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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 star-travellers 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, fair-haired, 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
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