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There is a land of pure delight,

Where saints immortal reign.

Infinite day excludes the night,

And pleasures banish pain.

There everlasting spring abides,

And never-with’ring flow’rs;

Death, like a narrow sea, divides

This heav’nly land from ours.

—Isaac Watts, Hymns and Spiritual Songs, book II, hymn 66
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Prologue
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We have followed the fortunes of Merral D’Avanos and his friends on Farholme in the first battles between the Assembly of Worlds and the Dominion of Lord-Emperor Nezhuala and have glimpsed how, in very different ways, both sides are preparing for all-out conflict. As we pick up the story again, the key parties in the tale are widely scattered.

On Earth, Dr. Ethan Malunal, Chairman of the Council of High Stewards, is trying to hold increasingly fractious groups together and prepare the Assembly for a war against unknown forces.

Over three hundred light-years away, in the Farholme system, two ships are accelerating in opposite directions. One, the former Dominion vessel Dove of Dawn, bearing former Advisor Lucian Clemant, Prebendant Delastro, and others, is heading earthward with all the speed that its inexperienced crew can muster. The other vessel, the Nanmaxat’s Comet, with Commander Lezaroth and the thirty hostages that are the only spoils of the disastrous assault on Farholme, is speeding back to the Dominion worlds. On Farholme itself, Merral is urgently preparing to recover the hidden ship of Sarudar Azeras and use it to try to rescue the hostages.

But let us turn first to Lord-Emperor Nezhuala, ruler of the Freeborn and master of all in the realms of the Dominion.



1
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The lord-emperor Nezhuala stared at the Blade of Night through the porthole of the tiny autoshuttle.

“It is finished,” he said, his words barely audible above the vibrating rumble that enveloped him. He found himself held spellbound by the scale of the structure. Even riding at four hundred kilometers an hour, it would take him nearly sixty minutes to travel from the facilities at the summit to Way Station Nine, the lowest level the craft could safely reach. From there he would take the elevator to the base.

I need to make this journey. There are issues I have to raise with the powers. I do not trust the high priests, and my commanders are little better. He heard himself give a small groan. And I need advice on the war. I have to be sure that the powers will act on our side. They all need to put forth their strength, and especially the One.

He looked out of the porthole again. It was not just the scale of the Blade that overpowered him; it was also its complexity. While at a distance it looked like a smooth needle, this close—barely a kilometer above it—he could see that the surface was interrupted by a varied array of immense struts, tensioning devices, and thrusters. Far from being a static structure, the Blade of Night was a dynamic construction. He passed over a vast towing point. And, when the time is right, it will be moved.

“And I built it,” he whispered. A bridge between the realms! One of the greatest achievements of mankind—greater than the mausoleums of the Worlds of the Dead, greater than any fleet of starships ever assembled. As great as the Assembly Gate network—but that had taken them millennia and incalculable armies of men and machines. And this was made by me!

Suddenly, Nezhuala felt tired, and he realized that his head hurt again. The old, old wound. In his mind, he flicked on the metabolic monitoring circuits and scanned the dozen different readings that appeared before him. All the values were within normal limits.

No, it is simply the stress of these encounters. This is my second visit down to the depths in three days, and every meeting with the powers takes its toll. The last time, all the fury and turmoil over the loss of the baziliarch on Farholme had left him stunned. Today, though, I must come here. Events come to their climax; the war has begun, and the conflict will be won or lost within half a year. My destiny is to be fulfilled.

Low chimes sounded and warnings flashed on the screen announcing deceleration. They were approaching Way Station Nine. The autoshuttle slowed and changed direction. As he sat down, Nezhuala glanced at the Blade to see the first glimmerings of blue electric light playing on the struts. We are close to the boundary between the realms.

A few minutes later, the autoshuttle stopped. After waiting for the seals to slide into place, Nezhuala ordered the doors open and walked through into the chamber.

Two figures stood before him—hairless, fat travesties of human form with translucent skin that allowed their internal organs to be seen. The Wielders of the Powers were expecting him and bowed clumsily, murmuring their loyalty with twisted, bulging lips. Nezhuala walked past them without acknowledging them. They revolt me. They serve me and are deformed in the process, but they disgust me all the same.

He passed into the elevator chamber and, ignoring the warnings—they were for lesser men—sat down and accessed the control through the communications augment interwoven with his brain. In a moment the chamber was accelerating downward.

Only another hundred kilometers to go.

Now, as he had expected, the extra-physical effects began to appear. The colors began to fade into dingy grays, and in the shadows something seemed to coalesce into a smooth mass the size of his foot. A ghost slug.

Finally the elevator chamber began to slow and came to rest.

Of all living men, only I have been to this depth on the Blade.

As the lord-emperor rose to his feet, he sensed something different. Normally, down here he felt the presence of several powers, often as not raging against each other. But today there was none of that. He hesitated, listening.

There was a silence.

He could hear noises: the hum of electrics, the creaking of cooling components, and the faint vibration that was inevitable in such a vast structure. But that was all. Nothing else; not even the whispering that he often heard in the hall of Kal-na-Tanamuz. There was only a profound, leaden hush.

Nezhuala tapped the screen, checking the air, temperature, and gravity on the strange gray readouts. One could take nothing for granted down here, least of all the created gravity. But the values were acceptable, and he pressed a button. He heard the sound of pistons as the platform was extruded.

The elevator door opened to reveal the dully gleaming shaft that was at the core of the Blade. The silence continued. He saw no figures, no shimmering steely flames; nothing. The air was heavy and still, as if it had become dense as oil.

Have they all gone? He realized the idea almost made him relieved.

Nezhuala walked forward onto the platform, his gloved hands holding the guide rails on each side. He dared not look down properly but, out of the corner of his eye, glimpsed depths filled with stacked and swirling sheets of mist. He glanced up, but the view of the shaft walls stretching upward to apparent infinity gave him an almost terrifying sensation of vertigo. As though I can feel the billions of tons of metal hanging above me.

Trying to stabilize his mind, he looked away, concentrating instead on the pipes and girders twenty meters away on the other side of the shaft.

The heavy, sullen quiet continued. I am expected.

He reached the end of the platform in the exact center of the great shaft. There he paused and took a deep breath.

“My master, I am here!” he cried out.

For a second the thick stillness continued; then suddenly a wind blew around him, playing with his hair. As the mists swirled and shifted below, he sensed something coiling and writhing. He was jolted by an emotion in which recognition and fear were mingled.

I am in the presence of the One, the great serpent himself.

As he bent his knee in homage, Nezhuala felt a mind slowly merging with his. He sensed many things: an immense age, a measureless power, a mighty intellect, a terrible frustration, and a seething malice. It was so overwhelming that he felt his death was imminent. Then he realized that the malice was not against him; it was for the Assembly and its Lord, and it merely flowed over him.

The intruding mind seemed to coil about him like an enormous crushing weight and utterly overwhelm him.

He heard words—words that seemed to be pounded into his brain as if by hammers. “I am pleased with you. You have served me well. You are mine.”

A pause came, but it brought no relief from the constricting presence.

“There have been others who have served me. But the time was not right. They were not the ones to achieve my desire. Now the time has come.”

Another silence.

“I have long had purposes for you. I have guided you in many ways. I now speak directly. The time has come for you to serve me in greater ways.”

Nezhuala realized that these were statements to which no answer was required. He existed only to serve. What did I expect?

“The hour has come. The Assembly—” a pulse of utter hatred seemed to boil around him —“must be defeated. They must learn to fear and hate you.”

“My lord, the forces are ready to be launched.”

“My powers and my guidance will go with you. Now listen.”

“I listen and obey.”

“The Gates must be seized intact.”

“I understand.”

Something seemed to turn and twist in the mind that enveloped Nezhuala; it was as if the coils around him tightened.

“You must send me a man. Soon. A man of intellect, a man who understands the realms and the Gates. I will train him.”

The image of the being who had designed the Blade came to Nezhuala. The man-machine so heavily augmented with circuits that he was only questionably human. The being who had no name—or at least none that any remembered. The one who answered simply to the name Ape. Ape understands transdimensional surfaces and how they can be manipulated. His thought was heard. “Ape will do. Send him here.”

The silence was renewed.

“Now you will strike a first blow at their defenses. I want them to fear you. I will equip you and empower you. You are now the most high over men.”

Something flexed and writhed in Nezhuala’s brain, as though chunks of his mind were being moved around. Like furniture being rearranged.

“The uniting of the realms will be achieved.”

The silence was heavy and brooding.

“Go!” The word was like a blow.

Clutching his head in agony, Nezhuala reeled back.

As the pain ebbed, he realized the awesome presence had gone. He was alone.

Then a rustling noise began and rose into weird, intense whispers and flapping hubbub. As it grew louder—it was an appalling babble of sound now—he sensed the presence of things, dark and thin, darting and twisting around him. The noise grew and shifted into a deafening, toneless clamor of howls and screams in which jubilation and hatred were mixed.

The powers are celebrating.

He was aware that shapes—dark, writhing, slithering—were manifesting themselves in a most dreadful manner.

Not daring to look, Nezhuala stared down at the floor of the platform and, physically buffeted by the uproar, crawled on toward the elevator chamber door. It opened; he staggered in and closed the door behind him.

The uproar was less now, but he could hear things striking the door behind him.

He wanted to be sick.

“Way Station Nine!” he gasped.

He felt the elevator begin to move, and then he passed out.
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Unknown hours later, Nezhuala awoke. He stared upward, recognizing with a sluggishness of mind that he was lying on the couch in the low-roofed, private room that he kept at the summit of the Blade. The Wielders of the Powers must have had him brought here.

He gazed at the ribbed ceiling, trying to recall what had happened. Slowly he wove together fragments of memory. With rising dread and excitement he realized that, somehow, he had been connected with the One who reigned below. Indeed, as he probed his bruised mind, he realized that the link was still there.

I and he are . . . a unity.

Implications flooded in. I have changed. I am no longer who I was. I am more than I was. I am the most high over men.

His questions had been answered. He was to attack the Assembly as he had planned, and it would be supported by the powers. Yet his master was plain on one thing: the Gates had to be preserved at all cost. He knew now that a purpose existed for them in the uniting of the realms; but that purpose was, so far, unclear.

I must send Ape down to the base of the Blade.

Carefully, Nezhuala rose to his feet, expecting the sense of being drained that had always been the result of his previous encounters. To his surprise, there was no tiredness. Marveling, he flexed his limbs. He felt good, indeed better than he had for a very long time.

A mirror stood in a corner of the room, and he walked over to it and stared at himself. He didn’t look drained either. In fact, he saw a new authority in his face.

Something came to him that was more a revelation than a thought. With the added circuits of my augmentation and this linkage to the chief of the powers, I am now more than a man. He paused and stared again at himself in the mirror.

I transcend humanity. Flesh, circuitry, and spirit, I am the prototype of the new creation. I am the most high over men, the most high beyond men. What is now outside my grasp?

“Behold the man!” he said aloud.

A moment later, Nezhuala realized that he was looking beyond the mirror into the Vault of the Final Emblem, the domed and fluted chamber that lay at the very top of the Blade. His first thought was that the mirror was somehow transparent. Then he moved to one side and realized he could now see beyond the solid, bare gray wall. It is I, not the mirror, that has the ability!

He was considering this when a command struck him. I must go to the throne. I have work to do and there is the place to do it.

He donned new robes and walked along the hidden passage that curved around the capping point of the Blade to the small, marble-walled room where the high chair of burnished titanium tubing had been placed. There were thrones elsewhere in his realms, but he had always known that he must have one here in the great Vault of the Final Emblem. The sliding doors in front of the throne were open, and for a moment Nezhuala peered out. His gaze ranged over the mysterious gray glassy disk that capped the summit of the shaft and then swung up, past the hanging cylinders to the complex curves of the ceiling a hundred meters above. A near-silence reigned. The great cylinders, tuned to echo changes in the depths, now barely hummed.

Nezhuala had the doors slide closed and then sat on the throne. He ordered the lighting down so that he was surrounded by gloom.

I have been given new powers, and I must test them. He peered into the darkness with mounting excitement.

Acting on instinct, he somehow manipulated his consciousness—it was as if he were twisting his mind into a ball and throwing it outward. In a bewildering instant, he was somehow out there.

He gasped.

Distance had been vanquished. Below him was the Blade of Night with the smooth dome of the Vault of the Final Emblem glowing red in the rays from the burning orb of Sarata. Beyond, he could see the four Worlds of the Living: Khalamaja nearby; farther away, Buza-Mernaq with its burning sands; still farther, Farzircol and its endless plains of salt and dust; and finally Yeggarant-Mal, with its gleaming ice sheets. Around the worlds, he could make out the great armada of ships in orbit readying themselves for their orders to launch, the vast array of orbiting factories, the zero-G dockyards, the Krallen assembly plants, the supply and fueling stations, and the shuttle bases. He realized that, with the least effort, he could see details. He could see the two artificial planets, Nazhamal and Gharnadoul—the Worlds of the Dead—and as he focused on the nearer of the two, he could make out the gigantic gray, multistoried stone tombs, the mausoleums and towering sepulchres that marked where the dead of the noble houses were gathered.

Nezhuala withdrew his focus, assessing with wonderment the extent of his power. It is as if I stand on some high mountain peak and all lies open before me.

As he gazed around, he realized that he had the power not only to see distant places but also to move toward them at will. Again he threw his consciousness out, and his mind and senses soared outward into the Sarata system. His vision focused on Buza-Mernaq, and—somehow—he flowed out to it. In seconds, he was plunging down through dirty, tattered clouds. He hastily paused his descent so that he hung over a blasted landscape of orange sand dunes dotted with sparse, wiry plants. There, just meters above the ground, he stayed immobile for some time, pivoting around and taking in the vast desolation, hearing the ceaseless whisper of the wind, sensing that he was no more visible than a swirling column of dust.

Then just below he saw a long-tailed reptile with reddish skin, moving with clumsy steps between tufts of forlorn vegetation.

Nezhuala realized in a moment of revelation that he could do more than just watch; he could take on physical form. Indeed, to do anything worth doing, he had to become solid.

He twisted his mind again, this time becoming denser and sinking lower. He saw his distorted shadow appear on the ground, then bent down, pushed a finger into the soft, gritty sand, and saw it move away. I have a physical form!

Suddenly the reptile, perhaps a meter long, seemed to sense his presence. It swung its head toward him and, snuffling as though puzzled, waddled over. It opened its jaws wide, displaying a pink tongue and curves of sharp teeth.

Exulting in his new powers, Nezhuala waited until the creature had come within a pace of him. Then he leaned down and, seizing the snout with one hand and the base of the tail with the other, effortlessly picked up the creature. He held the squirming beast high in the air for a moment and then, in a single sharp movement, snapped its spine in two.

As he cast the limp form away, he laughed aloud.

I can be wherever I want to be. I can be whatever I want to be. I have exceeded humanity. I am the new man. The prototype of they-who-are-to-come. I transcend space now. One day I will transcend time.

Driven by a strange sudden urgency, he withdrew himself to the summit of the Blade of Night.

My powers are proven. Now I have a task to do.

In a flash he was back on the throne, in the darkness, feeling the hard, bare metal around him and sensing beads of sweat on his face. I feel tired. The realization that his abilities were not limitless irritated him. I remain beholden to the powers.

He focused his mind. Where am I to act? Here? No, not here; not even in this system. Elsewhere. But where?

The answer—or was it an order?—came to him. Bannermene.

The lord-emperor hurled out his mind again. The room vanished and he flew, gliding through space as if borne along by some cosmic wave of energy. He slid between stars, their planets and comets flashing silently below him.

A star loomed, and before it hung a blue and green world.

Now I must enter this world, exert all my powers to become present, however briefly, as fragments of sound and smears of light. What will I become?

As a small spacecraft grew in his field of view, an idea struck him. I will become the king of terrors.

Laughing again, he sang out an order.

“Become Death!”
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Two million kilometers out from the turquoise ball that was Bannermene, the three-person logistic and construction tug Xalanthos-B was preparing to dock with the brand-new Assembly defense vessel (Landscape Class), the Hills of Lanuane.

Captain Kala Singh looked up from her screens and glanced out the side window at the spidery assemblage of columns and wires gleaming in the light of Anthraman, the system’s sun. The picket line—what does it really do? Will it work?

The cabin was silent apart from the faint purr of pumps, the soft tap of the copilot’s fingers on keys, and the occasional footfall from George in the engineering cabin to the rear.

Kala felt tired. For the first time in my life I want a trip to be over.

She turned her gaze back to the tiny, glistening silver object hanging between the stars like a piece of jewelry and marveled again. How extraordinary. A year ago this warcraft was not even thought of. Now twenty like it are in service with the Assembly Defense Force, and more are being built all the time.

They were now barely a hundred kilometers away and approaching fast. Kala began her checklist for docking.

There is too much silence. “Well, mission nearly accomplished,” she said to break the stillness.

Hanna, copilot and navigator, just grunted.

There’s been a lot of both silence and grunting on this trip; I’ve never known anything like it. George walked heavily forward from engineering. As he did, Kala glimpsed an expression of something that might have been irritation flicker across Hanna’s face.

This ship is too small for three. How odd that in the thousands of years the basic L and C tug has been in service, no one has noticed it. Or has it just recently become too small?

“We are nearly docking,” Hanna said, her high voice shrill and tense. “I was wondering where you were, George.”

“Just been checking the picket line array.” Kala heard defensiveness in the engineer’s gruff voice. “Looks good.”

“We have no idea whether it will work. None at all.” Hanna’s irritation was plain.

George stroked his cropped pale hair. “Oh, Hanna, it’s experimental. That’s the point. But the theory is sound. If the filament is long enough—and we’ve strung out a thousand kilometers ourselves—and the detectors are sensitive enough, any high-mass ships passing nearby in Below-Space might register. This is the front line.”

“So you say. But we haven’t been told that’s what it is,” Hanna grunted. “Not formally. At least, I haven’t.”

Kala intervened. “Nor I. But why should we be told, Hanna? The Assembly Defense Force gave us orders; we obey.”

Hanna gave a shrug of her slender shoulders. “It would have been nice to be told. To be treated like adults instead of having to rely on George’s tales.” Her tone left no doubt what she thought of his tales.

“In Space Affairs, maybe; but we are military now,” Kala said as George leaned over a screen and made some adjustments. I must try to keep the peace. “In the military, there are secrets. We just obey.”

“Blind obedience, secrets . . . and his rumors. It’s not . . . healthy.”

She’s right about that. Kala realized that now she couldn’t avoid filing one of the new MD21 report forms headed Negative Personal Crew Interactions. Oh yes, we’ve had those over the last week.

Hanna was continuing. “And we don’t even know they use Below-Space. That’s just another rumor of George’s.”

“That’s what they are saying in the labs. It makes sense; we’d have seen Gates.” George sounded annoyed.

“George, for an engineer you are very credulous.”

“Really? You were pleased enough when I tipped you off that we were heading out here.”

“Enough! Both of you. I’m trying to dock.” Kala hesitated . . . and shivered. “Anybody else feel cold?”

George touched some on-screen toggles. She saw him frown. “Odd. Now that you mention it, yes. But there’s no evidence of a temperature anomaly.”

“I must be imagining it. Hanna?”

She saw an angry shrug. “Yes, I feel cold.”

The details on the Hills of Lanuane were clear now. The approach angle emphasized how slender it was. The new warships had to be able to get through Gates—by all accounts, a challenging design constraint.

“We are going to do this on manual,” Kala announced. “With minimal pilot input from the Lanuane. For practice.”

Hanna sighed. “I read that bit too. ‘Under battle conditions, automatic systems may be unreliable.’ Quote, unquote.” She shrugged again.

“And, crew, we need to do it smartish. Leisurely docking is frowned on.”

“We’re in the army now,” George said with a forced amusement.

“Huh,” Hanna snorted.

Kala touched the controls. A moment later she heard something. There it was again—a faint noise, from her right. As if something had gently touched the hull. She looked around to see her crew staring at her. “You heard it too?”

There was a grunt and a nod. George’s fingers began flicking over the keypad.

“Weird. All systems correct. But, Captain, I’m putting us on full diagnostics.”

“Good idea.” Everything we do and say will be recorded. Just in case. “No picket line filament loose?”

“None.”

The noise came again. This time it was repeated and came unmistakably from the hull above their heads. Kala felt there was a strange familiarity to it. A familiarity that made no conceivable sense.

Kala felt herself shiver again and saw that Hanna’s brown eyes were wide.

George looked at the ceiling. “You know, if this wasn’t space, and it wasn’t a vacuum at minus one hundred C out there, and we weren’t doing five hundred klicks an hour, I’d say . . .”

“What?” Kala asked.

“That someone was walking on the roof.”

He thought so too! Kala was aware that her hand was trembling and she lowered it so that no one would see. She realized that it was cold.

A grimace appeared on Hanna’s pale face. “I said you were too credulous. A strand of filament probably.”

Kala looked at the screens. They were closing on the Lanuane; you could see the fins, the detector pods, and the missile packs. I ought to strap myself in. She took hold of the steering arms and adjusted her feet on the control plate.

She snapped out a command. “Engineer, give me some explanation for those noises other than a . . . ghost.”

“Captain, I am running a computer identification on the sounds.” George sounded somehow both frightened and irritated. “It’s checking the database of fifteen hundred years of L and Cs. There is no camera active that can image that part of the hull. Wait. . . .” George gave a strange yelp.

Of frustration? or something else?

“What is it?” She looked at him.

George’s face was pale. “Hey . . . it’s playing up. Says it is closest to . . . wait for it . . . ‘footsteps on the hull during servicing.’”

“N-nonsense!” Hanna snorted angrily. “I’m sick to death of your imaginings, George. Captain, I’m not crewing with this man again. Formal request.”

“Crew, crew . . . ,” Kala protested wearily.

“My imagining?” George snapped back. “Maybe. But the computer? Hardly.”

Kala could feel fear in the room. I should call the Lanuane. But what would I say?

The noises began again. This time they moved at a slow, unhurried pace across the roof of the cabin toward the port side of the tug.

Now that we have used the word footstep, it is impossible not to imagine that these sounds are just that. But they can’t be. They can’t!

The tapping noises changed to something else. Kala felt her hands twitch again.

Can it really be that after eleven millennia of peace and light the old fears of the dark and spirits have not left us? And as she posed the question, she answered it. Yes.

The noises stopped.

Hanna’s head moved abruptly in nervous agitation. “Okay. I admit it. I don’t mind . . . the d-diagnostics hearing me say . . . I’m s-scared.”

“I’ve joined the same club,” George said, his voice muted.

Kala was going to add something, but above them the noises started again, then changed direction, heading pace by pace toward their right.

“The starboard access ladder,” George whispered.

“The h-hatchway.” Hanna’s voice was a tiny rustle.

They all turned toward the recess with the compartment hatch. Kala could see the stars through its square porthole. I know the Xalanthos-B as well as my own apartment. There are twelve rungs of the ladder curved down the side to a narrow ledge. That ledge leads to the hatch. Kala realized she was still shivering. What do I do?

Above them the footsteps stopped; then she heard new noises.

It’s going down the ladder.

A thought slid into her brain as brutally as if it had been stabbed in. It is Death. She felt herself tremble at the notion. This death was not the joyful, going-to-be-with-Jesus death that she had always known of but a death of darkness, loss, and endless, biting pain.

There was a new sequence of six or seven sounds on the hull.

“It can’t be,” gasped Hanna. “I think it’s Death out there.”

You, too?

“George, can . . . can it open the door?” Kala, transfixed by the hatchway, didn’t look at him.

“It’s sealed.” George was standing up, his face twisted toward the porthole. “But, Captain, whatever it is . . . if it can walk in a vacuum . . . it can do anything.”

A soft thudding began, as if something was striking the side of the ship. It moved along, drawing ever closer to the hatch. Kala held her breath and pushed hard against the seat to stop her shaking. Then, praying, she stood up, her gaze drawn irresistibly to the hatch. Nothing else mattered.

In the next moment, three things happened simultaneously.

An alarm sounded.

A voice from a speaker blared. “Xalanthos-B! You are on a collision course! Cut your speed! We are taking evasive action.”

And a thing appeared at the window—a gleaming oval thing of dull, moist whiteness with deep-set, dark, empty orbs and a lank twist of black hair. A thing that even terrified brains could recognize as a human skull.

Kala knew she was screaming but couldn’t stop herself.

Frozen into immobility, she saw the engineer. His eyes were staring forward, but he was running aft. And now Hanna, wild-eyed and yelling incomprehensibly, was pushing past her.

Slowly, Kala forced herself to turn round to see, just ahead of them, the bulk of the Lanuane—a towering mass of white and silver metal—filling the whole screen.

It’s too close!

A training that had prepared her for every eventuality imaginable—but not that which was unimaginable—finally took over. Kala turned to grab the controls. But she was in the wrong position, and her hands wouldn’t respond quickly enough.

Then the panicked Hanna crashed into her. Kala stumbled, and her feet caught under the control plate.

The Xalanthos-B lurched and gained speed.

In the central pane of the screen she could now see every detail of the battleship: the shuttered portholes, the matte gray armored tiles, the spiny clusters of silver antennae, the thrusters urgently venting gas.

“We’re going to hit!” she screamed.

She was right.



2

[image: images/lines.jpg]

Forty light-years away, Merral D’Avanos tapped the accelerator lever of his two-seater. The vehicle bounded forward along the darkened lane, the headlights exaggerating the road’s unevenness. In the mirror, he could see the receding lights of Brenito’s house.

“Vero,” he began, though he realized he was speaking as much to himself as to his friend, “it was very easy for me to say that we would go into the heart of the Dominion to rescue the hostages. But can we do it?”

The silence that followed was so long that Merral risked a glance. In the gloom of the interior, he saw that Vero was staring ahead with a fixed gaze.

Eventually an answer came. “My friend, your boldness inspires me. But it also scares me. Y-yet . . . I think this is the right decision.”

“So can it be done?”

In the rearview mirror Merral saw headlights come on. Lloyd taking Azeras and Anya to pick up Betafor.

“It’s h-hard to overestimate the . . . very real dangers.”

“That’s dawning on me. And the problems! I hardly know where to begin.”

“I sympathize. But let me tell you some things that may be encouraging.”

“Please.” I think I need encouragement.

“Well, we were not idle when we were all down in the foundations of Isterrane. We felt it was likely that someone would want to take the Rahllman’s Star to Earth. So we began planning, compiling crew lists, even designing the docking link. Betafor’s memory contained the basic schematics of the ship, so we were treated to ‘another demonstration of the superiority of the Allenix.’”

“So some preparations have been made? Good!”

“For an Earth trip, Merral.” He shook his head. “A picnic compared to visiting the Sarata system. The heart of the Dominion. And a long way away. I’m surprised Azeras says we can do it in five weeks.”

Merral stroked the steering, and the two-seater swung onto a slightly larger and smoother road. He edged the speed up, and the irony caught him. A three-hundred-light-year journey to do, and I try to shave minutes off a trip to the airport!

“I was hoping to leave as soon as possible. Midday tomorrow?”

“Oh, Merral.” Exasperation tinged Vero’s voice. “Be realistic. You don’t just walk into strange space vessels and take them over. Not even you. Particularly this one. You were inside the slave vessel, and your account was unpleasant. We must be careful.”

As a panicked rabbit bounded away out of the headlights, Vero continued. “That’s one reason why it’s not going to be easy getting permission for this flight.”

“‘Getting permission’? Do we need it?”

Vero sighed. “Evil rarely has just one child. One of the results of Clemant’s taking the law into his own hands and running off with the Dove is that there is now immense pressure to make sure nothing like it can ever happen again. That’s why they appointed Ludovica to chair this Farholme Administrative Committee. There were many reasons why she was chosen, but one was because it was felt she could be tough.”

“It was Clemant and Delastro who ran off with the ship, not us.” Through the screen, Merral saw a fluttering group of moths being buffeted out of the way.

“Oh yes, but you and I must figure highly on any list of uncontrolled elements on Farholme. No, I guess it will have to go to committee meetings.”

“Vero, I don’t want to be controlled by a bureaucracy!”

“And neither do I. But this is the price we must pay. Alas, poor Farholme,” Vero said as if to himself, “swinging from anarchy to bureaucracy.”

Merral slid the windows down to take in the warm, dusty air with its fragrance of woods and grass and life. Where we are headed, I will not get any of this.

“Vero, where at the airport are we going?”

“North end. The Inter-System Freight Transfer Depot. It’s a big hangar that has been empty since the Gate went. It’s big enough to hold everything we need. I have already sent a message for them to direct Ludovica and the logistics team there.”

“That square, brown-sided building? Okay, I can find that.”

“Oh, Merral, one more thing. I also took the liberty of putting together a small document outlining, from our point of view, what has happened over the last few months. How we found Azeras and Betafor, what really happened at Tezekal and Ynysmant, and what we know about the Dominion and the Freeborn. I was going to send you a copy and have you add your comments. But I think it will do to send to Ludovica as it stands. And I think she needs it. Are you happy with that?”

Merral considered the offer. “Send it. It will save a lot of explaining. I’ll read it when I have a moment.” As he said it, it came to him forcefully that Vero had written this to send to Earth on the Dove. “And, Vero . . . I’m sorry that I have wrecked your plans and we are not going to Earth. At least not immediately.”

The sigh that followed made the depth of his friend’s feelings plain. “After the battles, I wish I could say I feel that this world is my home. But ironically, I think I just want to get back to Earth even more quickly. I know you’re a reluctant warrior, but I’m even more so. And I worry about what will happen when the Dove gets there. My friend, I fear that when we arrive at Earth we might be treated as villains rather than heroes.”

“Vero, that is something I’ll be glad to face. If the Assembly can no longer tell truth from lies, then the days are very dark.”

“The days are indeed very dark,” Vero whispered.

In the long silence that followed, Merral heard his friend sending various files. They were at the outskirts of Isterrane now, and as the road widened, more traffic fed in. However, Merral didn’t slow down. A moment later an approaching vehicle had to swerve almost onto the verge as Merral overtook it. “Sorry!” Merral muttered.

“Did you know breaches of traffic etiquette have risen by over 1000 percent in the last few months? They’re talking about making laws.”

Merral heard a strange remoteness in Vero’s tone. As if it all no longer concerns him. Then a new thought struck him like a blow. But then, it doesn’t concern him, does it? Or me. Our focus is now the Dominion and then Ancient Earth. The fate of Farholme must be left to others.

Vero had finished sending files, so Merral raised a question that was troubling him. “Vero, something you touched on earlier. I was on the Slave of Rahllman’s Star, and that was indeed an evil place. How can we be sure that the parent ship is not the same? or worse?”

“Your concern is shared. We have interviewed both Azeras and Betafor on this. It seems that it may not be unbearably bad. There’s a main steersman chamber on the parent ship, but it’s now empty; you killed the only steersman. We should vent that chamber into vacuum, disinfect what’s left, and then seal it off permanently. I see no reason for us to enter it when we travel. It’s a big vessel.”

A minute later, Vero spoke again. “Luke—who talked a lot with Azeras—has his own concerns. But you can let him discuss them.”

Merral swung wide past a truck. “Aah, Luke. Can you call him to the airport? I need to see him.”

“My friend, I have already done just that. He was back in Maraplant, so he won’t get here until midmorning.”

“Excellent. Do you think he’ll come?”

“He doesn’t know the full details about this mission, but I don’t think he will refuse. He said he wants to keep an eye on you.”

“Good. I need him, Vero. I have found out that I am not strong enough. I have the three of you: Lloyd to look after my skin, Luke to look after my soul, and you . . .”

“What do I do?”

“Look after my sanity.”

There was weak laughter.

“Well, my friend, protecting you may be the very wisest thing we can do if you are this ‘great adversary.’”

Merral gave a dismissive wave of the hand. “Oh, you know how I reject that title.”

“You may d-do so, and I sympathize, but put yourself in the shoes of the D-Dominion. They probably know you were the friend of the P-Perena who dealt them such a devastating blow. They certainly know you led us at Tezekal, where they lost b-badly. And they know you led us at Ynysmant, where they lost again. Your reputation grows. I suspect if Lezaroth gets back safely to the Dominion without us intercepting him—”

“Let’s hope not,” Merral interrupted.

“Well, if he does, then I think your name and face will be up there on the lord-emperor’s ‘m-most wanted’ list.”

“‘Most wanted’? Oh, I see. I don’t care for that.”

All of a sudden they were driving through the now-deserted defensive mounds that had been thrown up against the expected Dominion advance, and Merral slowed down to wind his way through. He looked around. How long would these lines have held? Thank you, Lord, that they were not needed.

Soon they were approaching the airport. A few minutes later, they drew up before a high-sided building; the tall doors had been slid wide open and a dusty light was spilling out into the darkness.

As Merral walked in, a couple of men saluted. He gazed around at the huge floor area, the high gantries, and the loading equipment, smelling the dust and the stale oil.

“Vero, this will do. See that end office? I want to make a planning room there. We need power, fresh water, and some food. Oh, and some guards to keep away the curious.”

“I’ll get that done.”

“Our first requirement must be people. Let’s send out a summons.”

“Agreed.”

“The envoy stipulated twenty-four soldiers. I’d suggest twenty generalists and four snipers.”

“We could t-try to get four or so of the team that took the Dove.”

“Good idea. I want people with battle experience. And, Vero, we adopt the rules we had at Tezekal when we asked for volunteers. We take no one who is an only child, a parent, or newly married. And they need to have had a full medical.” This is all going to take time. Launch time is receding still further.

“From what Azeras said, they also should have a psychological checkup.”

“True; this will be a long, high-stress mission.”

“I-I was also thinking of the Below-Space psychological effects that we’ve heard of.”

“Yes.” Merral thought for a moment. “Other crew? Luke as chaplain, clearly. I presume we take an engineer and a doctor. And a communications officer.”

“I’ll work on those. But you didn’t mention a pilot.”

“No. I didn’t.” Merral found himself staring at the floor. “I’ve been meaning to ask. Remember the pilot who took us to Ynysmant? Istana Nelder?”

“Yes.”

“When I left Ynysmant it wasn’t clear what had happened to her. They couldn’t be sure . . . after the shelling.”

The pause revealed the worst. “Sorry, my friend. She is confirmed dead. She was in the Emilia Kay when it took that direct hit.”

Another death. Oh, how I hate this business!

“I feared so,” Merral groaned. “Vero, since this started I have flown in action with two pilots: Perena and Istana. Both are dead. My track record isn’t very good. I can hardly bring myself to appoint another.”

Vero patted him on the back. “Merral, you are hardly to blame for either d-death. And feeling unlucky is not a good idea. Not where we’re going.”

Merral considered the matter. “No. It isn’t. Okay. Get the best pilot you can. But she needs to know the odds. And she needs to be able to work with Azeras.”

“I think I know the right person.”

“Good. Anything else?”

“My friend, I was thinking General Lanier should be fully in charge of Langerstrand now. Why don’t I get him to send over anything they have found there that might have relevance to the D-Dominion? If Lezaroth left in a hurry, there may be data or equipment there. We may b-be able to fill our information gap.”

“I approve.”

A vehicle rumbled by outside. Vero looked at Merral. “Your first visitors. I’ll make those calls.”

“Thanks. And better bring in some coffee. One thing I am certain of is that this is going to be a long, long night.”
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Just after five in the morning, Merral leaned wearily on the guardrail of the balcony and, squinting to avoid the intense lighting, gazed out at the growing activity below him. The silent, dusty emptiness of the hangar had been utterly transformed, and the building now echoed with the sounds of urgent voices and the clatter and whine of lifting and loading machinery. Behind him, from the main office space, he heard insistent and urgent arguments from the team compiling the supply lists.

We move fast. But Lezaroth is already on his way to the Dominion. Do we move fast enough?

And with that thought came the worrying memory that the committee Vero had prophesied had yet to meet. Merral had had a number of meetings overnight with Ludovica Bortellat and an ever-swelling logistics team, but progress on decisions had been painfully slow.

Trying to evict the concern from his mind, Merral gazed around. In the far left-hand corner of the vast space he could see Lloyd’s large form presiding over the assemblage of some brilliant orange crates. The lurid color and the exaggerated caution exercised by his aide confirmed they were stacking weapons. In the opposite corner, a semicircle of blue-uniformed men and women holding databoards were peering at a table-length floating hologram of a space vessel. At the nose end of the image stood Azeras, and next to him, seated awkwardly on a high stool, sat the green, angular form of Betafor.

As he watched, he saw how every so often people would look up at him, and in their expressions he read a search for reassurance. They think there is at least one person here not totally out of his depth. They are wrong.

Almost directly below him, what were evidently crates of foodstuffs and other supplies were being piled up by a team in overalls. He could see a woman with red hair active in their midst. Another concern now tugged at his mind. Anya is coming with us; it’s what she wanted, and the envoy seemed to approve. But is it wise? For her? Or me?

A bat swung past a nearby light. Merral looked beyond the scene of activity to the high, open doors on the opposite wall; through them he could just make out that the black of the night sky was lightening. Dawn was on its way.

“Merral,” said a voice just behind him.

He turned to see the short figure of Ludovica. She was wearing the same cream jacket and pale skirt she had when they first met just over a dozen hours ago, but now it looked tired and creased. The pinched expression on her face made his heart sink.

“Madam Chairman.”

“Oh, Merral, let’s forget the formality. I have now—finally—contacted all twelve members of the administrative committee.”

“And?”

“They are on their way to Isterrane. We will meet there at eleven this morning.”

Eleven? Sooner than I had feared, but not as soon as I had hoped.

“And what do you think they will say?”

Ludovica walked over to the rail and stood by him. “I don’t know. I have made some progress, but there are so many new factors.”

Merral was silent.

“Do you know why I got this post?” Ludovica asked in a low, reflective tone.

“No.”

“I was a history lecturer at Stepalis University until five years ago. I specialized in the politics of the period just before the Great Intervention. It was considered an area of late ancient history, full of interest and peculiarity but of little relevance to the world of the Assembly.”

Merral caught a glimpse of a wry, short-lived smile.

“I had some of the smallest classes at Stepalis. And now . . .” Her tone abruptly shifted to one of sorrow. “Now suddenly I find my research to have been utterly relevant. And when I see all this I think, ‘I’ve been here before.’”

She turned her tired eyes toward the group inspecting the holographic ship. “Merral, it’s all too much for the committee. Clemant—and Delastro—betraying us, and then all this. The loss of the hostages, this Sarudar Azeras of the Freeborn, this Betafor creature. Too sudden. All too much.”

From below came the whirring noise of a hoist.

“But we have to go.”

“I understand your concerns. But I have at least two members who say that if we can get this ship, we should pursue the Dove. Anyway, they have agreed that I have to talk with the sarudar and this Betafor. I have said I will get a computer expert to look at Betafor—a Professor Elaxal.”

“As you wish. But have you circulated Vero’s report to them?”

Ludovica gave a drained smile. “Oh yes. And it has been read. But that has worked both ways. We have all now realized that so much has gone on behind our backs that we must have much more openness in the future.”

She brushed crumbs off her skirt in a firm but abstracted manner. Merral was struck by how much Ludovica had changed in the few hours he had known her. The air of competence and the sense of being in charge had largely gone. She looked up at him as if she had heard his thoughts. “Merral, when I took over this position, I resolved that the slackness in Farholme society that had allowed the debacle with Clemant would end. I would manage things tightly. Farholme would be safe with me.” Her face showed determination mingled with doubt. “That was midday yesterday. Four hours later, I released you, and that promise has been battered ever since.”

“Sorry.”

“Apology accepted.”

Behind Ludovica, Merral saw Anya approaching with, inevitably, another list. He took it and then, already glancing down at the items to be requisitioned, introduced them to each other.

“Lewitz? The sister of Perena?”

Merral glanced up to see Anya’s reluctant nod.

“I am privileged. Words cannot express what we owe to your sister. We are considering a memorial. But you plan on going on this voyage?”

“Yes.” The answer was barely audible. Anya’s expression was neutral, but Merral had the strongest sense of intense discomfort.

Ludovica took a deep intake of breath and, without warning, embraced Anya. “My dear girl,” she murmured, “I wish I had your courage.” Anya’s response was utterly unyielding and awkward.

Smiling, the older lady stepped back and turned her gaze to Merral. “The quality of your team impresses me. If you are to go, then it is such people who should go with you.”

Troubled—but without really knowing why—Merral muttered some noncommittal response and signed Anya’s form. With what Merral recognized to be exaggerated politeness, Anya thanked Ludovica for her good wishes and strode briskly away.

“Impressive,” Ludovica murmured. “Now I have some more calls to make, and I need to talk to these strangers. And I might try to get an hour or two’s sleep before the meeting. You might try that too. We all have hard decisions to make. So I’ll see you later.”

Then, with rapid, determined steps, she left.

Merral stood there for some time thinking about the many things that troubled him. He made another tour of inspection, and near a pile of sheeting almost bumped into Anya. Her face bore a perturbed expression.

Merral walked with her to a quiet corner. “You don’t have to go, you know,” he said.

The blue eyes stared at him blankly for some moments before she answered. “I need to go. That’s all.”

What can I say? Can I probe why? “You seemed unhappy at Ludovica’s comments.”

“Unhappy? Yes, I was. I felt that—” She shook her head angrily. “No, I won’t say. I’m not sure I can say.”

“There’s no pressure.”

“There’s every pressure in the world.” The words snapped out. “But I am going. Sorry, Merral,” she said. “It’s another battle I must fight. And one you can’t do for me.”

Merral was aware of something invisible passing between them. He realized how much he wanted to hold her and reassure her that he cared for her, but with it came the realization that he couldn’t. Perils lie ahead; I must not add to them.

“I have work to do,” she said abruptly and left.

Merral gazed after her. I’m not convinced she should come, but what can I do about it?

Ten minutes later he decided that if he was to be fresh for all the meetings and decisions of the coming day, some sleep would be sensible. Leaving instructions that he was to be woken in two hours’ time, Merral found a bunk and, fully clothed, lay down and slept.
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When Merral awoke, night had gone and cool, early morning light was flooding into the hangar. The piles of equipment were higher, and the once-empty space seemed more crowded.

He grabbed some breakfast and then spent several hours on a tour of inspection and consultation. Good progress was being made. Volunteers were arriving and being checked, supplies were being assembled, and even the lengthier lists had long columns of check marks on them.

By eleven Merral recalled that he had to see Jorgio and collect some belongings from the apartment at the Kolbjorn Suite. This seemed as good a time as any to do both. He found Lloyd, notified Vero he was leaving, and then set off in the two-seater.

Lloyd, who seemed preoccupied, drove him down unfamiliar, sunlit country roads without saying anything.

Merral broke the silence. “Jorgio is important, Sergeant.” As he spoke, he realized that he needed to justify a visit to an old, disfigured gardener.

Lloyd nodded. “I know, sir. I’ve picked that up. I reckon he knows more than we do.”

“You may be right. And he has prayed. Since the very start of this whole thing.” Where would I be without his praying for me?

A few minutes later they came to a large redbrick farmhouse, which a handpainted sign proclaimed to be Ragili’s Homestead. There, some way from the main buildings, at the far end of a gentle rise overlooking rolling yellow fields of late wheat, stood a small, square, whitewashed house amid a cluster of large trees.

In the garden in front of the house, a big man with an oddly tilted frame and wearing a battered straw hat was carefully watering flowers. He looked up, put the hose down, and walked over slowly, his left foot dragging behind.

“Why, Mister Merral!” Jorgio called out, flinging bronzed arms around Merral in a warm and rough embrace that sent the hat flying. They stepped back to look at each other. Merral saw that the old gardener’s twisted face was sunburned and that his battered brown jacket bore an azure blue cornflower in his buttonhole. Merral was suddenly reminded of soil and fruit, vegetables and fields. There is something organic about this man, as if he has himself grown from the soil.

A smile appeared on the irregular face. “Now, Mister Merral, you look like a man who wouldn’t be hurt by a cup of tea and a biscuit or two. You too, Sergeant Lloyd.”

As he left for the kitchen, Lloyd caught Merral’s eye. “I reckon I’ll stay at the vehicle, sir. I have a list I have to check. Weaponry.”

Of course. But it is also a tactful excuse to give me privacy with my old friend. “As you wish, Sergeant. And do me a favor: handle any routine communications for me. I need to give Jorgio my full attention.”

After Lloyd had taken his tea and left, Merral and Jorgio walked out onto an unevenly tiled patio at the back of the house. It was almost completely covered by a broad and ancient vine, heavy with purple grapes, supported by wires and gnarled wooden poles. They sat down under the vine.

Merral gazed around him, taking in the broad undulations of the wheat fields, the lines of poplars that marked field boundaries, and beyond, the distant sea glinting silver in the late summer sun. He saw a tall cedar with drooping branches at the end of the house. Breathing deeply, he caught its faint spicy tang.

“A pleasant place, Jorgio.”

“Indeed it is, Mister Merral. I was sorry to leave Brenito’s old house, but I understood the reasoning. And I didn’t want that basement everyone else was in. A hole in the ground? Tut. Not for me! Here, no one bothers me. I’ve started work on a little patch of soil.”

A thin black cat came out of the house and rubbed itself against Jorgio’s leg, and the old man stroked it as it purred.

“Do you like it here?”

“This time of day is fine, Mister Merral, but it does get awfully hot ’round midday. And we don’t get apples. A pity that; I like apples.”

“And no horses?”

There was an uneven smile. “Tut. No horses. I reckon it’s too easy for machines here.” Then Jorgio’s tawny eyes seemed to focus on Merral. “But how are you? I heard as you were in the wars.”

High above them Merral heard a lark sing. “Yes.” He sipped on his tea. “It was nearly a disaster.”

“You know as I was praying for you then. And a hard battle I had of it too. I felt something powerful there.”

Merral nodded. “I value those prayers. And that baziliarch was powerful. I nearly lost my battle. But, Jorgio, there was a lot of suffering at Ynysmant.”

“I heard a bit from my brother. He and his wife are all right, but the houses were damaged. They think over a thousand people were killed. Folks as I knew. And a lot of trees and gardens wrecked. But he said how they were delivered by you and this envoy.”

Merral shook his head. “Not by me, my old friend; in spite of me. We were all saved by the grace of the Most High alone, and there is the end of it. I’m a weak man.”

“Tut. To recognize you are weak is the start of strength, Mister Merral. When you recognize your weakness, you can turn to the Lord for strength.”

“You’re right,” Merral acknowledged. “My failings have come when I felt strong. But it was a hard battle. And it’s not the end of the war yet.”

“No. Folks like this Nezhuala aren’t easily stopped.”

They said nothing for some minutes. Merral drank his tea and ate another biscuit while he stared out over the golden grainfields and watched the swifts arcing across the sky, pursuing insects with shrill squeals. He tried to let the fragrance and sounds of the countryside heal the memories of that terrible night, but the horror remained. It’s too soon for healing.

Finally, Merral spoke. “Jorgio, I have a journey to make that I wish I could be spared from.”

“So I gather. To rescue people.”

“We must go to the heart of this Dominion and bring our men and women back. And frankly, the more I think about it, the more it scares me.”

The strange eyes watched him. “A long and hard road indeed. But the Lord likes delivering people, and if you stay in his will, I’m sure he’ll be with you. All the way there and back.”

“I’m sure you are right. But I was rather hoping—like in a Team-Ball game—that the King might send me off and bring on a substitute.”

“Tut. I don’t think as he does that, Mister Merral.” He gave a firmly negative shake of the head. “No, ’tain’t in his nature. He didn’t spare himself.”

“No. He didn’t.”

Far away across the sea, great clouds were ballooning up, dark gray at their bases but paling to a delicate, translucent white at their tops. Merral was struck by a slight pang of guilt that in this time of haste he should be indulging himself in sitting and enjoying creation with Jorgio. Yet this is why we fight—for friends, fellowship, and the beauty of worlds made by the grace of God. And being with Jorgio is no indulgence; he is important, in a way beyond my understanding.

“You wish you were going to Ancient Earth, now, don’t you?” The rough voice broke into his thoughts.

“Yes. Clemant and Delastro are on their way there. I’m afraid I don’t trust them. Evil is spreading very deeply, my old friend.”

“It is indeed. The weeds are deep in the wheat.”

“Just so. But tell me, what’s happening? What do you sense?”

“I don’t reckon as I know much more than you.” The eyes turned to the fields. “But it will soon be harvesttime. Very soon, Mister Merral. For weeds and wheat. The King alone can sort this out.”

“He can?” Merral realized that what he had intended as a statement had become a question.

A look of reproof appeared in the odd eyes. “Of course the King can. He’s in charge, isn’t he? Mister Merral, nothing happens without him saying so. He could destroy this Dominion in a moment. Just like that.” He snapped big, coarse fingers. “But he doesn’t. He uses it for his own purposes.”

“Of course,” Merral replied slowly, staring at the fields. He is right. It’s just that when things ran smoothly, it was easy to believe that the King was in charge. Now when every manner of evil is set loose—and on such a scale—it seems harder to believe.

Then Merral realized that time was passing.

“Jorgio, all being well, we should be back, oh, late November. I need you to have your bags ready then. It’ll be time to take you to Ancient Earth.”

Jorgio seemed to chew on something. “Ancient Earth . . . Yes, I know. You have your journey you don’t want, and I have mine. Well, as I said to the King, ‘If you want me to go, then go I must.’” He looked sorrowful. “But I can’t say as I care for that journey. Or what the Lord has said about its ending.” He closed his eyes for a moment and shuddered.

“Do you still have your dreams, Jorgio?”

The eyes opened, and a troubled expression slid over the twisted face. “Yes.”

“And what do you see?”

The rough voice was slow. “Shadows and pain; letters and numbers.”

“The algebra.”

“That was the word.”

Merral remembered he had a copy of a sheet of formulae that Jorgio had written. I must let someone look at it.

“Do you think it is important?”

“Why, yes. Somehow.” Here the eyes shifted in focus to stare into the distance. “Mister Merral, I believe that the Lord has put this al—algebra at the center of it all. And this Nezhuala hates the figures.”

Why? What does this mean?

Merral finished his tea. “Well, I must go. Pray for me, Jorgio. Over the next weeks. It’s a long, dark journey.”

“Mister Merral, I will indeed pray.” He seemed to consider something. “What would you want me to pray for?”

“Many things. Many things that are high and holy, like grace and wisdom and courage. For protection from the world, the flesh, and the devil.” He paused. “And some lesser things. We must travel for five weeks, at least, through Below-Space. I am told it will be like going through a perpetual gray desert.” Merral reached down and gestured at a tiny scarlet-flowered plant that peeped out of a crack between the tiles. “You could pray that I would not forget things like that. And fields and butterflies. And trees, of course.”

Jorgio furrowed his brow as if pondering something. “I will indeed pray that you will be reminded of what you have left.”

“And for the others, too. What I have said sounds very selfish.”

“Perhaps. But I reckon as you are the leader, you will face the worst attacks.”

Merral said nothing but stared up at the cedar. “I don’t want to forget trees,” he said quietly to himself. “My old life.”

He looked more carefully at the tree, his old training coming back. “A Made Worlds strain of mountain cedar. Thirty meters high; perhaps forty or fifty years old. In good shape, but there’s a limb that needs watching. Up there.” He pointed up, smiling ruefully. Nearby he saw a large, brown cedar cone on the ground and got to his feet, reached down, and picked it up. It felt dense and fitted snugly in his hand. Merral sniffed it; the scent was sharp, resinous, and clean. He examined it; the cone was freshly fallen and the seeds were safe behind the tight scales. It has enough seeds to make a small wood. 

He started to put it down, but Jorgio reached out a rough hand and stopped him. “Take it, Mister Merral. Take it with you.”

“Doesn’t it belong here?”

“I feel as it belongs with you.”

“Then, my old friend, I will take it with me. As a reminder of my old world . . . and of my old life.”

“It may point to the future as much as the past.” The balding head tilted in a nod. “Take it with my blessing.”

“I must go,” Merral said, pocketing the cone, and then they embraced. “You stay here. I’ll see you in late November, the Lord willing.”

“If he wills, you will be here.” There was a regretful sigh. “And I will have my bags packed.”

On the path to the vehicle, Merral met Lloyd coming toward him at a rapid pace.

“What’s up, Sergeant?”

“Sir, a message from Chairman Bortellat.”

Merral walked over to the two-seater and switched his diary back on. “So, Ludovica, what’s the verdict?”

He saw on the screen that the chairman was standing at the end of a long table; in the background people milled around. “Merral, you have conditional approval based on the following plan.”

He saw that she was consulting notes.

“We insist that this ship be taken in two phases. We will first launch an inter-system freight shuttle with a small team that will include some of those who seized the Dove of Dawn. We will probably add a few engineers as well and perhaps some of your intended crew. The task of this first squad will be to ensure that the Rahllman’s Star is safe and suitable to fly. You understand?”

And minimize losses if it’s a trap. “Yes. I’d like to be on that shuttle.”

“I want you there, and I intend going with the first team myself. Now, preparing the Rahllman’s Star is going to take at least twenty-four hours. At best. The technical team here thinks it will need refueling, but it should not be too difficult. So in the meantime, a second inter-system freight shuttle will be sent up with the rest of the rescue team and the remainder of the supplies.”

She looked sternly at him. “Now, listen. Only when I am satisfied that the ship is safe will I authorize the remaining rescue team and crew to board.”

As Merral was considering the plan, she added, “Incidentally, Commander, using two shuttles makes the logistics easier. Your team selection isn’t going to be complete for another twenty-four hours.”

How could I have ever dreamed it could have been faster? “I see. The first team would leave when?”

“Tonight seems feasible. We are working on a 7 p.m. launch window.”

“Okay! Ludovica, I can live with that. Thanks for all your work.”

He received a stern look. “Remember, it’s only conditional approval. There are some other concerns I need to talk to you about, but they can wait.”

“Good. I’m coming back via Isterrane. I need to pick up some things for the trip. Be with you in around forty minutes.”

“I’ll see you when you arrive.”
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“So you’re happy to come with me, Lloyd?” Merral asked as his aide drove him back to Isterrane between the sunlit open fields.

“Don’t know about ‘happy,’ sir. I fancy the space travel bit, but there are other things I’d be happy doing. But this is my job. And I will do it. It’s the right thing to do.”

“Spoken like the very best of bodyguards, Sergeant.”

Lloyd checked his rearview mirror. “Thank you, sir, but . . .”

Merral was conscious of unease on his aide’s face. “But what?”

“Sir, the handbook says that a bodyguard should never be reluctant to raise issues of security. Apparently, it was often a major failing. So . . . permission to speak, sir?”

“Lloyd, I owe you my life. Speak your mind.”

“Well, it’s Azeras. I spent some time with him last week.” Lloyd screwed his big face up as if considering something hard. “I think I am concerned that we are—how shall I say it?—integrating him too closely with us.”

“You mean he isn’t one of us?”

“Yes, sir.”

“He has made an alliance to work with us. But you’re right; he’s not become part of the Assembly. He’s made no oaths of loyalty to the Lamb.”

Lloyd checked his rearview mirror again. “And, sir, he still has this loyalty to these True Freeborn. If they exist anymore.”

“I can’t argue. But do you have any specific cause for concern?”

“Frankly, no. And I spent a lot of time with him down in the foundations. But he doesn’t share everything. Well, only last night we realized exactly how little he has told us about what he got up to in his war. And, well, sir . . . the thing is, we are going back to his worlds. Here, he’s played by Farholme rules.”

“And what you are saying is that out there, he may not.”

“Exactly, sir.”

Merral drummed his fingers on the window frame. I don’t need this—another concern.

“Okay, Lloyd, you have my approval to keep an eye on him. And warn me and Vero of any concerns. Immediately.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Merral saw that they were at the outskirts of the city now. “And would I be correct in assuming that you also retain your major suspicions about Betafor?”

“Yes, sir. I don’t think I need to say anything more about that thing. I’ve never trusted it, and it’s given me no indication that I should start now. And when we get within hailing distance of the Dominion, I think we need to be very careful. It looks after itself, it does. I reckon there’s a fair chance we will have to eject it out of an air lock.”

Oh, wonderful; an impossible mission with crew members I can’t trust!

His aide continued. “In fact, sir . . . I think you should stay armed on the ship. In case—”

“Sergeant, are you serious?”

“We have a handful of small pistols built to an old template. Each has a ten-shot magazine with low-penetration bullets so you can fire in a spacecraft. Fits in a waistband, or even straps against the ankle. I’ll get you one.”

“No, I refuse—”

“Sir, be better if you wore it. But it’s your decision.”

“It is.” Then Merral paused. “And, Sergeant, when you do decide to eject Betafor out of an air lock, can you ask me first?”
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Vero met with Ludovica shortly after her return to the airport, in a room that she had taken as her office.

“M-madam Chairman,” he began as he closed the door behind him.

“Ludovica will do,” she interrupted, extending a hand as she rose from a chair to greet him.

Taking it, Vero thought she looked strained.

As he took the only other chair, she stared at him. “So, Sentinel, what can I do for you?”

“F-first, I want to thank you for helping the committee come to its decision.”

“It’s only conditional approval. And you didn’t come here for that. I know enough of you to know that.” The tone was terse. “I’m afraid I don’t have much time; I have to meet this Betafor and Azeras.”

Not a good start.

“V-very well. Ludovica, let me say I think we need to boost Merral’s public profile.”

“Why?”

“F-Farholme needs a hero. All being well, we are leaving. Even if we do come back, we will be going straight on to Earth. You will, no doubt, have an acting head of the FDF, but I think you need more than that. I think the public needs a hero.”

A wary frown appeared. “But Merral is already well known.”

“The accounts of the battles at Tezekal and Ynysmant have not been fully given. Clemant’s versions deliberately downplayed his role.”

“Indeed.” Vero felt her eyes stare through him.

“And let me guess—they are what this is all about?”

She’s sharp. “Yes. I am th-thinking further ahead. I’m w-worried about what Clemant and Delastro are going to say when they get to Earth.”

“That had crossed my mind.”

“I think they will present a version of events in which Merral’s role is reduced. That could make our position very difficult if we get there. We will need to take incontrovertible imagery that he fought, and he won, and that he has the right to speak of what happened. To the whole Assembly.”

There was a slow nod. “So you want him . . . what? publicly affirmed?”

“Yes. And I have some ideas on how it can be done.”

Ludovica shook her head and ran fingers through her hair. “How terribly reminiscent this all is of early twenty-first-century politics.” Her voice bore a pained sadness. “Images. The creation of a persona. The cult of the personality. It borders on propaganda.”

“No! It will be done in the name of truth.”

A flicker of cynicism crossed the weary face. “Of course, Sentinel.” She sighed deeply. “Vero, when I took on this post, I resolved on a strategy of firmness. I also promised that I would be totally transparent. There were to be no more private deals. No special understandings.” She bore a sharp, almost antagonistic look. “And no more secret armies in cellars.”

Aah. Do I defend myself? No, there are more important matters to deal with. “Excellent goals, Ludovica, but there is military necessity.”

“Yes, of course. ‘Military necessity.’ I am unconvinced.”

Vero, momentarily defeated, hesitated before he spoke again. “L-Ludovica, there is something else.”

“Yes?”

“Let me say to you something that few people know, and fewer still understand. The Dominion is frightened of someone they call the great adversary, a legendary hero who will frustrate their plans. Lezaroth, at least, believes Merral is this figure. That’s why he set the trap at Ynysmant.”

“Ah, so that’s why he picked there.”

“Indeed. And, having been with Merral from the start, I believe . . . that it may be true. I think he is called by the Most High to be the warrior of our age. I think it is his destiny, and I think he has the gifting for it.”

A long silence elapsed before she spoke.

“And you feel I—we—need to affirm that?”

“Yes. I think it is right.”

“Maybe. How?”

“One, call a full-scale press conference here, where he can answer questions. Worldwide coverage. Two, if you can get one quickly, give him a medal. At the conference. Three, I also think it’s a good idea to get what they used to call an official war artist. For portraits, posters, that sort of thing.”

An eyebrow rose. “My, you have thought this through, haven’t you?”

She’s on my side now. “It’s my job, madam. Oh, and then one more thing: persuade him to give a speech to the volunteers. Make sure it’s broadcast worldwide too. He does a good speech. And put all this together in a file with a full and accurate record of the war on Farholme, so that, if we are able eventually to proceed to Earth, we can take it with us.”

There was a slow nodding of the head.

“I see. I can do that. But the press conference. How do we know he’ll get the right questions?”

“Leave that to me, Ludovica.”

“‘Leave that to me’?” The eyes tightened. “Vero, you are very devious. It worries me.”

“It worries everyone.” Me especially.
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Merral ignored the strange, deserted smell that pervaded the Kolbjorn Suite. He found a backpack and rummaged through his cupboards, throwing in the things he felt were necessary. Then he looked around and, in a moment of inspiration, opened the top drawer and pulled out the glass egg that was his castle tree simulation. Over the next month or so, I will have some spare time. What better way of spending it than developing my simulation? He put it in his pocket next to the cedar cone. An artificial tree and the seeding body of a real tree. Together they will remind me of who I really am—Merral D’Avanos, Forester. He smiled. And, just maybe, they will point to who I will be again.

Then, locking the door behind him, Merral set off with Lloyd for the airport.

They entered the hangar by a back door and were greeted by a weary-looking Vero, who outlined what sounded to be satisfactory progress.

“Where is Ludovica?” Merral asked, staring at an apparently interminable number of requisition forms awaiting his signature.

Vero looked uneasy. “She’s gone to talk to Azeras and Betafor. But Luke is here somewhere.”

“That’s one piece of good news. Look, I shall be up in the office, and when you can separate Betafor from her admirers, can you send her up? We need to talk.”

“Will do. Merral, the pilot is here. Laura Bezemov. You’d better like her.”

“Why?”

“No other candidates have suitable experience.”

In other words, we are running out of pilots. “I want to meet her. Send her up too.”
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Twenty minutes later, as Merral was checking long lists with a team, he heard a familiar booming voice call out his name.

Making apologies, Merral made his way to the door where Luke Tenerelt stood. The thinness of the man’s face seemed accentuated by a small, neat bandage on his right cheek.

They hugged each other, and leading Luke away to a quieter corner of the office, Merral began to apologize for not having seen him since the battle at Ynysmant.

The chaplain gave Merral a dismissive pat on the back. “Oh, I gather you did what you had to do. Anyway, I was busy.” His face clouded with sorrow. “Aah, there were a lot of needy folk there that night.”

“Yes. . . .” Silence hung between them. “What did you do to your cheek?”

“Oh, that? I rather stupidly got too close to a Krallen. I thought it was dead. It was, pretty soon afterward. But it could’ve been worse. In fact, I quite like it. It is going to make a slight but striking scar.”

“I’d never have thought of you as the sort of person to seek trophies!”

Merral saw a gentle look of reproof. “It’s not that, Merral. It allows me to look the men in the eye. I am now one of them.”

That’s Luke for you. Merral realized that the chaplain had a backpack at his feet. “You can come?”

“I would count it an honor, Merral.”

“Thank you. You know what happened with Lezaroth and the hostages?”

“I heard. So we are going after them?”

“It’s a rescue. But it’s going to be tricky. And there are no guarantees, Luke. None at all.”

The dark, deep eyes smiled back. “Oh, yes there are, but none from you.”

A thought came to Merral’s mind. “Luke . . . you’ve brothers and a mother and father, I know, but is there anybody else? some lady waiting for you?”

Luke looked away for a moment, and when he spoke, his voice was quiet and reflective. “It’s that sort of a trip, isn’t it? We may not be back.”

“Yes. I won’t take any soldiers with dependents. Same goes for chaplains. So is there anyone?”

A slight, enigmatic smile crept across Luke’s mouth. “Merral, about five—no, six—years ago,— I knew someone who might have been . . .” His gaze shifted focus as though he were peering into the vanished years. “Might have been . . .” Luke shook his head as if trying to free himself from his memory. “Our parents were happy enough for it to proceed to commitment. But I prayed about it and it just didn’t seem right. She married someone else.” He looked thoughtful. “Funny . . . until today, I always wondered why it hadn’t been right. Now, I think I know. If I had married her, I wouldn’t have been able to come with you.”

“Sorry. About the past. But you are very welcome.”

“Thanks.” There was a hard look. “But, Merral, I want to be there on that ship very early on.”

“Good idea. I’ll get you on the first flight. We’re planning on it. Any particular reason?”

Luke frowned. “Merral, I’ve spent a little time talking to Azeras. I won’t say that we are the deepest of friends, only that I have penetrated some way into his psyche. I gather he admitted to you that he feels responsible for the deaths of thousands?”

Merral nodded.

“Well, I didn’t know that, but I had suspected something along those lines. Anyway, let’s just say . . . I have learned that there are things that need cleaning on that ship. Ejecting into space. Before we travel on it.”

“The body of the Great Prince Zhalatoc, for a start.”

“That. And other things.”

“Such as?”

Luke shook his head. “Pagan items, gods . . . and other things.”

“I’m mission commander. I need to know.”

“Oh, well. Let’s just say the Rahllman’s Star was a ship full of men, and they had a lot of time on their hands.”

“I see. I don’t want to know any more. You have permission to cleanse the ship.”

Luke twisted his long frame. “It’s always better to play it safe. Anyway, let me go and see if I can help out down below. Perhaps more as an engineer than a chaplain.”

“I suspect as both. And, Luke, I wonder if you could make a moment to see Anya?”

The chaplain frowned. “I thought she was better.”

“There is something else now, I think. And I’m pretty sure I’m the wrong person to try to deal with it.”

“I’ll see what I can do.” Luke stared at Merral. “You okay?”

Merral put his head in his hands. “Luke, last night I thought we were merely heading into problems. Instead, I now believe we are also taking them with us.”
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Merral’s next visitor was a woman dressed in the uniform of Space Affairs. She was slim, of medium height, and had chestnut hair braided into such tight rows that her head reminded Merral of a plowed field. He guessed she was in her early forties, and the fine lines around the mouth and eyes somehow suggested a familiarity with both laughter and pain.

“Commander? I’m Captain Laura Bezemov. Do I gather you have a vacancy for a pilot?” Both the voice and the brown-gray eyes seemed full of delight. “Oh, I’m sorry,” she added with a tone that was both amused and embarrassed. “I just realized I didn’t salute you.”

Merral found himself warming to Laura; her very presence seemed to lighten the gloom. “Don’t worry. I’m not in uniform. And I’m still troubled by salutes. I live in constant hope of having my military career ended.”

“Sounds like we need you a bit longer yet.” He heard merriment in the words.

“Sadly.” They shook hands. Merral looked around at the crowded room. “Let’s go talk on the balcony.”

There they looked over the scene unfolding on the hangar floor below. Merral decided that with all the cries and yells and the constant movement of people and packages, it resembled some sort of street carnival. It was hard to remember the quiet emptiness of just a dozen hours earlier. Half of Isterrane seemed to have turned up to offer their services.

They drew up seats, and Merral glanced through the folder Laura had brought. She was forty-three, had an exemplary record in test flight, and with the reduction of space flight after the Gate loss, had become an atmosphere pilot and had flown in and out of the Tezekal strip. He noted that she had been married briefly, but her husband had been killed in a construction accident. They had had no children.

Merral looked up at her. “So you were at Tezekal?”

“Commander, I piloted the last flight out before the Krallen attacked.” He heard pride in her words.

“I remember wishing I was on it. And the test flying?”

“I take every machine after repairs or overhaul. It’s my job. It’s supposed to be the riskiest of the flying jobs.” She gave a weaker smile. “That was before we got enemies. I’d say risk has been redefined.”

“It has. And why do you want to come?”

She stared straight back at him with unflinching eyes. The smile was still there, but it was now a veneer.

“Probably, Commander, for the same reasons you want to go. Because it’s my duty. Because it’s a chance to do something for the Assembly. Because down here we get just one short life and we have to use it to do what is right.”

Merral found himself nodding. “A good answer. You think you can handle the ship?”

“No.” The disarming smile appeared again. “But I’m open and willing to learn. I looked at the specifications, and I have talked with Sarudar Azeras.”

“What did you think of him?”

“Hmm. Interesting. I mean he’s not the friendliest of characters. But I think we got on.”

“A key part of your job is going to be working with him. He isn’t the easiest person to work with, and frankly, Captain, his attitudes toward women are—how should we say?—different. We’ve tried to establish ground rules, but you may have to watch yourself. Do I have to spell it out in any more detail?”

“Vero warned me. He advised me to read some pre-Intervention stuff on—what was the term?—harassment.” She stroked her chin thoughtfully. “If that happened, would I have permission to hit him?”

Merral tried to restrain a smile of his own. “Only as a last resort. And do him no lasting harm.”

“Thanks.”

“What do you think about traveling through Below-Space?”

“Interesting. We will have to see how it will work out. The records aren’t encouraging.” There was another smile.

“So you aren’t worried about traveling all those kilometers.”

She looked at him with a sort of awkward amusement. “Actually, Commander, the distance isn’t that enormous. The whole point of entering Below-Space is that we cut through Normal-Space rather than going across it. The distance is only going to be twenty million kilometers. It’s a long way, but it’s not light-years.”

“Of course, Captain; thank you. It’s just like going through the Gates, isn’t it? I hope you aren’t too alarmed by the idea of a mission commander who really only understands trees?”

“It’s a novelty. But I respect the way you admit your ignorance.”

“Do you have any questions? that I might be able to answer?”

“The obvious one: whom do I take my orders from, you or the sarudar?”

A good question. “I am ultimately the commander of the mission. The sarudar just makes sure you get from A to B.”

“So do I get the job?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Great! Sounds like a fun trip.”

“Fun? No. Memorable? Yes. But I look forward to working with you. Better go and pack. You and I are on the first flight this evening.” Merral glanced at the folder again. “By the way, it says here you have worked a lot with Serena Huang-Li. That’s a name I know; can’t think from what. Is she available as well? As a number two?”

“Serena’s a long way away. She’s the captain of the Dove.”

“Of course! I saw the crew list. I hope she can handle Delastro.”

“That’ll be a miracle. She was at Tezekal too. I think she knows what happened there. We all do.”

“Well, I hope we will see some justice done there; but that’s not our business. Not yet.”

“Okay, I’ll pack.” Then, with a happy-go-lucky salute, she left.

As he watched Laura walk swiftly away, Merral uttered a silent prayer. Lord, may she, at least, come home safely.
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Merral returned to the office, which seemed to have become even more crowded. He noticed again how everyone looked at him with respect or anticipation. They expect me to know all the answers. Over the next hour, as he was measured for a space suit, suffered a dozen inoculations, and snatched some lunch, he found that the thought troubled him. It’s an impossible expectation.

Just after two, Merral met Dr. Abilana Ghosn, the woman proposed as ship’s doctor. She was tall, tanned, and good-looking in a rather delicate way, and Merral’s first thought was that she would have trouble from Azeras. Then, as she described how she had worked with Space Affairs and had trained on Earth for vacuum injuries, he felt she could look after herself.

“So what problems do you foresee on the trip?” Merral asked.

“Problems? Let me see. Oh, thirty active people cooped up in an enclosed space for weeks, with no color vision, awaiting a battle, and afflicted by supernatural visitations?” Abilana adopted a blank face. “Nothing much comes to mind. Shipboard romances, perhaps?”

Merral found himself laughing. “Have you suffered from irony very long, Doctor?”

“Now that’s an interesting point. I always had irony—it’s congenital in our family—but it’s only really flared up in the last few months. I worry in case it develops into a full-blown case of sarcasm. Or even cynicism.”

“Could be awkward.”

“It’s a way of handling nastiness.”

The humor vanished. “I fear we shall have a lot of that. Look, Abilana, if I said you were going on this trip, what would you do?”

“I’ve done some preparations. I’ve got a ten-page shopping list. Ransack the shelves of the Isterrane psychological wards for every tranquilizer and antipsychotic known. Upload the latest training software on space injuries. Load up with enough syn-plasma to swim in. Get two of the robo-surgeons. Get the med and coroner reports on every wound and death from Tezekal and Ynysmant . . . How long have we got on the ship?”

“Say five weeks out, same back.”

“Okay. I’d get training resources to give everyone on the ship basic nursing and wound management. And . . .” She paused and glanced around, but they were out of earshot.

“And . . . ?”

“A crate of body bags.”

“You are a realist, aren’t you?”

“I always think it’s a good idea to be prepared. I lost my naiveté when Tantaravekat became dust. I did a six-month placement there as a trainee doctor. Hey, it wasn’t the nicest spot, but nowhere deserves that.”

“That’s why you want to come?”

“In part. They killed some of my patients. No doctor likes that.”

“So you want the job?”

“Yeah. I always liked challenges and good causes, and this is both.”

“And you can do all that has to be done in the time we have?”

“Second ship takes off in twenty-six hours. I’ll pass on sleeping.”

“You get the job.”

“Thanks. You realize that if we pull this off, the rest of my professional career is going to be an anticlimax?”

“Abilana, if we pull this off, you’ll spend the rest of your professional career lecturing to awestruck students. All being well, we’ll meet in space.”
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An hour or so later, Merral was working through a pile of forms when, over the half dozen urgent discussions in the room, he heard a series of precise knocks at the door.

“Come in!” he yelled without looking up from his document.

He heard the conversations stop and glanced up to see everyone staring at the open door. There stood Betafor, her triangular head with its expressionless gray eyes staring at him.

“Come in, Betafor.” He saw that she wore the Lamb and Stars emblem on her tunic. “Everyone else, take a break for ten minutes.”

The men and women left the room quietly, every eye fixed on Betafor as they did.

“Good to see you again, Betafor.”

“And I am pleased to see you, Commander.” The voice had lost none of its high-pitched, glassy timbre.

“I should have consulted you earlier, but we need you to come on this mission. I would be grateful if you would come.” She’d better not refuse. That will make things very difficult.

“I will come. Commander . . . as you know, I serve the Assembly.”

“Do you? Betafor, I was not very happy when I found that you had left your position during the battle at Ynysmant. You ran away. Would you like to explain what happened?”

The tail twitched. “I dislike . . . the expression ran away. All logic suggested that the battle was lost and that you no longer had any need of my services. I was therefore putting myself in . . . a better position to survive.”

“So were you afraid?”

“It is very unwise to assume that I experience anything like your emotional states. Especially those that are irrational, such as fear. I do, however, have logical constraints built in a very basic level that . . . encourage me to protect myself.”

“I see. That sounds like fear by another name.”

He heard a knock at the door, and with a murmured apology, Vero slipped in.

“Betafor,” Merral asked, “what is to stop you changing your allegiance when we get to the Dominion worlds?”

“The only circumstances under which I will change my allegiance will be those in which you have already lost. Then it will make no difference.”

“But at Ynysmant you fled before we had lost.” 

Betafor seemed to hestitate. “I . . . miscalculated the situation.”

As we all did. “To change your allegiance before a defeat is wrong.”

“It was . . . unfortunate.”

It was more than that. “It must not happen again. We will be watching you, Betafor.” Vero nodded. “We have not forgotten how we caught you trying to kill Azeras.”

“That was . . . a mistake.”

“No, Betafor, that was wrong.”

“Commander . . . I have to point out that the present difficulties you find yourself in are entirely due to human behavior. It is humans you should watch. They are unreliable and unpredictable.”

“That is not the issue, Betafor. We treat your promise to serve the Assembly as a solemn agreement. We will hold you to it.”

“You may be assured of my loyalty.”

“Perhaps. But be warned: any dubious activity, and we will switch you off.”

“Permanently,” Vero added with some force.

“I understand.”

“Very well,” Merral said, feeling far from convinced. “Do you anticipate problems with the mission?”

“It is not going to be easy. I have not been shown any sign of . . . definite strategy for recovering the hostages.”

That’s because there is none. “We are working on that. We will be refining it over the next few weeks. You, Azeras, Vero, and I.”

“I am concerned that you will find the Nether-Realms difficult. Humans do.”

“It doesn’t trouble you?”

“The psychological effects are . . . more problematic for human beings. We are not so affected. We can . . . filter out such effects. We are beings that are used to space.”

“I remember you saying that.” He paused. I had forgotten how irritating that sense of superiority is.

After a few more questions, Merral sent her on her way.

As the door closed after her, Vero shook his head. “My friend, if we don’t have trouble with her, I will be very surprised.”

“Me too.”
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In the heat of the midafternoon, Merral briefly met with Azeras when they arrived at the watercooler by the main door at the same time. The badge on the sarudar’s breast was not the Lamb and Stars but the lightning bolt and severed chain of the True Freeborn.

Still the True Freeborn, and still an alliance. I don’t like this; Lloyd is right to be uneasy.

Wordlessly, the two men walked outside and stood in the shadow of the hangar. Merral drank deeply from his cup before speaking. “So, Sarudar, you have seen the current plans?”

Azeras wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and made a grunt that Merral took to be assent.

“Are you happy with things?”

Azeras leaned against the wall. “Happy? With this mission? No.” He beckoned Merral closer with a slight gesture of the head. “Commander,” he began in a lowered voice, “I appreciate why you want to do this. But be realistic. The probability is that none of us will return.”

Alarmed, Merral replied, “You said you would go.”

“Oh, I will go. That’s not the issue. It’s whether any of us are destined to return.” The look on his face was one of resignation.

“Sarudar, our days may be marked out for us, but not by some cold, unshakable destiny.”

He had only a shrug for an answer.

Let’s hope our faith triumphs over your despair rather than the reverse. “Tell me, how do you rate Captain Bezemov?”

Another shrug. “She seems competent. But we will see. It’s reality that counts, and the Nether-Realms can make or break men. Women, too.”

“It’s going to be vital that you develop a good working relationship.”

“I’ll do my best.”

Merral was struck by the extraordinary lack of passion Azeras showed. He seems beyond either hope or fear. “A question for you. The ambassadors claimed it had taken them two months to get here. Were they lying?”

“Not in that case. There they were probably truthful. In fact, for something as big as a full-suppression complex, two months is pretty good going.”

“But you’re talking about half that time for us. And Lezaroth, too.”

“Yes. Generally, you can halve the time going back. All you need to do is backtrack on the route the steersman found on the way out. The coordinates are stored in the ship’s computer.”

“So that’s what Lezaroth will do?”

“Well, no, he probably doesn’t have the coordinates on his ship. It’s called the Nanmaxat’s Comet, by the way. We got satellite imagery processed, and you can read the name. But the coordinates would have been on the Triumph, and he wasn’t expecting to lose it. So although he’ll go as fast as he can, he’ll have to stop and surface at least three times to check his position. And that will slow him down.”

“In short, we ought to get there before him.”

“Exactly. By at least three days. If we can start soon.”

“I am working to start as soon as we can. Incidentally, we want to get the ship cleaned when we have it.”

A shadow of unease crossed Azeras’s face. “You want to get rid of the Great Prince Zhalatoc?”

“Sarudar, no one here is enthusiastic about flying through Below-Space with a centuries-old, not-totally-dead man aboard.”

“Personally, I’d keep him. He’s very valuable. I suspect the lord-emperor would trade you the hostages for that body. We reckoned he was going to try to raise the old man with the help of the powers. When we fled here, having Zhalatoc with us was the one thing that stopped them using fission warheads against us.”

For a moment, Merral wrestled with finding an answer. Could there be any harm with using the body as a bargaining tool? Then he was struck by the appalling situation of a man being held between life and death for centuries in the hope that demonic powers might somehow reanimate him.

“No! This is against everything we stand for. We do not deal with the powers; we will have no toleration of anything linked with them. I will not carry this ghastly . . . object with us. Not even if it was our last hope.”

There was a heavy shrug. “Then you play it your way.”

“I will.” Indeed. “Azeras, there’s one other thing. The way the approach team will work . . . it may look as though we do not trust you. I’m afraid there seems to be no real option but to work this way. I hope you don’t find it too insulting.”

Azeras drank the last of his water. “Ha. It’s the least of my worries. But do me a favor. Don’t watch me at the expense of keeping an eye on Betafor. It’s her you ought to be wary of.”

“Sarudar, you are not the only person urging caution there. But we will need her. On your ships, how do you guard yourselves against the Allenix abusing their responsibility?”

“As you know, we life-bond them.”

“That is not an option for us. Is there any other way?”

Azeras’s face acquired a look of awkwardness. “There is what’s called a formal interrogation mode. A captain can put them in that, and they must answer questions truthfully. So you can use it periodically to see if they are plotting anything.”

“And how do we put them in this mode?”

“You need the right code.”

“And that is?”

“Aah, I don’t know. Damertooth had it, but it died with him.”

“I see.” How frustrating!

“Anything else, Commander? I’m sharing supervision for loading of the approach vessel. There is work to be done.”

“No.”

And with that, Azeras turned and walked back into the hangar.
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About an hour later, Professor Elaxal turned up to see Merral. He was a large man in his sixties with a perspiring forehead and a broad black moustache. Merral walked with him to the balcony, the one place in an increasingly congested building where he felt he could have some privacy. Something about the man suggested he was deeply troubled.

“Close the glass please,” the professor said. “The unit’s hearing is very good.”

Merral slid the panels closed, and the noise from below faded away.

“Thank you,” Elaxal said as he sat down. “Commander, Chairman Bortellat asked me to report to her on the Allenix device you intend taking.”

“Have you done that?” Merral sat down.

“Yes. I have carried out a long . . . interview with the unit and presented my report to the chairman. On reading it, she suggested I talk to you. Privately.”

This is not going to be good news.

It wasn’t.

Elaxal explained that long ago, the Assembly had found that while making machines intelligent was relatively easy, keeping them sane and moral was far harder.

He stared at Merral. “Do you speak English, Commander?”

“Yes. It’s one of my historics.”

“Good. There was a neat line in English that intelligent machines tended to be ‘mad or bad.’ That’s one reason why, despite objections, the early Assembly abandoned such research.”

“Those who made objections—do any names particularly come to mind?”

“The most obvious, of course, was Jannafy. Of the Rebellion.” The professor turned his head toward Betafor again, and Merral saw awe in his expression. “A line of technology we thought dead. Yet it wasn’t.”

“And Betafor?”

“It is certainly intelligent. But on sanity and morality . . .” He frowned.

“Expand on that.”

“It appears to have no morality other than a strong urge for self-preservation. Maybe some built-in restraints as well. Perhaps.” He looked hard at Merral. “There’s also something of a deep issue that I didn’t have time to explore, about it hating humans. A contempt for us.”

The professor scratched the back of his neck and turned to Merral. “What I said to the chairman is this: I think it is a real threat, and on a space vessel you will be very vulnerable.”

“Professor, I am collecting warnings at a considerable rate today. But I’m afraid we have no option but to take Betafor. Her ability in communication and surveillance is something that we have no replacement for.”

“Yes, I can see that. But, Commander, I would be failing in my duty if I didn’t warn you that this is a most dangerous traveling partner. It is potentially psychotic. If you are allowed to fly with it, I would urge you to be very cautious. Remember, too, that it is a solitary creature. It makes no friends. Ultimately it does not need you.”

“What particular situations do you fear?”

Elaxal wiped his face with a handerchief. “Commander, I hope I’m not alarming you, but there is one situation you need to avoid at all costs. I think what prevents it from murdering humans is simply that it is desperately frightened of the consequences. It really does fear being destroyed itself. Now, if it were possible to kill all of you without risk to itself, then . . . I could see that might be very tempting.”

“That doesn’t encourage me.”

“It wasn’t meant to.”

“And you have told Ludovica Bortellat this?”

“Yes, it’s in my report.”

“That’s going to make our departure very tricky.”

The professor rose from his seat. “I’m sorry. But I have my duty, Commander.”
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Merral was still pondering the professor’s warnings when Vero turned up carrying a number of bulky packages.

“For you.” He put them on the table.

“What are they?”

“New dress uniform of a commander of the Farholme Defense Force.”

“But why?”

“A press conference is scheduled for five thirty.”

“A press conference? For whom?”

“You and Ludovica.”

“And who arranged that?”

A hint of evasion crossed Vero’s face. “I felt it would be useful. And the meeting with the official war artist at six. And for the speech to the volunteers at six fifteen.”

“The official war artist? What do you mean?”

Vero came closer and raised a finger to his lips. “Not so loud. It’s part of a cunning strategy. It builds our mission up in the public eye. It makes it harder for Ludovica to cancel it.”

“I don’t like it. I thought you had given up trickery.”

“Oh, this isn’t trickery. This is open. We are going public.”

As Vero turned to go, Merral spoke. “Wait! A Professor Elaxal has just examined Betafor and decided that she is an unstable and immoral creature, capable of psychopathic acts.”

Vero gave a grunt. “Impressive. It took us twenty-four hours to find that out.”
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About five o’clock, Merral met with Ludovica, who had changed into a functional but smart-looking trouser suit, and together they walked outside. A warm wind was blowing in from the sea, and every so often, little dust devils would part the dry grass and columns of sandy air would whirl past them. Through the haze, Merral could see the gleaming and distorted forms of the inter-system freight shuttles being readied at the end of a distant runway.

“I have many misgivings, Merral,” Ludovica said. “For a start, you have no real rescue plan.”

“I know. We’ll assemble all the data we have and put something together. We have some weeks to do that. And we will have the benefit of surprise.”

“You will need it.” She frowned. “And this Betafor . . .”

“I know. I’ve met with Elaxal.”

“I got his report. It’s capable of sinking this mission, you know. You need Betafor, but he thinks she is a liability. We still haven’t even seen this ship. And I have concerns, too, about this Sarudar Azeras.”

“I have my own unease there,” Merral ceded. “But Azeras has proved himself trustworthy. You know how he has helped us.”

“As you say, he has been trustworthy. So far. But he is far from transparent. Will he stay trustworthy?”

“That is a good question.”

“He’s not one of us.”

“Indeed, but even if he were, that would be no guarantee. Not anymore. Those who stole the Dove of Dawn were our own people.”

“Alas.”

“Anyway, my aide, Sergeant Enomoto, is going to watch over him.”

“It is not encouraging.” Ludovica seemed to ponder something for a moment. “Merral, on the assumption that I do give the go-ahead—which is far from certain—I feel it would be very wise if you, and perhaps a few others, were to stay armed throughout the trip. If there is any threat from either Azeras or Betafor, then you may need—” here she hesitated—“to take extreme action.”

Another warning.
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Somehow, Merral survived the press conference and the presentation of a medal. The meeting with the war artist was simplicity itself; she simply took lots of images “to work from.”

There was one final duty. The interviews had reduced the volunteers to a short list of about a hundred. They were summoned into a semicircle on the shaded side of the hangar.

As they gathered, Vero came over, his eyes hidden by his dark glasses.

“My friend,” he said, “the interview went well. Very well. The viewing figures were phenomenal. Eighty percent of the planet’s adult population watched you.”

“Is that significant?”

“You are big.”

“Oh, dear. Anyway, I was very glad for that question about whether I took credit for these victories. It allowed me to say that God, and other people, should get the glory.”

Vero nodded. “Yes, it was a good question, wasn’t it?” he said in a low, conversational murmur. “It’s so nice when things turn out as planned.”

“Meaning?”

“Never mind.”

Merral gazed at the arc of people in front of him and found himself wondering if he’d ever seen such an impressive group. Some stood there, arms folded, next to backpacks in the semblance of military correctness, while others did their best to look at ease. Every single one of them was looking at him.

Ludovica gestured for him to start. He stepped up on a box.

“Thank you all for volunteering,” he began. “I am privileged to be in your company. Let me repeat what you probably know. Four members of the assault team that took the Dove are traveling with me tonight to help find and seize this ship. The remaining twenty soldiers we need will be drawn from you by tomorrow midday and, all being well, will follow us up tomorrow evening.”

In the utter silence, he paused for breath. 

“Without fear of contradiction, I can say this is a most dangerous mission. Even if we succeed, it will be at least ten weeks before we return. We will face perils beyond our worst dreams. That much I can promise. But there is one other thing I can safely say: this is not just a difficult path; it is also the right path. A world in the Assembly that failed to seek to rescue its citizens would no longer be part of the Assembly except in name.”

He saw nods of assent.

“Tonight, I want you all to pray about whether to remain on the short list. There is no shame in withdrawing your name. And if you do not come, I personally thank you for your willingness, and all I ask of you is that you pray for us daily. That’s all. And now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a ship to catch. God bless you all.”

There was no applause; only quiet agreement, affirming mutters.
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A quarter of an hour later, after Merral had said brief good-byes and “see you at the ship” to Anya and Vero and others, they started boarding the freight shuttle Water Hyacinth. Calculations based on data from Azeras and Betafor had put the Rahllman’s Star at the limit of the shuttle’s range, so they were launching using underwing fuel tanks and the longest runway Isterrane had. In a side bay two hundred meters away, the second shuttle, White Birch, was standing, doors open wide, as it was loaded with crates and drums.

Merral made sure he was the last in the line and stopped at the foot of the ladder. Above him, snatches of terse dialogue came from the crew cabin.

He looked around and, aware of the cameras, raised a hand in farewell. Then he took a last deep breath of his world’s air and climbed up the ladder.
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Details of the extraordinary incident at Bannermene made their way at a commendable pace to Earth, where, with an equally admirable speed, their significance was recognized by the newly appointed head of the Assembly Defense Force, Commander Marcello Seymour. He soon called Ethan Malunal, chairman of the Council of High Stewards, aboard the freshwater survey vessel Great Lakes Challenger, moored in Lake Michigan, offshore Old Chicago.

It was just before dawn when Ethan got the message. He soon assimilated Seymour’s brief report, and as the rising sun was striking golden fire off the ancient skyscrapers, he contacted Eliza Majweske, the president of the Sentinel Council. He was relieved to find she was staying barely a thousand kilometers away, just south of the Baltimore Decontam Zone. Without revealing any details, he was able to impress on her that matters were so urgent that they needed to meet.

Two hours later, as Ethan sat at a table at the stern of the ship trying to concentrate on his speech for the meeting that afternoon, he found himself looking again at the blue waters of the lake. At its edge, the gleaming towers of the ancient cityscape stabbed up skyward like a cluster of knife blades.

It would soon be hot. But this is September; how long before autumn comes? At the thought of the season’s turning he felt a strange, melancholy thrill. Is the long summer of the Assembly ending? Is our winter coming?

His eye was caught by the fine tracery of scaffolding that could just be made out around one of the tallest towers, and he spent some moments staring at the structures. In a flash of insight he realized that he admired that skyline. But I don’t love it. I’m not even sure I like it. And I have to decide what to do about it.

Just then he heard a noise and the tiny hoverer came into view. It performed a slow, dropping spiral and then, switching to wingtip thrusters, descended vertically. With a dancing sidestep, it settled exactly on the center of the landing pad.

A door opened in the side and a well-built, dark-skinned woman slipped out, tugged a small case free, and shading her eyes, waved a hand in recognition.

She embraced Ethan as the jet whistled back upward. “Eeth, good to see you.”

“And, Eliza, so good of you to come.”

“I was barely ninety minutes away. From your tone I figured you needed me.”

She stood back and looked at him in a careful, scrutinizing way. They all do that now, Ethan realized. “How’s he bearing up?” That’s what they ask. Would it be different if Anna were still alive? They would assume that I have a wife to look after me.

“Oh, Eliza, I do need you,” he said and heard a plaintive tone that he had not intended.

“You okay, Eeth?”

What do I say? That I am an old, lonely, troubled widower with failing health and burdens that, at times, I feel too great for any man to bear? She knows all that.

“Eliza,” he replied in a low voice that he judged too quiet to reach the nearby guards, “I’m holding on to the Lord’s promises. Hanging on by faith.”

“We all are.”

“Wait till you read the report I received this morning.” Ethan gestured her down the ship. “There’s a place at the rear—no, the stern; I’m no sailor. We can talk there.”

As they walked together down the deck, he turned to her. “Eliza, I also want us to talk to Andreas. I know our last meeting wasn’t a success, but I need to know what the Custodians of the Faith are thinking. He is in Nairobi at the moment—they are still setting up the secure link in a cabin here. I have sent a report to him but I want to talk face-to-face.”

“Have you been in touch with him recently?”

“Briefly. I tried to heal the rift but with only limited success. He feels very strongly about the way forward.”

“Inevitably. Those who prize the Assembly highly will fight hard.”

They weaved their way around a derrick from which a small spherical craft with a baffling array of protruding tubes and aerials dangled.

Eliza threw him a glance. “Eeth, what are you doing here?”

“Fighting a battle,” he grunted. “I’ll tell you all about it later. And you can tell me what you are doing near a heap of old ruins.” They had rounded the end of the block of cabins, and Ethan gestured to where two chairs and a table had been placed under an awning.

As Eliza sat down, Ethan slipped her his diary. “Take this. It’s the updated version of the report Seymour sent me from Admiral Ignatov at Bannermene. I need to know what it means and what to do with it. Fast. Now, what can I get you to drink?”

“A juice, Eeth. Apple, orange; doesn’t matter. I have a feeling I’m not even going to notice what I’m drinking.”

“Probably not.”

Ethan went inside to the mess room, helped himself to juices, and walked back. He took his time and then returned to the table and, almost apologetically, put the tray down beside Eliza.

She lifted her head and shook back her black and silver hair.

“Eeth, know my first reaction?”

“No.”

The smile broadened into an arc of perfect teeth. “It’s to laugh.”

“Twenty fatalities; thirty-two injured; rumors that the dead are appearing! You want to laugh?”

“Exactly.” She gave a chuckle. “And don’t forget both my sons serve in defense vessels.”

“Go on.” He sat down facing her.

“Assuming the tale is correct—” she gestured to the diary—“it’s so . . . pathetic. A bit of psychic puppetry; some poltergeist activity. Oh, scary, no doubt. Especially without warning. But is that all the enemy can manage?” She looked hard at him. “Now, imagine a bolt from the blue wiping out the Hills of Lanuane. That would have me worried. Not this.”

She slid the diary across the table to Ethan, who slipped it back onto his belt.

“You have a point. Good. I needed that perspective. But, Eliza, we could do without it. The Hills of Lanuane is badly damaged. There were twenty such defense vessels; now there are just nineteen. And the picket line project is vastly delayed.”

“No doubt. But look on the positive side. I am a sentinel and we have some training in strategy. Now we must be wary that it’s not a double bluff, but we now know a lot more than we did. We know there is an enemy, that he—excuse my sexism here—he dabbles in the occult and that he is planning on coming past Bannermene in Below-Space.”

“That may be some compensation for the losses.”

“We also know he can’t do his job properly.”

“Because the Hills of Lanuane survived?”

“Yes. And because we know how it was done.”

“I shall be interested in what Andreas has to say.”

Eliza pointed a dark finger at his diary. “It is an extraordinary account. And barely twenty-four hours old. How is the engineer?”

“George? He’ll live. Vacuum damage to the lungs, but getting inside the engineer’s compartment and slamming the door behind him saved his life. He is the only survivor of the tug.”

“But really, we mustn’t let it terrify us.” She gazed at the towers and slabs of the ancient cityscape. “So what do you think happened?”

“As the initial report suggests, something more than mere psychology. A genuine hull noise was recorded. The onboard camera evidence catches the reflection of something pale crossing the porthole of the hatch. As you suspected, some sort of psychic or demonic manifestation. You read that the engineer, George, says he felt it was ‘Death in person’ appearing.”

“Death,” she pronounced, and the word seemed to hang in the air. “We have never feared death. Disliked it, regretted it, maybe. But maybe that is all changing. . . .” Her words trailed off into silence.

“Eliza,” he said a moment later, “what troubles me is that it was precisely targeted and timed. A few minutes before, or later, and no damage would have been done.”

“Yes, now that is scary.”

“I recognize that our enemy had knowledge.”

“And malice. But also incompetence. Let’s not forget that.”

Ethan heard a slight cough. He turned to see a young man with a bag standing at a respectful distance.

“Excuse me. Eliza, I’m due an injection. Come on over, Hanif.”

“Sir,” the voice was a respectful murmur.

“Oh, Hanif, it’s Ethan,” he protested as he extended a hand, palm down.

With a murmured apology, the young man tapped the back of the hand with a gleaming injector pen. There was the faintest whish and a tiny sting, and the young man stood back. “Thank you, sir—Ethan.” Then with something that was almost a bow, he left.

“So deferential,” Eliza observed.

“Hanif is new. Some people seem to like deference. I think it gives them reassurance. I think some would prefer that I become king.”

“Many a true word spoken in jest. But tell me, how are you?”

“They are still doing tests.” Ethan gave a shrug. “But I’ve got degeneration of some cardiac muscles.”

“I’m sorry. So they are growing a new heart for you?”

Ethan looked away and sipped on his juice. Eliza reached out a hand and touched his fingers. “Eeth, they are, aren’t they?”

“The organs labs are very busy now, generating nonspecific tissues, skin strips, and lungs. In preparation.”

“For battle.” Eliza bore a sad look and he felt that her face had aged. “So I heard. It’s the lungs that go first in space warfare. But they could still have made you a tailored heart.”

“It was offered me. But it drains more resources. I didn’t feel I could do that. You have to set an example. And I can’t afford the time off, anyway.”

“So you’re risking your life in this job.” Her face was stern.

“As are your sons, who have joined Assembly Defense Force. As, probably, are you. Anyway it may be all over, one way or another, by the time I get to a critical stage.”

The muscles in her face tightened and she said nothing.

“One side effect, I should warn you, is that my traveling is soon likely to be reduced. Staying in Jerusalem will make life easier for my doctors. And there is so much to do that traveling is a bit of a luxury.” My world is closing in on me.

She looked at him. “Makes sense. And so, Eeth, what are you doing here?”

“There is a meeting that starts later today—” he nodded at the city skyline—“about the future of these ancient cities. Feelings are running rather high.”

“Aah, the ancient skyscraper debate?”

“Yes. The most costly structures to maintain on this, or any, planet. To think we have kept some of them up for over eleven and a half thousand years! What would their builders say? But now . . .”

“But now we need all the resources we have,” she completed the sentence. “And this is where the ax has got to fall?”

Ethan breathed out heavily. “The preferred phrase is managed decay. But yes.”

“Sad. Never liked those things myself. Too proud.”

“As an engineer I marveled at the audacity of those early architects. I believe the Assembly to have been wise in shunning such heights. But they are our history, and it’s acquiring the dimensions of a test case. The Department of Supply is battling over them and has asked me to intervene.” He heard himself sigh. “Eliza, the problem is it’s all getting linked in with the new nationalism. We’re hearing terms we haven’t heard for millennia: the North American Alliance, the European Federation, the West African League. And they are saying these are our buildings, our cities, our heritage; we need them preserved. And there is an unhealthy interest in the historics, too. ‘Communal isn’t our language,’ someone said to me the other day.”

Eliza frowned. “Something like this is happening in the sentinels. Splits are opening up on cultural and all sorts of other grounds.”

“You know there used to be a national boundary going through these lakes?”

She shook her head.

“I half expect it to come back. And it’s not just on Earth, Eliza. There are complaints that, by curtailing the seeding projects, the Made Worlds are being asked to contribute more for defense than we are. And that they suffer more from the curtailing of civilian flights. And more protests. I hate it all.”

Eliza’s look was sympathetic. “You loathe confrontation, don’t you?”

“Utterly.”

“I respect you a lot for that. But leading the worlds now requires that you confront those who are wrong.”

“Oh, I know.”

“In Ancient English they used to talk about having ‘a thick skin.’ It meant you could handle criticism.”

“‘A thick skin’? I like that. I need one of those. And I’m not sure I am going to win this afternoon.” Ethan looked at her. “By the way, what took you to the Baltimore periphery?”

A humorless smile appeared. “Aah. I grew tired of trying to get the sentinels to discuss some hard scenarios. Too many of them want to talk theories. So, as our conference site is just on the edge of the ruins, I wanted to give them a reminder of what men and women can do to each other. It was long years ago, but I felt we needed to remember.” She tapped the table with her fingers. “We drove through the old center yesterday; they have special buses with filtered conditioning. It’s quite safe as long as you don’t stop and get out. They say another few millennia and it will be fine.”

“Good. The past hangs very heavy over us both.”

There was a pause before Ethan spoke again. “Anyway, so I have to make a decision on how to respond on this Bannermene event.”

“What are your options?”

“I have advisors who want me to cover it up. For fear of panic. Ascribe it to a malfunction or human error. Others say I must go public. It’s not an easy choice; who knows how the worlds will react?”

“Eeth, what is your preference?”

He stretched his leg before answering. “Eliza, I’d prefer not to reveal it publicly. At least not yet. I don’t know how it will be taken. The fear may grow. And once news is released, it can never be taken back. What do you think?”

“I think you ought to go public.”

“Why?”

“So that people are prepared. So that there is less chance that the enemy can pull the same trick again.”

“I have considered that.” He sighed. “Eliza, in my heart of hearts I had hoped that the last six months might be a mistake. But I now realize that it is not. We do face an enemy. He is evil. And we are now at war.”

She sighed.

“And what do the sentinels say?” he asked. “About where we are?”

Eliza leaned forward in her seat as if wishing to confess something private. “Eeth, I’m afraid that at the very point when you might expect the most help from the sentinels, you find the least. We are preoccupied with many issues.” She shook her head. “I am trying to focus the debate at Baltimore. But I have to say we have only foreboding. We see a double evil—a crushing force from the outside and a growing weakness from within.”

“And which is more deadly?”

She gave a sniff. “Oh, that’s easy: both at once.”

Ethan stared away. I wish others were dealing with this. Then, as always, he heard a phrase in his mind: Ethan, this is your task, your burden, your mission. You have no right to drop this.

Where does this response come from? The Spirit? My conscience? Some twist in my genes?

Ethan decided to change the subject. “Oh, Eliza, some news. Seymour has set up a military intelligence unit, and they are concerned about the Gate system. The Gates, they say, are both a strength and weakness. They unite us, yet an enemy that seized control of the Gate system would spread through the Assembly in days. You follow the logic?”

“Yes. That has been a sentinel concern as well. The Gate system offers an almost instantaneous transmission for evil in any form.”

“Anyway, as a result, the ADF has asked for a new lockdown system—something that would freeze all the Gates so that they could not be opened. Except with some utterly unique key. I gather that those who are rediscovering cryptography think we can do it fairly soon. It would be a desperate measure, but it might be essential. Would we have your support?”

“On that, at least, I can guarantee you support.”

“One other matter. I have been pressured into creating a Department of Assembly Security—DAS. An intelligence agency.”

“To do what?” The eyes were searching.

“Primarily to keep an eye on all these internal issues, like rumors and so on, but also to look out for external threats. It’s to advise the high stewards and to liaise with the ADF.”

There was a quizzical look. “I hadn’t heard of it.”

“The DAS is to be low-key.”

“Headed up by?”

“K.”

“K?”

“It’s sort of a joke. Kirana Malent; she’s the controller.”

“Never heard of her.”

“She headed up the Inter-World Communications Agency; highly recommended. But she says it was a tradition that the heads of intelligence bodies were anonymous. So in the minutes, she is just down as K.”

“Kirana Malent . . . I will remember her name.”

“Don’t shout it out. She wants anonymity.” And knowing Kirana, she will get it.

Just then a door slid open on an upper deck cabin. A woman with a cable in her hand stepped through it and sang out, “Sir, secure comm link to Nairobi up and running.”

Ethan looked at Eliza. “Well, let’s see what the senior elder of the Custodians of the Faith has to say.”

Five minutes later they were seated before a wallscreen in a room that badly adjusted air-conditioning had made both too cool and stuffy. Ethan saw the face of a balding and bearded man appear, vanish, and then reappear. How gray the beard seems. We are all aging fast.

“Andreas! Can you hear me?”

“Aah, Chairman Malunal.” Ethan saw a grainy finger reach out to tap some adjustment near the screen. “That’s better. Oh, and Eliza. We three again.” Ethan perceived distance and coolness in the smile Andreas gave. We were once friends; now Andreas is simply a man whose views I need to listen to. And, if I am honest, he is another man whom I would prefer not to face, for his criticisms sting me. Eliza is right; I am not built for conflict.

“Greetings, both, from Nairobi, where there’s a remarkable and rather spectacular electrical storm going on outside. Quite symbolic, really. Anyway, I have been able to snatch some time away to discuss this report. And let me thank you for the speed with which you have forwarded it.” The green eyes were excited, and Ethan was suddenly struck by the realization that the theologian had been waiting for something like this. Why?

Andreas stared quizzically at them. “I take it that, so far, it’s confidential?”

“Yes. All that is being circulated so far is that there was a collision.”

“So, Ethan, you have a decision to make on what to announce?”

“Exactly.” Andreas has lost none of his sharpness. “And before I do, I wanted to know what you think.”

Andreas leaned back and stared at them with half-closed, brooding eyes. “What I think? Ironically, I am relieved. On many levels. We have had an attack, and at last the enemy has come out of the shadows. He has walked onto the stage.” Andreas gave a thin smile. “Any possibility that this could all be a mistake is over.”

“Yes; the situation has been . . . clarified.”

“I’ll say. And most interestingly. I was fascinated—as a theologian and a writer—by the fact that the crew felt that it was death personified that threatened them.” He gestured with his hands. “Death! All very dramatic. And, possibly, very significant.”

“Why significant?”

“Let me explain. If you wanted to scare someone, how would you do it?”

“I have no idea.”

“I’ll tell you. You’d try to scare them with what scared you.”

“Interesting,” Ethan responded.

“Isn’t it? Perhaps we will find that death is what scares them.”

“A suggestive thought. Look, Andreas, I have just talked to some of the members of the military intelligence, and their view is that the attack on the picket line project confirms that the enemy does have Below-Space capability and that its fleet is either preparing to move or already on the move through the Bannermene area. Perhaps.”

“That makes sense to my nontechnical mind.”

“Good.” This much agreement is welcome. Ethan continued, “Andreas, I have heard . . . rumors that your people have decided what is going on. ‘The big picture.’ Is that true?”

Andreas toyed with his beard. “‘What is going on’? Oh, now that’s a challenge. Well, if I may summarize, there’s a growing feeling that what we are seeing is some sort of fluctuation in the presence of Holy Spirit in the Assembly. It’s a theological assumption that God’s presence with his people through the Spirit is not constant. It is presumed that in ancient times it was pulses of the Spirit that gave rise to the periods of revivals. The last and greatest of such revivals was the Great Intervention, and since then, we have become used to God’s presence among us at a high level. Now . . .” He paused.

For effect? Ethan wondered.

“Now we believe that we are moving into a period where that presence may be more distant.” A finger was solemnly raised. “In the great ebbing and flowing of the Lord’s Spirit, the tide is now on the wane. It is winter in the worlds.”

“So is it the end?”

“Perhaps. Or the end of the beginning.”

“That’s too cryptic for an engineer.”

“It could be a refining of the Assembly. Or maybe it is a rebuke to us. A wake-up call. Perhaps we have all been complacent too long?”

That is interesting but of very little help.

“Any other observations?”

“Yes.” There was urgency in the word. “I think this incident may be a blessing. If you handle it right, then what happened at Bannermene will strengthen your position.”

“How?”

Andreas gave a cool smile. “You know why I am here, Ethan?”

“I saw it somewhere. A regional gathering of the congregations. I’m afraid it didn’t strike me as being that significant.”

“It shouldn’t have been. But it’s becoming a head-on confrontation between the Counter-Current and the Preparationists.”

“I’ve not heard those terms.”

“The titles are freshly coined, but the groupings have been forming for the last month or so. Quite simply, the Counter-Current opposes the arming of the Assembly. They believe that we should do nothing. ‘This is the Lord’s Assembly and he will take care of us.’ Quote, unquote.” He raised his hands in frustration. “They are my present enemies. Actually, it’s a diverse group. Some members of the Counter-Current have a genuine theology of divine deliverance. Others feel that the expansion of the Assembly is our sacred mission and resent the military expansion taking resources from it.

“And, Ethan, I know why you are in Chicago. Whether they use the term or not, you will have to defeat the Counter-Current today.”

Ethan nodded. So my opponents—I will not use the word enemies—have a name. “I see the attraction of the Counter-Current views. Adopting them would make my job easier.”

“Doing nothing always is.” The words stung.

“Doing the wrong thing is not a good idea either.”

“How true.” Andreas waved a finger. “You need to watch out that they don’t become neo-Millerites. Now, does that term mean anything to you?”

“No. Should it?” Ethan answered, aware that Eliza was nodding.

“I think you need to know it. The first Millerites lived just over two centuries before the Great Intervention. They believed the end was at hand and gave up everything to await the coming of Christ. The neo-Millerites were a quarter of a millennium later, at the time of the Rebellion. They held that Jannafy was the Antichrist, Scripture’s man of lawlessness, and that his advent meant the return of Christ was imminent. So they decided to do nothing.” Andreas shook his head in bemusement. “Nothing at all. They would have let Jannafy take Earth had he not been turned back at Mars. The neo-Millerites were never a major group, but they were outlawed. Of course, the victory in 2110 and the death of Jannafy meant that they became an obscure footnote to a war that everyone wanted to forget. But can you see the concern that any such views should be revived?”

“Yes. By the way, on what basis were they outlawed?”

“It was simple: it was held that by refusing to take a stand against evil they were actually supporting it.”

“I see.”

“Anyway, the Counter-Current are not neo-Millerites. Not yet. But the Preparationists feel it is both wise and our duty to prepare for war. My own view. And yours.” An intent look came across his face. “This news, sad and concerning though it is, gives us the weapon we need to strike at the Counter-Current.”

Eliza gave an urgent, irritated shake of her head and leaned her head toward Ethan. “I don’t like the language—striking at, enemies,” she confided in a barely audible whisper.

Nor do I.

“So you want me to go public.” I might have known.

“Yes. Ethan, you must address the worlds on this. This macabre masquerade, this pretense of being Death is diabolical. In the most literal sense of the word. It must be exposed and proclaimed.” Andreas’s eyes sparkled with a strange intensity. “The other week—in Jerusalem—I asked you to go public on the satellite data that suggested there were other human worlds and that they were warlike. You refused. I was . . . perhaps too blunt about that. But now you must. That was theoretical; this is fact. That merely suggested they were inclined to war; this proves they are utterly evil. Do you disagree?”

“No.”

“Now, think what the announcement will allow you to do! No one will resist you. Take my advice; make a list of all the motions and decisions you want approved, then release the information about this encounter at Bannermene. I guarantee there will be no opposition.”

He is right, of course. He generally is. Of course, such a strategy would suit Andreas.

“I will consider your counsel.” Ethan heard the coolness in his voice.

Andreas gestured a warning. “Ethan, you’d better. There is just one set of congregations at the moment, but any delay, and there may be two. And no one will like that. Revealing the nature of the enemy will unite us in a way nothing else can.” He let the words hang there for a moment. “Now, I have to return to my meeting. I await your decision with interest. Eliza, Ethan, blessings.”

“And blessings to you.”

The screen faded to an empty grayness.

Ethan and Eliza walked outside. There they leaned on the rail and stared at the skyscape beginning to shimmer in and out of focus in the late summer heat. Ethan could feel his heart beating too fast.

“Let’s talk about something else,” he said. Defer the decision.

So for a few minutes, they discussed their families. Eliza’s husband had been seconded from general transport to evacuation and her two sons were now out on the fleet. Ethan recounted his own family news more quickly. His only son was doing defense admin work; as students, his two grandsons were exempt for the moment from the temptation to become soldiers.

As Ethan spoke, he realized that more of his loneliness and ill health surfaced than he had intended. And in the gaze of Eliza’s brown eyes, he sensed a tender sympathy.

“My burdens, Eliza, seem to broaden and deepen. In mythology, Atlas bore the weight of just one world on his shoulders; I now seem to bear that of a thousand. And a trillion men and women.”

“It may seem that you bear it alone, but it is not so,” she murmured.

“Not long ago, it was a surprisingly easy matter. I was borne up by colleagues, things were done for me, I could accept advice without wondering what party would benefit.”

Suddenly he realized he had made his decision. There is no other option. “Eliza, I will make the broadcast.”

“So you agree with Andreas?”

“Yes. But I have my own reasons. The evidence has reached the point where not to declare to the worlds what happened would be to lie. That I cannot do.”

“Good. What about his very pragmatic thrust—that such news will unite us?”

“It is an undeniable attraction.” Ethan was now aware that he was going to win the debate that afternoon. They will not be able to resist me. “What a terrible, terrible irony,” he said and gave a long, humorless laugh.

Eliza raised a quizzical eyebrow.

“We need the enemy to keep us together.”
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