it were a combat situation, he could take them all.
That way lay danger.  He fished in his pocket for a nickel instead, bought a Coke, and climbed out of the stands to watch the rest of the show.  The white Jenny just finishing its loop was Forrest’s, and if that was his best pilot, Lewis figured he stood a chance at any jobs that were going.
He wouldn’t go over there yet, though, would wait until the crowds cleared out a little.  He shaded his eyes, squinting, found the next plane as it dropped down out of the high blue, lining up on the runway.  The loudspeaker crackled, the whine of the plane’s engine already swallowing the words.
“— Al Gilchrist — Cherry —”
Weird name for a plane, Lewis thought.  A girlfriend, maybe?  It dropped lower, another Jenny, coming in low and tight.  It was cherry red, red as lipstick, red as the plane in his dream — it was the plane in his dream, every detail just as he’d seen it, down to the blue and white roundel on its tail.  As it passed the first pylon, it rolled, wings tipping up and over, kept rolling, maintaining height, maintaining a perfect line as it rotated around its own center, around the pilot himself in his cockpit.  Lewis’s muscles tensed, feeling in imagination the aileron hard over, the world spinning around him:  not the hardest maneuver in the world, but hard to do well.  And this was done well.  Gilchrist finished the last roll just before the end of the course, snapped level to flash upright past the pylon.  The crowd cheered — at least some of them knew what they were seeing — and a stranger in a shabby jacket leaned close to shout something.
“Nice,” Lewis shouted back.  “Real nice.”
The red Jenny was circling back to land, coming in almost sedately.  She bounced once, twice, then settled and slowed, trundling toward the hangars.  He should follow, he knew.  That was what the dream had meant, he was sure of it — maybe Gilchrist needed another pilot, maybe he was hiring — but that was too good to be true.  He couldn’t rely on dreams when he had real leads to follow up.  He pulled the slip of paper out of his pocket instead, checked Forrest’s hangar number.
He should have known when he got there that it was a bad idea.  Forrest’s planes were all white, decked with red and blue stripes like bunting, and the Legion flag hung from the rafters, limp in the heat.  A couple of boys in what looked like old uniforms were sitting just inside the door; they pointed him to Forrest, a big man who’d put on his khakis for the occasion.
“Mr. Forrest?” Lewis put on his best smile. “Ham Wiggins said you might be looking for a pilot with military experience.”
The big man turned, pushing his doughboy’s hat onto the back of his head.  “I might be,” he said.
“I put in four years regular Army, three of that with the Air Service,” Lewis said.  “And I’ve been flying as a civilian ever since I got out.”
“Barnstorming,” Forrest said.
“Some.  I worked a couple of years for a guy who had a mail contract.  Then I did some charter work. I’ve dusted crops, and I’ve given lessons.”
Forrest was starting to look interested in spite of himself.  “Huh. What’s your name, son?”
“Lewis Segura.  Lieutenant —”
But the interest had died.  Forrest shook his head. “Sorry.  I only hire American.”
I am American, damn it.  Lewis had been down this road often enough to know there was no point in arguing.  “Suit yourself,” he said, and turned away.  He could feel the boys smirking as he left the hangar, wished he’d kept the Coke bottle so that he could smash it.  It wouldn’t take much, they’d been too young to have served, despite the cocky uniform — wouldn’t even take a gun to kill them – even a broken bottle would do, the jagged edge sharp as any blade.  There was no good thinking like that.  Lewis kept walking, dust in his mouth and the odor of gasoline and oil filling his lungs.  It smelled like France, or like the France he’d known best, the hangars and the rickety houses where the squadrons lived.  Where he’d learned to fly, where a dozen friends had died —
He shoved that thought back into the box where it belonged, jammed his hands into his pockets.  There would be work, somewhere, even if the barnstorming tours seemed to be dying away.  A flash of red caught his eye — Gilchrist’s red Jenny, half out of its hangar, the paint seeming even brighter in the sunset light.  It was unmistakably the plane he’d dreamed about, and in spite of himself he drew a little closer.  It was just to check the design on the tail, he told himself, but the dream-memory had him in its clutches:  this plane was for him, was going to take him back to the skies.
The design was exactly what it had been in the dream, too, a circle and cross that looked military, but when you got up close was probably meant to be a stylized compass.  There was writing underneath it, too, Ps. 22:16-17, and as he frowned, trying to remember, a woman stepped out of the hangar. She had been in the dream, too, tall, tanned, with bobbed blonde hair held back in a blue kerchief that matched her eyes, and the joy he had felt then crashed over him like a wave.  He controlled it sharply, knowing she’d only find it unnerving, blurted out the first thing that came to his lips.
“Are you the mechanic?”  He blushed as red as the Jenny.
She smiled, amused and friendly and not at all a dream.  “And the pilot, too.”  She held out her hand.  “I’m Al Gilchrist.”
She’d needed someone to ferry a new plane back to Gilchrist’s base in Colorado, and he’d jumped at the chance.  She’d had a run of work then, joking he’d brought her good luck, and after it slacked off she’d offered him a job on salary.  And a room in her house until he found someplace permanent, but by then she’d also welcomed him to her bed.  That was worth remembering, a dream that had brought him something good.  He couldn’t convince himself that this latest one would end the same way.
Alma rolled over and propped up on one elbow, her eyes wide open.  "Can't sleep?"
Lewis shrugged.  "Just edgy.  It feels like a Santa Ana, but we don't get those here.  Like a change in the wind."
"I know what you mean," Al said.  She turned on her side and drew him in, his head against her shoulder, against the soft warm skin of her upper arm, her hand curling around his back.  The music curled up from downstairs, teasing at him, not quite clear enough to hear all the notes but never going away.  "Jerry's got that up awful loud," Alma said.  "I guess he can't sleep either."
"I don't mind," Lewis said.  The music was almost like another touch.  It was a strange magic, how radio could reach out across the miles, connecting people who had never seen each other, connecting people listening at the same time, swing and dip, on the wings of sound.
"Ok," Al said.  She bent her face to his brow, lips brushing sleepily across his hair.  "I don't either."
There was something he'd meant to say, something he'd meant to ask her or maybe tell her about the dream, but it was fading now.  He'd tell her about it in the morning, Lewis thought, but the music twined around him like Alma's arms, drawing him down into silence.
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