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Chapter One

“He saith among the trumpets, Ha ha; and he smelleth the battle afar off, the thunder of the
captains, and the shouting."—Job 39:25

* k x %

The brass casings gleamed golden in the firdight as he picked up thefirst bullet. He handed it to awaiting
warrior and solemnly spoke the ancient and meaninglessritua phrase, “ Mekkit kant!"

The warrior accepted it with equal solemnity, then stepped back to make room for the next.

The ten bullets were distributed to ten men, and each of the chosen carefully did the precious cartridge
into hisrifle. When al had done so, they settled comfortably on the ground to await the order to attack.
Some cast occasiond glances at the eastern horizon.

Around them their |ess fortunate comrades, those who had not been chosen to carry firearmsin the
coming battle, covered the hillsde. Many of them, asthey polished swords and knives, also looked to the
ead.

“Won't do no darn good watching the sunrise,” said the man who had passed out the ammunition. “We
go on Captain John'sword, not before.”

“Hetold uswed attack at dawn, same asadways,” one of the riflemen replied.
“We probably will, then,” said thefirgt, “but it'sat hisword."

The other shrugged and looked to the east. The sky was blue now, no longer black, and the first warm
hints of pink were beginning to show. Whatever the signd, he told himsdlf, it would not be long in coming.
He cradled hisriflein hisarms and looked down the dope at the waiting horses.



The tent-flaps behind him parted and the commander stepped out, aready dressed in hisriding leathers,
his sword on his hip and his hemet on his head.

“All right, boys,” he cdled. “ Get your horses. We're riding out now. Got your bullets, riflemen?
Habakkuk?'

“All s, John,” answered the man who had distributed the cartridges. The ten chosen recipients nodded
confirmation.

“Good; don't waste them. We want thisvillage as abase; thisisn't just araid for the fun of it. Shoot to
kill, and use your swords, not your lungs. We mean business, we aren't just out to scare them.”

There was amuttered chorus of assent.

“Wall, don't just stand there, then; get the horses!” The commander waved, and the men hurried down to
thelr waiting mounts.

The commander's own horse was led up the dope by ayoung aide; it was beneath the dignity of the
captain's office to fetch the beast for himself. That, at any rate, was what the Eldersinssted, and that was
why John forced himsdf to wait while the boy cagjoled the reluctant anima. He would have preferred
fetching his own horse, asthe other warriors did, but that went against custom—and custom was very
important, as no one could say for sure, in these benighted latter days when so many had falen avay
from the True Faith, what was mere habit and what was the One Way.

Hiding hisimpatience, John waited.

Theinstant the animal was within reach he snatched the reins from the boy and svung himsdlf into the
saddle. A glance around assured him that at least haf his men were astride; that was enough for the next
step. The others could mount during the invocation or catch up later. This hurry would keep them on their
toes, he could not alow anyone to get soft.

“Dousethefire” he ordered the boy, “and break camp. After today well either bein the village or well
be dead.” That said, he turned toward hiswaiting men and shouted, “Hear us, O Lord!"

The warriors watched expectantly.

“O Lord, it'sme, John Mercy-of-Christ, who Y ou've made the Armed Guardian of the True Word and
Flesh, and I'm speaking for al these men here. We're about to go into battle, Lord, to fight against
people who have | eft the true path, the way of the True Word and Flesh. Werefighting for You, Lord, to
bring Y our truth to those who have spurned it, and we ask that Y ou bless thistask, and these men who
attempt it. And if any of usfall today, Lord, we know that Y ou've got a specia warm welcome waiting
and an honored place in Heaven for us, because we're doing Y our work. Amen."

“Amen,” hismen replied.

Satisfied, John took afina look at his advance unit of cavalry, more than ahundred strong, then turned
and spurred his mount up the dope. “To battle,” he bellowed. “1n the Name of the Lord!"

“In the Name of the Lord!” his men shouted back. In agreat rushing mob they stampeded up and over
the crest of the hill.

John had not been foolish enough to make camp right atop histarget, where any idiot chasing alost pup
might find it. Beyond the hill lay ashort stretch of broken country, not fit for farming or much of anything
else, condsting largely of gray stone speckled with scraggly red mosses. A mile or so to the northeast,



beyond this worthless expanse of rock, along grassy dope led down to the marshes that edged the Little
New Jordan. At the foot of that dope, nestled against the marsh, stood the village he intended to make
his supply base and reserve headquarters for the coming campaign.

Thevillage was not actudly in enemy hands, so far as he knew; its people were neutra in the current
conflict. He was not overly concerned by that, save that it meant the defenses might be weak. He knew
nothing about the inhabitants of the town, not even their name for the place, and cared just aslittle; dl that
mattered was that they werein a convenient location and that the survivors would presumably make
decent dave labor until the Elders could convert them. After al, they were heretics. If they had not been,
they would have joined with his own people, the People of the True Word and Flesh, long ago. That
went without saying.

Theinitia enthusiasm of the firgt riotous charge up the dope faded quickly in the intervening rough. John
had expected that, and even planned it. Thiswould provide him with an opportunity to gather hismen
into some sort of order, rather than letting them gallop down in threes and fours, wasting their numbers.

“Keep together!” he bellowed. “Bringitin, keep it tight!"
Those nearest him heard and obeyed; some of those further out, seeing the inward movement, copied it.
“Keep together! Passthe order on! We strike as a single group!™

The order was passed; reluctantly, the hotheads in the lead dropped back to join the main body, while
the stragglers strained to catch up. The central group was moving at a steady trot, the best pace that the
dim light and broken land safely alowed.

The glow in the east had spread across haf the sky, and the edge of the sun's disc was beginning to show
asabloody red line on the horizon when the leading edge of the mass of horsemen reached the grassy

dope.
“Hold up!” the commander bellowed. “Hold up! No one goesuntil | givetheword! Thisisntaraid”

A few horses were aready on the dope, but their riders reined in and turned them back. It took severd
minutes for the whole company to gather dong the brink; by the time John was satisfied that &l were
ready the sun was showing ahaf-oval.

When he was certain that al his men and horses were where he wanted them to be, and al facing in the
right direction, he glanced down &t the village. Therewas no wall or stockade; smal villages off the trade
routes were usualy not bothered.

Despite the noise his men had made, and the ddlay until nearly full daylight, he saw no sign of movement
below, no sign that anyone suspected he and his soldiers were nearby. No one wasworking in the
narrow grainfields squeezed in between the hillside and the marsh. It was utterly ill, and he wondered if
the inhabitants might have fled.

Hedrew hissword, the sted shining red in the early light.
“In the Name of the Lord!” he cried, and spurred his horse down the dope.

Thefirgt charge had been mere showmanship, to get the blood stirring and to fire up hismen. Thiswas
thered thing, and he drummed his barbed hedls on the horse'sflanks, urging it to its fastest gallop. He
raised his heed briefly to cdl afind command, “Fireat will!"

Almogt immediately he heard the report of arifle, smal and distant over the rush of wind around his



speeding mount. Despite all warnings and imprecations, there was dways a |east one impatient idiot who
wagted hisbullet.

A moment later the foremogt, John among them, were riding past the edge of the village, their steeds
eadly leaping the surrounding ditch and charging down the Streets that ran between the nest rows of
stone and nearwood houses. John glimpsed faces in windows, saw doors open and close as he galloped
past; the town was not empty. He looked for afoeman to strike.

A second rifle shot sounded, then two together, and he heard awoman scream somewhere nearby.
Something crashed loudly to the ground, tartling him; his horse broke stride and dowed, jerking him
about in the saddle.

Then anew sound, astrange, heavy, threatening sound like nothing he had ever heard before, drowned
out everything but the pounding of hooves. The sound was something like hoofbegts, but far louder and
more even. It reminded John dightly of an ancient steam engine he had once heard run.

Hejudged it to be coming from somewhere behind him and to hisleft. He yanked hard at thereins,
Struggling to turn his mount in the narrow Sirest.

Men were screaming—men and horses, and he had seen no trace of horsesin the village. Now the street
around him was jammed with milling horses as his soldiers, like himself, tried to locate and identify the
strange new sound.

The thunder of the charge was gone. Instead of a steady roar of hoofbests he heard the frightened cries
of wounded animals and the hoarse shouts of men, and that constant rhythmic hammering. He thought he
heard his name being called, but could not be certain over thedin.

He had hoped to avoid any serious lossesin attacking such asmall and lightly-defended village; he had
expected aquick surrender. It was plain that something was ruining his plans, and that if he did not regain
control of events quickly the attack might turn into a disaster. Custom called for prayer a such amoment,
but he did not fedl that he could spare the time for that. He stood up in the stirrups, straining to see what

was happening.

The lower part of the hillside was littered with downed horses and riders, some apparently dead, others
gtill moving. Some horses, their saddles empty, were scattering and fleeing; afew of hismen wereflesing
after them. He could see no sign of what had wrought such carnage, unlessit was the faint wisp of blue
smoke that rose from a house at the edge of the village, the last house on the street where he rode, built
close on the edge of the ditch.

Most of hiswarriorswere still dive and ready to fight, but had become confused and frightened by the
strange noise and the breaking of the charge. The noise continued unabated, but whatever had spread
death across the dope had caught only the rearmost portion of the company. The rest were now riding
up and down the village Streets, uncertain what to do. The enemy had not emerged to defend thetown in
the usua way, as John and his men had expected. Ordinarily, when the defenders remained hidden, the
attackers would have dismounted and formed squads, then gone from house to house, taking prisoners,
killing anyone who resisted, and raping and looting as they went. After seeing their comrades strewn
dead and wounded across the hillside, however, no one was eager to dismount and reduce his chances
of fleeing safely from whatever had cut those men down.

No one who had reached the village had falen. All the dead and wounded lay on the dope, well avay
from the houses. The hammering noise continued, and John saw puffs of dust spewing up from the
hillside, a puff with each beet, asif bullets were tearing up the turf. Startled, he redized what the noise
was, and what had torn up his cavary; old stories and childhood history lessons cameback to himina



rush.
“Machinegun!” hecdled. “1t'samachine gun! Stay clear!”

The old stories had told him about machine guns, tanks, and aircraft, about bombs and artillery and
computers, and a dozen other lost secrets of warfare, all |eft behind on Old Earth. They had not,
however, told him how to dedl with such weapons.

He saw bullets ripping through downed men and horses, finishing off any that might till have been dive,
and redized that the gunner was wasting an incredible amount of ammunition by keeping up the steady
stream of fire. The man wasafoal; if he ceased firing, he might lure more targets—John's men—back
into range.

Asif someone had heard his thoughts, the hammering abruptly stopped.

A good sniper should be able to pick the gunner off, John theorized, but some of hisriflemen had fired
their sngle bullets, and others were probably lying dead on the hillside. If any remained, John was not
able to spot them.

Furthermore, he was not able to see the machine-gunner, either.

A rifle cracked nearby; he ducked ingtinctively and spurred his mount forward as one of hismen cried
out in pain. That reminded him very effectively that the machine-gunner was not the only man defending
the village, nor even the only onewith agun and ammunition.

Ordinary weapons his men could handle, but someone had to stop the machine gun before the attackers
couldraly.

Or did he? After al, the gun was no longer firing. It might be out of ammunition. Even if it were nat, it had
not been turned against anyone who had reached the shelter of the village streets. Wherever the gun was
concedled, itsfield of fire was apparently limited to the dope above the town.

As he cameto that conclusion, however, he saw awindow in the second story of the house at the end of
the street explode outward in ashower of shattered glass, smashed from insgde. One of hisown warriors
raised hisrifle and fired, wasting hislone bullet and, so far as John could see, hitting nothing but the
rafters of the house.

A dull meta snout, large and awkward and not quite like that of ariflein shape, thrust out through the
shattered window, trailing blue smoke and pointing down toward the Street. That, surely, wasthe
mechinegun.

“Look out!” John cried. He was aready moving, guiding his horse close to the house.

The gun fired a short burst, perhaps half a dozen rounds, and two warriorsfell from their saddieswhile
the rest scattered. The street cleared with amazing speed, leaving only John in the neighborhood of the

terrifying wegpon.

John, looking at the gun projecting from the window, guessed that it could not be tipped down very far.
A gun like that, he was certain, would have too powerful arecoil to be hand-held. It would need to be
braced somehow, and in that case it could not be brought forward and held vertically out the window.
That meant that if he hugged the wall of the house, right under the window, he could not be shot—at
least, not with the machine gun. He was dready fairly close; he urged his horse forward and even closer,
huddling directly benegth the muzzle of the gun.



A man leaned out and started to ook down the street for new targets; John's sword swept up and
hacked ared line across histhroat. The angle was wrong to get any real power behind the blow; John
doubted that the wound would befata evenif left untended. Still, the man made awordless noise of pain
and surprise and fell back out of sight. Inspired by this minor success—thefirst blood he had drawvn so
far—John gripped the hilt of his sword in both hands and brought it chopping forward againgt the
protruding gun-barrel. Meta rang loudly and the machine gun tottered back, aiming at empty sky but not
visbly damaged.

Someone out of Sight within tried to straighten it, and John chopped at it again, twisting it over againgt the
windowframe. He thought wryly that he would need anew sword after this; the edge would be ruined
beyond recovery by such misuse.

“Ho, the True Word!” he called.
“Aye,” afew voices responded; not al his men had fled beyond earshot.

“Thishouse, last on the street,” he bellowed. “ Take this and you take the machine gun! I'll keep them
from firing; you get ingde and take the housa!™

Asif to disprove him, the gunner stopped trying to bring the gun to bear on anything, and instead fired a
few rounds. They sprayed harmlesdy across the rooftop opposite.

John laughed as he pressed his sword with both hands, forcing the gun aside. “Waste your bullets,
heretic!” hecdled. “I don't mind!"

His horse shifted under him; he risked a glance back and saw that four of his men had heeded hiscall and
were clustered at the door of the house, led by his lieutenant, Habakkuk Doomed-to-Die.

When he turned his eyes back toward the upper floor aman's sword-arm was reaching out the broken
window, preparing to dash at John'swrists. He parried, releasing the barrel of the machine gun; while the
swordsman was blocking the opening the gunner would be unableto fire effectively in any case.

Fighting around the corner formed by the windowsi Il was awkward, but John had by far the better of it.
In order to reach out far enough to strike at him or keep his blade awvay from the barrel of the gun the
other swordsman had to put at least ahand out the window, giving John agood target, while John could
remain safey out of Sght below the sll and il interfere with the use of the gun.

“Damn you, pagan!” avoice shouted from insde the house.

Behind him, John's men kicked in the door of the house and raninsde. A gunshot sounded, followed by
ashort scream and much shouting.

The swordsman above locked blades with John, forcing both swords back against one side of the
window, and John realized that he meant to snap the blade. He pulled his weapon clear, barely keeping
hisbaancein the saddle.

“They'reinsde,” someone called within the house. “ Turn the gun around!™

Desperately, John dashed at the gun-barrel again, and the blade of his sword rang loudly asit struck.
That did not prevent the gunner from pulling the weapon back out of sght.

“Captain!” avoice cdled.
John turned and saw Habakkuk standing in the doorway .



“John, we can't get up the stairs. There are five or six of them up there. We're going to burn them out.”

John glanced back at the window. Neither the swordsman nor the machine gun barrd wasvisible. He
would have preferred to have captured the gun intact, but that appeared to be impossible.

“All right,” he said, “but try to keep it from spreading. | want thistown asabase, not aruin. If you can
take anybody alive, take them, and don't hurt them more than you have to. | want to know where they
got that thing. And once the gun's out of the way, go house-to-house; take dl the prisoners you can, burn
out anyone who gives you trouble, but keep enough standing for usto use.”

“Aye, Captain.” Habakkuk raised hisright hand in salute, then vanished back through the doorway.

John watched the window, sword ready, but saw no further activity there. A moment later the smell of
smoke reached his nogtrils, and shortly after that his men came spilling out the doorway, coughing,
swords bare in their hands. One blade was spattered with red, and only three men emerged where four
had gonein.

Heturned his horse, kegping one eye on the window. He heard renewed shouting inside as the defenders
struggled to put out the fire. No sign of life showed at the window.

A few moments later the first two staggered out the door, choking and gasping. John's men were waiting,
swords drawn; the villagers threw down their wegpons and surrendered, to no onée's surprise. Thiswas
not the first time John had seen smoke take the fight out of men.

A third villager emerged and was taken, but after him came along moment of near-silence. The smoke
pouring from the door grew thicker, and thin streamers began to leak from the upper story.

Findly, afourth defender dashed out, sword ready, and not willing to givein easily. Two warriors
pursued him, leaving John astride and Habakkuk afoot to watch the door and guard the three prisoners.

John shifted his grip on his sword; he was certain that the fleeing enemy was adiverson.

Sure enough, afew seconds later another man emerged. He swung immediately to the side and engaged
Habakkuk, while behind him a sixth villager gppeared, lugging along, heavy meta thing. John spurred his
horse and clouted thislast man with his sword. The villager managed to duck at the last ingtant, but the
blade gouged his scalp and he fell, dropping his burden—the machine gun, John was certain. Oneend
was identica with the barrel that had protruded from the window; though the rest of the mechanism bore
little resemblance to an ordinary gun or rifle, John had no doubt what it was.

Flameswerelicking at the doorframe; the defenders had waited until the last possible minute before
making their break. John was sure that any who might remain within the house were doomed.

The three who had surrendered, upon seeing their comrades putting up afight, attempted tojoinin,
grabbing at Habakkuk from behind; John urged his mount forward again, trampling over the downed
gunbearer to get a them, his sword flashing in the sun.

More of John'swarriors, hearing the combat and seeing the smoke, were emerging from wherever they
had fled, and in momentsthree of the six villagers were dead, another seriousy wounded, and the
remaining two captive. A horse's hoof had caved in the gunbearer's skull, and John saw, to hisdisgust,
that the machine gun had been broken open somehow in the melee, scattering smal bits of meta inthe
Sreet.

“The machinegunisours!” Habakkuk cried, and more of the invading cavary reappeared. “ Take the
village, house by house!™



John did not bother to confirm the order; the men were obeying without his command. He stared down
at the scattered fragments with regret. He had no mechanics with him. If the gun could be repaired at al,
it could not be done here. Even the belt of ammunition, spilling from abox & one sde, was of no
immediate use; he could tell at aglancethat the shellswerefar too large to fit the rifles his men carried.
Eventudly, of course, the gunpowder could be salvaged and used in ordinary cartridges—in fact, the
ammunition belt probably contained afortune in gunpowder. Perhaps agun could be improvised that
could usethe shells.

A woman's scream distracted him; he looked up to see three of his men dragging her from her house, her
skirts dready torn away and blood running from a cut on her head.

“Keepthem divel” he shouted, “Take prisonerd I'll flog any man who kills an unarmed villager!”

One of the three men grinned at him and signalled an acknowledgement. “Y es, Sir, Captain,” he called.
“Wewon't kill her, well just pass her on!"

“You do that,” John replied. He glanced down at the pieces of the gun. “We need to know where they
got thisthing.” He grimaced with distaste. A machine gun—obvioudy vauable, perhaps an irreplacesble
historical relic, maybe brought on one of the founding shipsal the way from Earth itself, and now broken.

He cared more for its vaue as an artifact than as aweapon; this gun was a piece of Godsworld's history.
Asdangerous aweapon asit might beit was not to hisliking, killing indiscriminately at adistance. He
preferred more persona weapons. He wiped the blood from his sword, holding it up so that the blade
gleamed bright in the sun.

Give him stedl, he thought, shining stel, not the dull lead and brass of bullets.

Chapter Two

“Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you."—
Matthew 7:7

* k% k %

John looked at the little group in disgust. Out of perhaps as many as two hundred villagers, only two
dozen had been fit to question by the time his men had finaly calmed down. He saw just five warriors,
the rest were evenly divided between men too old to fight and women of various ages.

Many otherswere till dive, of course—virtualy dl the children had survived, and most of the women.
John disapproved of interrogating children, and few women werefit to question after anight of beatings
and gang rape. Mogt of the men in the village had ingsted on fighting to the degth.

“Jsewyu, friends,” he announced. “We are good Christians, and mean you no harm; we ask your
forgivenessfor the violence done to you in the rage of battle, but we're fighting for the True Word and
can't dlow anyoneto stand in our way.” He looked at the faces of the captives. Their expressons
covered awide range, from fury to sullen resignation, from dull gpathy to intense interest. He had seen
such faces before, but they never failed to fascinate him. He tried, as he had tried before, to decide what
he himsdf would fed in such aposition, but as dways, he sSmply could not imagine ever being a defeated
prisoner. Hetold himself that in a hopel ess situation such asthat the villagers had faced, he would have
surrendered quickly—after al, he who surrenderslivesto fight again, and fighting on against impossible
oddswould be suicide, and suicide isamortd sin. Surrender would be the only reasonable thing to do in
such apostion. Still, he absolutely could not conceive of what he would feel when he had actudly done
0. Asyet, he had never faced such asituation.

“I'm sureyou dl know what will happen to you now; you'll be taken back to our homeland, where you'l



be put to work and taught the way of the People of the True Word and Flesh. When you've accepted the
True Word into your hearts, you'll join us asfree and equa partnersin the crusade to bring enlightenment
to those who, even here on Godsworld, have strayed from the only true path to God's kingdom. | know
that right now you'redl hurt, you're suffering the deaths of your loved ones and the loss of your homes,
you're probably full of hate for my men and for me, but I'm asking you to rise above that hurt and that
hatred, to accept what's happened and to accept the True Word that we bring you. I'm no preacher, I'm
not an Elder; I'm just asoldier. | can't teach you the way. But | can tell you that ours is the one true path,
and that you can follow it with us. Itll help if you cooperate with us now, if you forgive as much asyou
can of what we've had to do to bring you your eventua savation, if you can put aside your mistaken
loyalties of the past and answer our questions as best you can.”

Few of the expressions changed. He had expected that. He had made such speeches before, and only
the youngest ever seemed moved by them. He smothered a sigh of disappointment. The aftermath of a
battle was dways depressing. He loved the careful planning, the preparation, and the chaos of the actua
fighting, but when it came time to divvy up loot, bury the dead, and ded with the defeated enemy he
invariably found himsdf hating every minute of it.

“All right, then, were going to be taking you in one by one and asking afew smple questions. No harm
will cometo any of you, so long as somebody answers our questions. Those of you who refuseto
answer—wadll, well note it down, and | can't say for sure what will happen if nobody answersus. Let's
just seehow it goes. You,” he said, pointing to an old man in the front row. “Y ou first. Hab?"

Habakkuk nodded, and led the man out of the room. They had taken over what appeared to be aninn as
their base of operations, John had made his speech in the common room, and interrogations were to be
carried out in the kitchen. Severd carving knives had been negtly laid out on a side table; neither John nor
any of hismen intended to use them, but smply having them visible there would be a powerful threet.

John sgndled to the men guarding the rest of the prisoners, then followed hislieutenant and his captive
into the kitchen, closing the door behind him. Those few guards had been chosen as being the
least-exhausted, least-battered of the invading company, but hislast glimpse of them was not reassuring;;
two were leaning back againgt the wall, swords hanging down loosly.

In the kitchen Habakkuk had aready seated the old man on the hard stone-capped stool they had
selected earlier. “Well, miger,” he said, “what's your name?"

“Joseph Walker-in-the-Vdley,” the old man replied. “ And that's the last of your darned questions I'm
going to answer."

“No need to be like that; we aren't planning to hurt anybody. At least, not anyone around here. Were at
war with those heathen filth who call themsdlves the Chosen of the Holy Ghost; can you tell usanything
about them? Any of them been around here lately?"

“I don't plan to answer that."

Habakkuk looked up at John, then glanced over at the display of knives. He shrugged.
“Whatever you like, Mr. Walker. So you don't know anything about the Chosen.”
“Didn't say that."

“Do you know something, then?"

“Won't tdl you."



The conversation went on in that vein; after aminute or so Habakkuk switched topics, and began asking
about the machine gun.

“Caught you with your pants down, didn't we?” Waker-in-the-Valey gloated.

Habakkuk shrugged again. “Didn't do you any good, though, didit?” He waved at the heavy closed door
and the table of knives. *Y ou're here just the same. Wherever you folks found that gun, you might just as
well haveleft it there"

“Who sayswefound it?'

“Well, if someone sold it to you and told you it would protect you, you got swindled. Y ou tdl uswhere
you got it, and well see about putting it right.”

“Wont tdl you."
Habakkuk sighed, and continued.

After about fifteen minutes, Joseph Walker-in-the-Valley had refused to say anything about the Chosen,
the machine gun, the village leaders (if any), even the westher. With afind frustrated sigh, Habakkuk
noted this down and dragged the old man back to the common room.

“Thisone stays,” he cdled to the guards. Then he pointed at random at another prisoner. “Y ou next,
please; come on back."

John had watched the whole thing silently. He watched the second interview, with awarrior named Luke
Bathed-in-Blood, just assilently, and the third, and the fourth. None of them yielded any useful
information. The village leaders were dead, according to two of the prisoners, but John and Habakkuk
had aready expected that—heretic leaders usualy fought to the deeth, since they knew they would be
executed anyway for leading their people astray. Nobody admitted to knowing anything about the
Chosen other than that they were there, and on the verge of war with the People of the True Word and
Flesh. Both groups being heretics, asthey saw it, the villagers hadn't paid much attention.

Nobody was saying anything about the machine-gun. That subject done brought either sllence or refusa
from every prisoner.

Every prisoner, that is, until ayoung woman who gave her name as Miriam Humble-Before-God.
“Where was that machine-gun found?’ Habakkuk asked, after afew preliminary questions.

“It wasn't found anywhere!” Miriam spat back.

Habakkuk stared at her coldly; John suppressed his reaction, forcing himself to remain silent.
“Then wheredid it come from, if it wasn't found somewhere?!

“The elders bought it, of course—and if they'd had any brains they'd have bought more wegponswith it,
and shot dl of you, instead of just afew!"

“A few?’ Habakkuk stared at her, quietly enraged. “ Thirty-one of our men and twenty-six horseswere
killed by that inferna wegpon, and more were wounded.”

“They deserved it, attacking aneutrd village!"

“There are no neutrals, only the People of the True Word and the heretics.” Hewasin control of himself



again. “Where did they buy it? Were there other weaponsfor sale?!

“They bought itin Little &. Peter, | heard.”

“Whereisthat?'

Miriam stared at him in surprise. “ Don't you know?"

“Jud tell mewhereitis"

“l don't know; I'm just avillage woman, | don't travel. Somewhere east of here, | guess.”

Habakkuk glanced at John; he nodded dightly. “All right,” Habakkuk continued. “ They bought the
machinegunin Little St. Peter. Where did the peoplein Little &. Peter get it? Did anyone say? Did they
find an ancient cache, or was someone hoarding this one gun?'

“They bought it from the People of Heaven, of course; it's not ancient.”
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“Heck, no! Y ou think wed trust our livesto some rusty antique? That machine-gun was brand-new!"

“And your village € ders bought this brand-new machine-gun from thefolksin Little St. Peter, and they
bought it from the People of Heaven?"

“That'swhat | heard."
“So where did the People of Heaven come by it, then?"

“They built it, I'd reckon—and they've built plenty more, I'm sure, and when you go up againgt them
you'l get your heads shot off, just the way you deserve!™

Habakkuk glanced at John, then at the display of knives, then back at the woman. “Y ou think they built
it?"

“ Somebody must have, and from what 1've heard, the People of Heaven arethe onesto do it.”
Habakkuk leaned back on his chair. “ And just what have you heard?"

The woman was suddenly quiet. “Not much.”

“How much?'

“Really, not much; just that the People of Heaven are running a protectorate, with maybe twenty or thirty
villages signed up in somekind of a pact without any conversions or tithes that 1've heard of, and that
they've got the guns and other stuff to make it work.”

“Whered you hear this?'

Defensve, Miriam said, “Well, the ders were thinking about joining, maybe; | heard my daddy talking,
that'sall."

“Y our daddy was one of the €lders?'

“Until one of your men cut histhroat, hewas."



“Hewanted to join this protectorate?’

“| didn't say that; he voted againgt it. The otherswere dl for it, said look how well Little St. Peter's doing,
but Daddy thought we were just fine the way we were, and he didn't trust the People of Heaven. He
thought we could get dong fine aswe aways had, didn't think anyone would ever bother us.” Her voice
broke. “I guess he waswrong.” She snuffled, al her earlier defiant appearance gone.

Habakkuk looked at John again.

He, inturn, looked at the girl. She was about twenty, he judged, of medium height and pleasantly plump,
with soft brown hair that was currently dirty and tangled; alarge bruise covered one cheek. She had
gpparently not escaped the soldiers' attentions, but al in dl did not seem to have suffered excessively. “Is
that all you know about the People of Heaven?’ John asked.

“Thet'sdl."

“How long have they been running this protectorate thing?"
“I don't know; ayear or two, | guess.”

“Y ou ever hear about them, Hab?"'

“Not that | recollect,” Habakkuk replied.

John had in fact heard of them vaguely; one of the Elders had said something when preparing this
expedition, though did not remember exactly who it had been. The People of Heaven had recently
appeared on the scene in the southeastern hills, down toward Judah; nobody seemed to know their
heritage exactly, so the Elders of the True Word and Flesh assumed they were anew group, gathered by
anew false prophet who had somehow won adherentsto his particular brand of heresy without any claim
to birthright ministry. Such fal se prophets had arisen from timeto time in the history of Godsworld;
usually their cultsfdll apart as soon asthe leader died.

The People of the True Word and Flesh had no quarrel with the People of Heaven, so far as John
knew—aother than the fact that, like al groups except his own, the People of Heaven were heretics, falen
from the True Path—Dbut for his own part he didiked protectorates. Theidea of villages and towns
banding together as amere business arrangement, without sharing one faith and without proving their
vauein battle, seemed wrong, somehow. A nation was meant to be asingle people, united in their
beliefs, and who had tested the strength of those beliefs against their enemies. God promised the final
victory to the righteous—but how could the righteous triumph if their enemies banded together against
them? And aleague or protectorate could not possibly al berighteous, if its people were not in accord
with one another.

Of course, most protectorates and aliances fell apart quickly enough; the stronger ally would absorb the
weaker, or the client states would betray the protector or rebel against him. John saw the workings of
God in such events. The mighty shdl be cast down, he thought, so that the People of the True Word and
Fesh may triumph.

Hefully expected that his people would in time unite dl of Godsworld in asinglefaith, asit had been
when first men came there from Earth. The People of the True Word and Flesh were strong, because
they had the true faith—and they knew theirsto be the true faith because it made them strong. Theirs
would be the kingdom and the glory, John knew.

If the People of Heaven were redly making machine-guns, however, the day of that kingdom's coming



might be long delayed, indeed.

How could they be making machine-guns? Quite aside from the lost knowledge involved, and the
unheard-of machining skills, where were they getting the powder? Had the legendary mother lode of
sulphur findly been found?

Or wasit the brimstone of Hell itself they used? Perhaps the People of Heaven were the armies of Satan,
come to subvert Godsworld as they did Earth, so long ago. John had heard a heretic explain once that
the reason Godsworld had no sulphur to make gunpowder was that sulphur was a product of Hell, and
Godsworld was too close to Heaven for such things. Certainly Earth had been closer to Hell, and sulphur
was said to be chegp and plentiful there.

But then, many things were said to be plentiful back on Earth—sulphur and iron and plagtic, and varieties
of plantsand animals. The stories told of ablack stone that could be burned like nearwood, called codl,
and black ail that came from the ground; Godsworld had nothing like that. Undoubtedly Godsworld had
its share of things Earth had not.

None of that concerned him at present, however. The machine-gun did.

“Well want to send someoneto Little St. Peter to seeif she'stdling thetruth,” he said.

Habakkuk frowned. “We don't have many men to spare for that,” he replied.

“If they're realy building machine-guns over there, we'd better find out about it as soon as possible.”
“True enough,” Habakkuk admitted grudgingly.

John looked a Miriam with interest; she stared back defiantly. “Why did you tell usdl this?’ he asked.

“Because | want you to go and see for yourselves—and get your heads blown off by the People of
Heaven."

“You're sure that's what'll happen?”
“No, I'm not sure—I'm just hoping."

“Well send someone,” John said with clear findity. “ Call the next prisoner and get someoneto tekethis
woman to my quarters; | want to keep her close at hand.”

Habakkuk glanced at John, then looked Miriam over. Shewasn't to histaste—he preferred hiswomen
short, blonde, and full-chested—but she wasn't bad. He doubted that the captain's interest was strictly
military.

That was dl right, though; aman had hisown lifeto lead, aswell ashisduties. He went to call the next
prisoner.

Chapter Three
“Ye shall hear of wars, and rumors of wars."—M atthew 24:6

* k k %

John sat at the desk he had appropriated, frowning. He would have preferred to wait for word from
Matthew Crowned-with-Glory, the man in charge of the party he had sent to Little St. Peter, before
committing himsdlf to the campaign againgt the Chosen of the Holy Ghogt, but that did not seem to be
something he could do. The Elders back in New Nazareth would never accept it. They would not believe



the testimony of Miriam Humble-Before-God, or any other heretical prisoner, without good reason. They
would surely insst that the machine gun had been found somewhere, not bought—or at best, thet the
people of Little St. Peter had lied about where they got it. God had allowed the knowledge of such
weaponsto die, and would surely not now reviveit only to turn it against His own people.

John was even willing to admit to himsdf that Miriam might have been yarning to try and distract her foes,
but he could not be sure, and did not want to expend his people's resources in along, bloody war with
the Chosen if the People of Heaven were amore dangerous enemy.

True, the Chosen of the Holy Ghost were putting constant pressure on the trade routes of the People of
the True Word and Flesh; they had publicly insulted and denounced the True Worders, and were
vigoroudly prosalytizing for their own fasereligion and its false prophet. Their conquests posed agrowing
threat to the security of even New Nazareth itsdlf, and of course there was the great spiritua need to
bring the light of the True Word to the darkness of the lands the Chosen held in thrall. Still, they were just
another enemy, to be dedlt with at any time; they were not manufacturing machine guns.

If the report of his scouting party were to prove that the so-called People of Heaven were, in fact, a
greater and more immediate danger to the People of the True Word and Flesh than the evil empire of the
Chosen, then he could send that report on to the Elders and postpone the inevitable conflict with the
Chosen. Hewas not certain just what action he would take in such a Situation; a consultation with the
Elders would be needed. He was sure that they would defer to their commander regarding the need to
re-think the Situation, since it was he, not they, who was herein thefield and in possession of the facts,
but he was also sure that they would want to do the re-thinking.

The Elders would not, however, be willing to change their plans smply on the word of a captured
woman; they would need some sort of convincing evidence. John had been hoping that Matthew would
return quickly with that evidence.

He had not been idle since Matthew's departure; he would not have dared to be. His old main camp had
been packed up and moved into the village, which was known to itsinhabitants by the oddly secular
name of Marshside. Some of the villagers were on their way to New Nazareth, under guard; others had
been recruited as camp servants. Scouts had been sent out, not only Matthew and hismento Little St.
Peter, but othersto various points dong the borders and even in the Chosen empireitsdf. The main force
of infantry had arrived two days behind schedule, and getting the cavary back into fighting trim after their
post-battle debauch had taken time as well, so the campaign had been delayed aready—but not
serioudy. Preparations had been made, the men were ready, the village's resources were strained—the
time had come when thefirst real assault on the enemy should be made. The plan called for amarch up
around the marsh and across the Little New Jordan, taking the Chosen on their presumably undefended
southeastern flank with aseries of harassing raids on outlying settlements by the cavary, while the infantry
drove straight toward Spiritus Sancti.

The entire plan assumed that the Chosen had not discovered the True Worder troop movementsin time
to move their own main army; John had some doulbts about that. He thought that he could winin any
case, but knew that the victory would be very codtly if the Chosen did, in fact, know that he and hismen
were coming. And if the People of Heaven were building machine guns, the People of the True Word
and Flesh could not afford such avictory.

If the Chosen weretruly asignorant and their southeastern flank as undefended as the Elders believed
them to be, then the entire war would be relaively quick and painless and would do little harm to either
sde—excluding, of course, those who persisted in their heresy—but John did not believe that the
Chosen, who had built arespectable empire for themsealves, could be that incompetent. He sighed. He
did not mind fighting a protracted war; he had anticipated it all dong, and accepted the Elders planto



come around through the southern badlands because it was as good aplan asany, even if the
much-vaunted eement of surprise was unlikely to amount to much. The People of Heaven worried him,
though—perhaps more than they reasonably should. After dl, he reminded himsdlf for the hundredth
time, the People of Heaven had no known quarrel with the People of the True Word and Flesh, unless
they took amiss the seizure of Marshdde. Still, John wished that Matthew had returned. With no word
from Little St. Peter he would have to start the march north at dawn.

He was accustomed to operating without crucia knowledge; any military commander had to be.
Misinformation about the enemy's forces, inaccurate maps, lying informants, al of those hewas
accustomed to dedling with, but the possibility of an enemy armed with the incredible super-wespons of
legend attacking from behind while he fought someone else was unsettling. A machinegunin
Marshsde—what if somewhere else he were to run across the super-bombs that destroyed entire cities?

He pushed back his chair and arose, glancing one last time at the papers on the desk. Nothing there was
redlly urgent, and hefdt in need of distraction. He had been worrying about both the Heaveners and the
Chaosen for too long without a break. In the morning he would be moving again, leading his men around
the marsh, and there would be plenty of minor problemsto dedl with, taking his mind off the mgor ones;
why wait until then to let the burden be lightened? He was doing no good sitting at his desk and worrying.
He had minor problems here in Marshsde that he could attend to.

Hewalked out of the room without conscioudy choosing adestination, but knew immediately where he
was going—up the stairs to the room across from his own, where Miriam Humble-Before-God was

kept.

He threw back the bolt, swung open the door, and looked in, then immediately stepped back. She was
not on her bed, which stood against the opposite wall. There was no other furniture in the room, nowhere
€l se she would reasonably be—which meant that she was somewhere unreasonable.

He had not bothered to post aguard here, since there were two at the door of the house; he did not fedl
he could spare the manpower, and the bolt had seemed adequate. Even had she managed to open or
break it, where could she have gone? She might have escaped through the window, if she could find a
way safe to the ground and avoid being seen by the people in the street below, or broken through the
cealling into the attic, but again, where would she go?

It was possible that she had escaped, but he doubted it. He had had two weeks now to learn something
of her persondity, and guessed where she was. Almost amused, he flung out his arm and dammed the
door back againg thewall with hisfull strength.

As he had expected, instead of the bang of nearwood against plaster, he heard the thump of the door
hitting flesh. He strode into the room and turned.

Miriam stood behind the door, clutching along, jagged splinter she had pried from the bare boards of the
floor; it would have served quite as well as adagger had he smply walked in and allowed her to reach
his back with it. He had not been that careless, and robbed of her victim she looked rather dazed and
foolish.

“If you had killed me,” John pointed out, “my men would have hanged you."
“Only if they caught me,” she spat back. She flung the splinter aside.
“They'd catch you,” John replied as he stooped to pick up the fragment. “Where could you run?!

“Little S. Peter, maybe—they wouldn't follow methere."



“You don't know whereitis.” After afina glance at the crystaline edge he tossed the splinter out the
window.

“It'sthree days afoot east of here—and your man's been gone two weeks now, hasn't he, and on
horseback? L ooks like something happened to him, 1'd reckon.”

“Héstaking histimeto look around, I'd say—I told him to."
“Y ou told him to be back in ten days!"

“Y ou heard that? Or did someonetell you? No, doesn't matter, don't say anything. Evenif | said
that—and I'm not saying | did—he might have had some trouble; could have been taken sick, maybe.
Well see

“No, we won't; you're leaving tomorrow."

“So areyou; I'm taking you north with me.”

“What?" Her mouth fell open for an ingtant; she snapped it closed. “What are you talking about?"
“I'mtaking you with me"

“Why, in God's name?’

“Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain,” he reproved her.

“Why are you taking me with you?'

“Because | chooseto do s0."

“But why? Why don't you just rape me here and have done, get it over with?”

“| don't intend to rape you."

“Youdont?’ Shewasplainly sartled. “Why not?Y our men did; | thought you were just waiting for the
right moment. What makesyou different?’

“I prefer not to, that's al.”

“Areyou queer, then? I've heard that some warriors are—that must beit.” Her mouth twisted
unpleasantly. “Leviticus, Chapter Twenty, Verse Thirteen,” she said.

“Firgt Corinthians, Chapter Seven, Verse Thirty-Seven,” he replied.
“Oh, so now you're holier than the rest of us?

“Holier than you, heretic."

She spat in hisface.

He grabbed her arm with hisleft hand and backhanded her across the cheek with hisright. “ Y ou're
coming with me because | don't trust you out of my sight; isthat reason enough for you? Y ou're the only
person in this stinking village with brains enough to worry me."

Sheglared @ him slently.



He released hisgrip on her arm; she pulled away fiercely.

“I came up hereto seeif you were ready to be reasonable, and to seeif you would tell me anything else
about the Chosen, or Marshsde, or Little St. Peter, or that machine gun—and to tell you that you're
coming north with me, too,” he said. “Wdll, I'vetold you, and it doesn't look like you'refeding
reasonable, so I've donewhat | cameto do.” He turned and marched out the door.

She dammed it hard behind him, as he had known she would; he turned back and threw the bolt, then
went on down the stairs. He hesitated at the foot, then walked on out into the Street, leaving the papers
and plans on hisdesk for later.

The guards at the door saluted, and he paused on the step between them to survey the scene.

Marshside was jammed; his men were deeping four to aroom, the villagers themselves relegated to
doorsteps and kitchens for the most part. The street was full of men and boys and horses—and afew
women, both villagers and camp-following harlots. It was a safe assumption that these villagers, too,
could now be called harlots—the women determined to remain respectable would stay insde until the
main body of troops had moved on. John recognized severd of the men; his own dlite cavalry—what
was | eft of it—had been kept close to his headquarters, with the vast horde of infantry filling the rest of
the town.

One face suddenly stood out, aman waving to him; John shouted, “Ho, there!™
Facesall over the Street turned to look at him; he pointed at the man he wanted. “ Come up herel”

The man obeyed, the crowd parting before him. He saluted as he neared his commander, and then stood
at attention ayard away.

“You're Timothy Gates-of-the-City. | sent you to Little &t. Peter with Matthew Crowned-with-Glory,”
John said.

“Yes, gr,” the soldier agreed.
“When did you get back?’

“Ah ... about an hour ago, sir; | was on my way to report.” The man tried unsuccessfully to hide his
embarrassment.

“An hour ago?'

“Yes, dr,” hesaid unhappily. “1 wastired and hungry, sir, and | got amedl and took a bath. | rode here
without sopping, sir, dmost killed my horse.”

“Wadll, darnit, soldier, next time, report to me first; another five minuteswouldn't kill you.” John glared at
the man.
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“Y ou're here now, anyway. Come inside and report.”

“Yes, dr.” Timothy relaxed dightly; he knew he was till in trouble, but the captain was apparently not
going to hang him on the spot. He followed his commander into the headquarters building and on to his
office

Timothy stood before the cluttered desk while John seated himsalf comfortably behind it. When he was



ettled, John demanded, “Report!”

“Yes, sr; we made good time at firgt, Sir, but Little St. Peter isfurther east than we had been told, sir.
We reached it on March twenty-fourth, and found aninn, but it was late, so we just ate supper and went
to bed there"

“Did you tak to any of thelocas?'

“No, gr; there weren't any there but the innkeeper. Everyone was at home—they said it was Easter
therel” Timothy made a show of astonishment.

John shrugged. “Heretics” hesaid. “Go on."

“Wall, the next day was April first, and we didn't know if they kept Fool's Day, so Matthew wanted to
be extra careful; he sent Barney—Barnabas Righteous-in-Wrath—out, while the rest of us stayed inthe
inn and talked to people there.” He hesitated. “Ah ... we heard alot of things, Sr.”

“Skip that for now.” John was becoming impatient. “I'll hear the rest of the details later. For now you can
answer some questions.”

“Yes gr."
“Did you see any more machine guns?'

“Y es, sir—there were machine guns mounted on the village wals, five or six of them at least. Big ones,
bigger than the one they had here."

“Any others?'
“I didn't seeany, ar.”
“Did anyonetak about them?”

“Yes, sr—we asked. It seemed anatura thing for traders to ask about, so we did. They bought them
from the People of Heaven—everyone agreed on thet, Sir."

John nodded. Miriam had told the truth, as he had believed dl aong; much as she obvioudy hated him
and hismen, he had not serioudly doubted what she had said—including her motive for speaking. Five or
six machine guns, bigger than the one in Marshade—an open attack on Little St. Peter would be a
bloodbath. Her big mistake had been in assuming that John would be stupid enough to make such an
attack.

There were other ways of dedling with enemiesthan fronta assaullt.

“Did you meet any of the People of Heaven, talk to them? Were there any of their traders or soldiers
there?"

“l didn't talk to them, sir, but | think some of the others did. There were some of them intown, al
right—very strange people they were. Tdl, dl of them, and there was something funny about their
clothes, though | couldn't say just what it was. They talked funny, too—didn't pronounce things quite
right.”

“You think some of the otherstalked to them? Where are the others?"

“l ... 1 don't know, sir."



“What?'

Obvioudy miserable, Timothy repeated, “1 don't know, gr. | told you, Matt send Barney out that first
morning; well, he never came back. So the next day—Tuesday the second—Matt himsdlf and Joey,
Joseph Mother-of-Mercy, went out together. Matt didn't come back; Joey came back with amessage,
said that Matt was going on to the Citadel—that's the homeplace for the People of Heaven—and that we
should stay at the inn and wait for him. The next day Joey and Mark Blessed-of-Heaven went out and
never came back. | waited at that inn for them, sat around for days; | went out looking afew times, but
never found any of them. I'll tell you, Sir, | got scared after awhile. Finally | decided that I'd better come
back, that they were al four gone for good, and herel am.”

John sat slently for amoment, then asked, “What's Little St. Peter like?"

“Rich, Sr—very rich. It'ssnful, it ssemsto me. Every bed in theinn had amattress asthick asmy arm.
Clocks everywhere, people wearing watches, the women dressed up as bright as flowers. The food's
good, and the beer the best you ever tasted; a cushion on every chair! And guns, sr—there were men
walking the streetswith pistols on their belts. And other things that seemed like magic—you wouldn't
believe meif | told you about them.”

“I'll want to see for mysdlf.” Heleaned back. “1 think the Elders better hear about dl this. Our war with
the Chosen of the Holy Ghost will have to wait. | think we have something more important to worry
about."

“What, 9r?'

“The People of Heaven. | don't know who or what they are—not for sure, anyway—but | intend to find

“Devil-worshippers, maybe?’

John nodded. “ That's a possi bility—or maybe they're people from Earth, come to destroy us after al
theseyears.

“Devil-worshippers dl the same, sr, whether from here or from Earth.”

“True enough,” John agreed. “True enough.”

Chapter Four

“l am a man under authority, having soldiers under me: and | say to this man, Go, and he goeth;
and to another, Come, and he cometh; and to my servant, Do this, and he doeth it."—M atthew
89

* * * %

The Elders were not pleased by the delay he requested; as John had expected, they doubted that the
People of Heaven were actudly athrest, or that Little St. Peter was actualy guarded by machine gunson
thewalls. Theletter answering his report suggested that Timothy might have been drinking, or that the
guns on the walls were mere mock-ups intended to frighten the gullible.

John thought he recognized his materna uncles sylein the letter's phrasing; old Lazarus
Speaker-of-Gospel had away with words. It was obvious that he and the others wanted to get on with
the war againgt the Chosen. They did not want to hear about any threat lessimmediate, however dire that
threat might eventualy prove.



However, they had faith in their chosen representative, at least to some extent, and had not reached their
current prominence by ignoring redlity; they authorized him to leave his men encamped in Marshside, or
wherever €lse he thought prudent, and get his scouting expedition over with as quickly aspossible.

If John was not back by thefirst of June, Habakkuk would assume command and lead the attack against
the Chosen, as planned.

He had to agree that that made a certain amount of sense, but it occurred to him that if the Heaveners
were even more dangerous than he thought, then he might well not return—whereupon the attack on the
Chosen would be more of a mistake than ever, quite aside from the unavoidabl e fact that the delay would
give the Chosen more timeto discover the True Worder plans. Still, he might be delayed by any number
of trividities; the Elders were assuming until shown otherwise that the Heaveners were harmless and that
the attack on the Chosen should proceed, with or without Captain John Mercy-of-Christ.

He doubted the wisdom of that assumption, but he knew better than to argue further. He had won his
main point; the attack would be delayed while he scouted out the new enemy.

He planned quickly. Matthew's party had been dispersed, and dl but Timothy had vanished; perhaps
they had somehow aroused suspicion. He would need to be very careful, and to avoid any appearance
that might suggest anything out of the ordinary. Matthew's party had conssted of five men; that in itsalf
might have drawn attention. His own expedition would consist of just three, not al men. Hewould go
himsdf, of course; he would take Timothy, since he dready had some experience of Little St. Peter; and
he would need awoman to play therole of hiswife. A family group would appear innocuous enough.

He dismissed the possibility of taking any of the camp-followers. There were none he could trust on such
an expedition. None looked like atrader's wife, for that matter; al looked like what they were.
Furthermore, they were the dregs of society, and were generdly stupid and doppy, quite likely to say the
wrong thing at the wrong time. And he did not have time to send for someone respectable from True
Worder lands.

That |eft the prisoners captured in the attack on Marshside. He would, he decided, take Miriam. He
aready knew her somewhat, and was convinced that she was intelligent. She had a proud bearing that
would not be out of placein atrader'swife, and knew something of the area.

She hated him, but that would be no problem. Wives often appeared to hate their husbands, despite the
Bible'steachings. Shewould nag at him, and if she got out of line hewould best her. She would not be
stupid enough to expose the mission for what it was, since the Heavenerswould surely kill her—if John
didn't manage it before being captured or killed himsdf—aong with Timothy and himself. That would be
common sense on their part, in case her actions were part of some elaborate scheme. She might clam to
bewilling to dieif shetook her captor with her, but John did not believeit.

He would need to watch her closely, of course—but that, too, was in character for the role he intended
to play.

Timothy could pass for abrother, ayounger brother brought along to learn atrade at the family's behest.

A child or two might make the act till more convincing, but John did not think he could trust any child to
gtay in character.

Supplies—they would need supplies, both for the journey and as trade goods. Four horses, one for each
of them and one for the packs. Good weapons—he would take one of the rifles and two, maybe three
cartridges, aswell asagood sword.



He sat back in his chair and planned carefully. He got only three hours' deep that night, but the party set
out a noon thefollowing day.

Miriam had made no protest, had not commented when John explained to her why he was taking her and
why she could not afford to betray him to the Heaveners. She had smply stood staring at him, accepting
it. She had said nothing at all.

When the supplies were packed and loaded she was brought out by two guards; she came without
protest and mounted her horse slently. Someone had found her ariding skirt—John had not wanted her
to ride sdesaddlefor so long ajourney, particularly since she had admitted to having travelled very little.
She would be sore enough, he was sure, without having to worry about diding off, and most of the
traders wives he had seen had ridden astride. After dl, it was virgins and expectant mothers who were
prohibited from riding astride, and atrader's wife would be no virgin. Nor was Miriam, after the battle,
though she had been before.

Timothy put up more resistance than Miriam, oddly; he had obvioudy been badly frightened by hisfirst
trip to Little St. Peter and the inexplicable disappearance of his comrades there. John had considered
leaving him behind, but finally decided againgt it. Although Timothy protested that he had learned nothing
of any valuewaiting a the inn, John pointed out that he knew more than anyone e sein Marshsde—for
example, just where Little St. Peter stood, and where theinn lay within the wdlls.

The conclusive argument, however, was that John was quite willing to order him to go, whereupon a
refusal would become desertion, to be punished by ether flogging or hanging. Still visibly unhappy,
Timothy re-packed histravelling clothes and followed the others up the hillside from Marshside.

The journey was adow one; Miriam was hot an experienced rider, and although she did not complain,
she kept dowing her mount, forcing the othersto dow with her, and at times John caught glimpses of her
grimacing in pain. Sheinvariably tried to hide such Igpses, such sgns of mere humanity, and John made
no comment on them. Timothy did not gppear to notice anything amiss, hewas only too glad to dlow his
own horseto dawdle.

They camped early that evening, after covering so little ground that John dmaost imagined he could ill
see Marshside in the distance. He knew that was nonsense; they had gone up and down severd ridges
and across some badlands, and had put enough distance behind them that even on aplain Marshsde
would have been below the horizon, but still he had the fedling that al he would need to do would beto
walk back up the dope of the last ridge and there it would be, just as he had l€ft it.

With that thought in mind, he consdered the possibility of Miriam dipping away while he dept, and
making her way back to Marshside. Even if his men there were to recognize her and demand an
explanation—which they might not, as one female prisoner looked much like another to experienced
soldiers—she would be quite capable of devising one. An ambush on the road, John and Timothy
dead—that would do well enough until he got back himself.

Or she might cut histhroat while he dept and then return to Marshside, which would be safer for her.

Accordingly, before he settled down to deep, he wrapped the voluminous riding skirt around her, pinning
her armsto her Sdes, and tied it securely in place. Thetrailing end of the rope he then tied to the handle
of the cooking pot that hung from itsfolding tripod over the campfire. The skirt would keep the rope
from chafing or cutting off her circulation. He thought she might well be able to work her way freeintime,
but her struggles, he judged, would bring down the pot and tripod with enough noise to wake Timothy
and himsdf.

She made no comment at these preparations, and in fact had not said aword since their departure, but



when he had finished she sneered a him unmistakably.

Timothy seemed puzzled by such excessive precautions, but knew better than to say anything that might
be congtrued as criticism of his commanding officer.

John was not bothered by Miriam's derision or Timothy's confusion. He knew that he was being more
cautious than might seem necessary, but he preferred excessive caution to recklessness. Fewer men died
of caution.

The next morning Miriam was visbly siff, and awvkward in mounting, tregting John and Timothy to aflash
of leg before she got the riding skirt in place. John toyed idly with the thought of raping her after all—but
morning was not the time, and Timothy was with them. Timothy would have no objections, John was
aure, to anything his commanding officer might careto do, but his presence till acted as a deterrent. John
mounted his horse and led the way.

They camped that night on another undistinguished hillside, and by then John had forgotten hisearlier
lasciviousinterest in Miriam. For her part, she was utterly exhausted, her entire body aching, and John
saw nothing particularly attractive about his dishevelled and dirty prisoner. He wrapped her up once
again, though less carefully, and took no interest in the fed of her body through the heavy fabric.

Thefollowing day was similar, save that Timothy seemed to be growing ever more nervous. John tired of
coaxing his companions onward, and they made camp early.

Asthey were eating a sparse supper of dried mutton and beans, John asked Timothy, “How much
further?'

Timothy started. “How much further to what?"

“ToLittle St. Peter, of course.”

“Oh. Ah, not far, gr. A few hours."

“Good,” John said, lifting the mest to his mouth.

“Yes, good,” Timothy echoed. He stared at the road stretching out to the east.

After they had eaten and tidied up and taken turns in the bushes John attempted to chat, to get to know
his companions better, and to question Timothy further about his earlier journey. Miriam would say
nothing a al, however, and Timothy's answers, which had to be carefully coaxed out of him, were brief,
inconsequential, and often totally ingppropriate to the question. John quickly gave up. He bound Miriam
in her kirt for the night and went to deep, leaving Timothy staring at the dying campfire.

The next morning Timothy and one of the horses were gone; hoofprints were visible on the road
westward, back toward Marshside. John stared after him in disgust.

“Hell hang for this,” he announced.

Miriam, gtill tied in her skirt, findly broke her long silence with agreat barrage of howling, derisve
laughter.

“Oh, the great warrior, such an inspiration to hismen!” she called.

John suppressed an urge to dap her; instead he smply left her bound while he prepared and ate his
breakfast. When he was done he released her and handed her the leftover scraps.



“Dont think this changes anything,” he said. “We're dill going to Little St. Peter, and you il can't afford
to betray me."

“How can one betray an enemy?’ she countered.
He made no answer, merdly lifted her into the saddle.
It was mid-afternoon of that fourth day, the twentieth of April, when they finally reached Little . Peter.

Thetown sat atop a hill, surrounded by awall of stone braced with heavy beams of nearwood; at each
corner sood atower, and atop each tower a machine gleamed dully in the amber daylight. Looking at
them, John was uncertain whether they were, in fact, machine guns, they gppeared ridiculoudy large.
There could be no doubt, however, that they were weapons. Asthe two travellers rode up the highway
toward the western gate the guns on either side were kept trained directly at them.

Four soldierswere lounging at the gate; one cdled out perfunctorily, “In the Name of the Lord, Our God,
date your business.”

“Peaceful trade, by Christ'smercy,” John replied.
“Nameyourselves, and your faith.”

“Joel Meek-Before-Chrigt and my wife Miriam, of the Church of the Only God.” The Church of the Only
God had been asmadll tribe comprising three villages dong the westernmost extreme of the Upper New
Jordan; John's cavalry had obliterated all three two years before. Since no one had escaped, he doubted
the news had reached Little St. Peter.

“What areyou ling?'

John shrugged. “ A little of this, alittle of that; woolens, mostly.”

The soldier asked one of his comrades, “ Do you want to bother searching?”’
“Ah, lethimgoin,” the other replied.

Thefirst shrugged and pushed open the gate. “Pass, friend, into Little St. Peter, freein faith under the
protection of the People of Heaven. Amen.”

“Amen,” John replied, startled by the open renunciation of any claim to the One True Religion. He
spurred his horse and rode into the town, Miriam close behind, the pack horse trailing.

Chapter Five

“A faithful man shall abound with blessings: but he that maketh haste to be rich shall not be
innocent."—Pr over bs 28: 20

* k x %

By the time they had made their way through the broad paved square ingde the gate and found an inn
John had decided that Timothy had grosdy understated the opulence of the town. He had never seen
such colors and textures. Almost every woman he saw seemed to be wearing a new color—every shade
of green, blue, and ydlow he could imagine, and ahandful of daring young thingsin pink. Even afew men
wore colors, blues and dark greens, and those who did wear the more customary browns and grays
often used shades he had not encountered anywhere else.

Strange green plants grew in tubs and windowboxes on every side, including some with brown-grey



staksthat looked absurdly tal and thin; he saw no red plants anywhere, nor any of the more familiar
green ones. Curtains hung in every window. A few rockers stood on porches, and as Timothy had said,
every single one had a cushion—and some even had cushions on the back aswell asthe seat. Many
were embroidered in vivid colors.

Strange plants, rich fabrics, new dyes, and incredible weaponry—John was more certain than ever that
the People of Heaven were trading with other worlds. Where else could they get such things? Those tall
plants were certainly nothing that had ever grown on Godsworld before.

The whole city was soft and decadent, he judged. What kind of warriors would men who sat on cushions
make? Were it not for the weapons, hewould have said Little St. Peter wasripe for plundering by men
who 4till led the hard, clean life that God had intended mento live.

The guns on the towers were not the only firearmsin sight; as Timothy had reported, many of the men
wore pistols on their belts or had rifles dung on their shoulders. John wondered how much ammunition
they actually had. He remembered the machine gun in Marshside and its feeder belt with dmost three
hundred rounds left, even after the wasteful spraying of the hillsde during the battle; if the People of
Heaven were trading with Earth or one of the other Satanic worlds, then they could probably get dl the
sulphur they would ever need to make more than enough gunpowder to provide every manin Little St.
Peter with cartridges.

Werethere any settled planets other than Godsworld that were not Satanic? John had never heard of
any; he had been taught that al God's chosen people, the enlightened and saved, had cometo
Godsworld, leaving the other worlds to the multitudes of the damned. The People of Heaven could
probably buy sulphur by the pound or even the hundredweight.

Hereevduated the town in that light; the people here could afford to be decadent. An open attack
would be suicidd.

They found an inn readily enough, just beyond the market square inside the gates; the traditiona banner
hung above the open arch of the doorway, proclaming “ST. PETER'SINN” at the top, the customary
“ST. MATTHEW CHAPTER XXV VERSES 34-40" across the bottom, and “Zachariah
Come-to-Grace, Prop.” inthe lower right corner. A separate sign pointed the way to the stable entrance.

John lifted Miriam down from her saddle, then held al three horses while she straightened her walking
skirt and removed theriding skirt. When she wasfit to be seen he exchanged the reinsfor the riding skirt
and folded it neatly, following dong as sheled the animasinto the stableyard. A boy was waiting; John
tossed him acoin and Miriam handed him the reins. John glanced at the baggage, then at the stableboy,
then shrugged. Even among heretics there was honor, he supposed; the boy wouldn't stedl anything. Or if
he did, if anything was missing later, John would know who to blame.

Together, John and Miriam walked through the stableyard arch into . Peter'sInn.

Theinterior wasin keeping with the opulence of the Streets;, the stone walls were covered with bright
banners, lace curtains adorned the windows, and pillows and cushions were everywhere. A clock hung
over the hearth, the expensive variety with ared hand to measure seconds, and dthough the room was
relaively quiet and the red hand moving, listen as he might, John could not hear any ticking.

Honor among heretics there might be, but he wondered how such amarvel could bein so public aplace
without being stolen. And the cushions, as well—surely afew of those would vanish each night!

A score or so of customers were scattered at haf a dozen tables, talking and drinking quietly; they paid
the newcomers no heed. A nearwood bar stood in one corner, a man behind it polishing atankard; John



saw no one ese, so he crossed to the bar.

“What can | dofor you, Sir?’ the barman asked, putting down histankard and towel as John
approached.

“Areyou the proprietor?’ John asked.

“No, gr, Mr. Graceisaway at the Citaddl of Heaven today, and he left mein charge. James
Redeemed-from-Sinismy name."

“Joel Meek-Before-Chrigt,” John answered. They shook hands. “My wifeand | are just in from North
Dan, with afew yards of good woolens. We could use ameal and aroom, but from the look of this
place” he swept hisarm around to include the entire inn and perhaps the town beyond, “I'm not surewe
can afford any."

“Your firs timein Little &. Peter?"
HYSII

“Quite afinelittle place, isn't it? Don't worry, though; our prices are reasonable enough. We won't turn
you away."

“We haven't had a successful trip; forgive my bluntness, but what's ‘ reasonable?"
“What currency?'

“True Worder dollars.” The money from any of the larger powers could turn up anywhere, so John saw
no reason to hedge.

“Don't get those much here” He pulled out a chart from benegth the bar and consulted it, while John
admired the hard, gleaming finish on the countertop—he had never seen nearwood look like that—and
reed the little plague on the wall behind the barman, “Be not forgetful to entertain strangers, for thereby
some have entertained angels unawares, HEBREWS X111.2."

“Ah!” the barman said. “Hereit ist One hundred and fifty for the room and bed, thirty for sheeting.
House menu for dinner, forty-five dollars. The conversion rate for Heavener creditsisfifteen dollarsto
one credit, if you want anything dse.”

John was surprised; the prices wer e reasonable—in fact were dightly less than he would have expected
to pay in New Nazareth. “Y ou use Heavener credits here?| don't know them."

“The People of Heaven—L ittle St. Peter'sin their protectorate now, ever since St. Peter itsaf was
sacked by the Chosen of the Holy Ghost last year. Best thing that ever happened to us, joining the
protectorate—it was the People of Heaven sold us al these fabrics, that clock, everything! Here, look at
thisbar!” He tapped the countertop.

“I wasjust looking at it amoment ago,” John said. “Never saw anything likeit."

“It's plagtic! Do you believethat? Pure plastic! And al they wanted for it was an even exchange in raw
nearwood!"

“That'scrazy,” Miriam said from behind John's shoul der.

“Isn'tit? But they meant it, they did it! Traded even, no strings attached!"



“They want nearwood that much?'

“I guessthey do! Weve been swapping nearwood for everything you could imagine! Grain, too—I
understand they'll pay top price for wheat, higher than anyone ese around. And those woolens of
yours—they've been buying raw wool, anyway. I'm not sure about fabrics; they've got enough of their
own, it seems. Besf, leather, mutton, fungusmest, fish, and if your little lady theré's got nimblefingers,
they even buy embroidery! The good Lord aone can know what they want with it all—begging your
pardon, folks, my tongue ran away with me. It's been mighty good for the trade here, dl this stuff coming
through, and what's good for businessis good for me—I'm paid on ashare.”

“What do they do withit al? And how do they pay for it?"

“I haven't the faintest ideawhat they do with it, gir, and that's the truth, but they pay in credits, and their
credits are good, solid money, good for everything they sdl—plagticisjust onelittle thing. They sl
fabrics| never heard of, so finethat you can't even see the weave and with textures like nothing on
Godsworld—take alook at the curtains, you never saw anything like that in North Dan. Those cushions,
too. And gunpowder—they must have found sulphur's Mother Lode itsdalf. Y ou saw those guns on the
wadlls, | reckon—the Heaveners put those up themselves when Little St. Peter sgned on. | tell you,
joining the protectorate was the best thing the town elders ever did here. Jesus must surely lovethe
People of Heaven!”

“I don't know,” John answered. “ It might not be Jesus. Seemsto me there's something sinful in al this
wedth. Wheréd it come from? It'salure and atemptation, that's sure, but it's not Jesus who leads men
into temptation.”

The barman, who had been leaning forward over the bar, stood back, histone suddenly unfriendly.
“Now, gr, I'm not right certain that | take your meaning. Are you saying you see the hand of Satanin
this?"

“No, | didn't say that—I don't know what | see. | do have my doubts, though. There's an old saying, that
what's too good to betrue isn't true, and it ssemsto methat al thiswedth might befase, might havethe
hand of Satan behind it—but | can't say for sure. I'm just atrader in woolens, not a preacher.”

“Well,” the barman said, histone dightly more conciliatory, “I can see how one might wonder. But we do
have our preachers herein Little St. Peter, and our doubters, too, and the preachers have answered the
doubters. God has smiled on us, in reward for three hundred years of righteousliving. If it were Satan's
work, now, what Satan does isto tempt men into sin; and while we might've been tempted by the riches
of Heaven here, there's been no sin, no one'slured usinto evil. It's fill honest work, cutting the
nearwood or growing the wheat and trading it to the Heaveners, it just pays better than we're used to.
The laborer isworthy of his hire, though—you know the Bible saysthat. The customs say to charge what
the market will bear—and it's the Heaveners who set the prices, not us. Some of our folk have even told
them, out of Chrigtian charity, that they're paying too much, and they've changed afew of their prices, but
they till pay well, because they say they want our trade and will pay highto keep it."

“But how did they get so rich? What if their wedlth isthe wages of sin, and you're sharing in it?"

“The wages of Snisdeath, friend. What sort of sin could it be that would bring wedth like thisinstead?
No, what | think isthat they've discovered the lost knowledge of the ancients—maybe they found the
Mother Ship itself, aswell asthe Mother Lode. One of our scholars saysthat they might have found
something called a* communication sat-in-light', or something akin to that—I didn't catch the words, but
it's something that the ancients hung in the sky when they came that might have fadlen since. It'sastrange
and wondrous thing, certainly, but it'sablessng, not asin.”



“Mr. Redeemed, | hope you won't take offense at this, but | wonder if perhaps they haven't been trading
with sinners—trading with other worlds. Maybe with Earth itsdlf."

The barman stared for amoment, then burst out laughing. John and Miriam smply watched until he had
camed down.

“Other worlds? Migter, have you heard the histories? Don't you know anything? First off, our ancestors
came to Godsworld fleeing Armageddon, you know that—Earth wasin itslast days, and was surdly
destroyed long ago. And even if they escaped Armageddon as we did, the other worlds wouldn't have
starships any more than we do here, now, would they? They were settled by sinners and fools—they're
probably savages huddled around campfires cooking and eating each other."

“We can't be sure Earth...” John began.

“Migter, | wasn't finished,” Redeemed-from-Sin interrupted. “1 didn't say my piece. The important thing
is that evenif Earthisill there, eveniif the snnersand philistines il have starships, how far isit? It took
our people one hundred and eleven years to cross the darkness to Godsworld! The scientists had to
put them al to deep, and the crewmen al died of old age on the way, leaving their sonsto carry on until
the folk were awakened. Now tell me, miste—you're atrader—what sort of atrade can you carry on
when every voyage takes one hundred and eleven years each way? Would you come dl that distance
just for nearwood and whest?” He shook his head. “ Even if Earth is il there, we won't be hearing from
themagain.”

John stopped and considered that argument. He had not thought about it before. He knew the legends of
the Crossing, of course, and how the People had been put into plastic coffins and made to deep for over
acentury, but he had failed to think through what that meant to his belief that the Heaveners were from
another world. The People had come to Godsworld; why couldn't others? And of course, they could
—but why should they? Not for trade, certainly, not if the journey took adouble lifetime each way. Not
even for conquest—unless they had been driven off Earth and had nowhere elseto go.

That wasfoalish, though; the skieswerefilled with stars. Why pick Godsworld?

Perhaps Satan's empire had conquered dl the rest, and was now after the only remaining bastion of
righteousness; Satan was said to seek power and domination for its own sake, to hate al who opposed
him. But even 0, to send a conquering army out on ajourney that would last centuries...

But would it? Maybe some way had been found of shortening the trip. John was no scholar; he knew that
the origina People had supposedly travelled asfast asit was ever possibleto travel, but he had no idea
what the limit was. Might they have been wrong about it? They had been wrong about other things—they
had thought their children would livein perpetua peace and harmony, al Christians together, yet the
heretics had split the congregation within three years of the Landing, and only now were the People of the
True Word and Flesh beginning to see the possibility of reunification within their lifetimes.

No, that didn't seem reasonable. The bartender's explanation made more sense. John till thought,
however, that there was something wrong about the entire Situation, something warped and alien. Wesdlth
appearing out of nowhere was acceptable—but for that wealth to be in gunpowder and plagtic and
other, lessidentifiable things, fabrics and strange plants and dyes, seemed threatening. A singlefind,
however magnificent, should not produce them dl.

If not Satan's people, perhaps Satan himself had decided to try new tactics on Godsworld. It was
undoubtedly the Devil who had split gpart the People and dragged most of the population down into
heresy; perhaps he foresaw that the People of the True Word and Flesh, armed in righteousness, would
soon bring the world back together if he did not find a new way to stop them. The wealth of the People



of Heaven might come directly from Hell itsdlf.

John had never believed that Satan intervened so directly in human affairs; he had always thought of the
Devil, when he thought of the Devil a al, asworking entirely through the hearts and minds of men.
Perhaps he had been wrong.

The whole thing was a mystery, and John wanted to solveit. To do so, he knew he would need to get to
the heart of it. Scouting out the military might of Little St. Peter was of only secondary importance. He
had to find out who the People of Heaven truly were, and where they were getting their guns and wealth.
To do that, he would need to see their homeplace.

He had to get to the Citaddl of Heaven, that was the simple truth.

“You'reright,” he agreed. “I hadn't thought about that, but of course you're right. Even if you made the
trip adeep, the goods might not be worth anything by the time you got back.”

“That'sright,” the barman agreed, cheerful once again.

“That must be some find they made up there.”

“I guessit must be, dl right.”

“I'dliketo seeif | can get alittle of it for my woolens, then—what's the road to the Citadd like?!

The barman eyed him dubioudy. “It'samighty long walk, through some bad hill country—I don't know if
horses could makeit."

“But you said Mr. Graceisthere, and the traders come and go...” John was honestly startled.
“They don't walk, though; they take the airship over the hills.”

“Airship?’ John was no longer merdly startled, he was astonished. After afew seconds confusion, he
asked, “Wadl, then, why can't wetakethisarship?'

“I didn't say you couldn't; you asked about the road, and where you were worried about prices before, |
thought perhaps you couldn't afford the airship.”

“Oh.” John was struggling to think about too many things at once. In the past hour he had seen weapons
such as he had never imagined on the wals of an unimportant village, and wedlth beyond bdlieving—but
had had histheory of offworld intervention severely damaged, leaving him with no good explanation for
any of it. And now thisinnkeeper's assistant was camly talking about an airship'sfare asif it were an
ordinary ferryboat. “How muchisit?'

“Thirty credits.
“Thirty credits—oh.” Well, John told himsdlf, at least ancient scientific miracles don't come chesp.

“That's each, if you take your wife—they don't et women ride free—and one way. Same prices coming
back. No horses—you'll need to carry your packs yourself, or €lse pay another twenty creditsto send
them asfraght.”

“Oh,” John said again. Hefdt control of the Stuation dipping away from him, and grabbed it back. He
had enough money—he had expected pricesto be running rampant in Little St. Peter, and had brought
enough for athree-week stay. He could not risk leaving Miriam behind, and the woolenswould be
needed to keep up his pose as atrader. That meant eighty credits each way. Eighty creditswould be



twelve hundred dollars; twelve hundred dollars each way would take achunk out of hisfunds, but would
bewdl worth it if it cleared up the mysteries once and for dl and provided him with proof that the People
of Heaven were the red threat to Godsworld. “When doesit leave?’ he asked.

Chapter Six
“Thou art to pass over Jordan this day, to go in to possess nations greater and mightier than
thyself, cities great and fenced up to heaven."—Deuteronomy 9:1

* k k %

The arship madeits pickup a midnight, the entire loading and takeoff carried out in full darkness; it did
not comeinto the town itsalf, but made its stcop afew milesto the southeast, in asmdl valey, where men
with dim lanterns escorted the passengers to an unlit waiting room.

That seemed rather sinister to John. He was unable to get agood look at the airship—which, he redized,
was probably the wholeidea. It was smply alooming darkness surrounded by more darkness; no lights
of any kind were alowed.

John wondered at that. Quite aside from its evil connotations, and even given that the Heaveners wished
to keep the ship's exact nature secret, he was puzzled how anyone could steer an airship in the dark. He
had only avery vague idea of what controlling an “airship” would belike, but he had pictured it asa
high-speed craft, probably asfast asagalloping horse; he knew that he would not careto ride agalloping
horse a night.

John wished that Godsworld had a“moon”, as described in Genesis, to provide alittle illumination. He
had no clear ideawhat amoon was, only what the Bible said and that Earth had one and Godsworld
didn', but even a*“lesser light” would have been welcome.

He and Miriam were not the only passengers, three others, dl men, made the flight with them, al closed
into asmall windowless chamber with golden walls that appeared to be—but of course, could not
be—plastic, furnished with benches upholstered in a strange, soft fabric dyed avivid red. The other
passengersignored John, Miriam, and each other. One of them seemed to have amild congestion of
some sort, and could be heard breathing, but the others might as well have never been for dl the
companionship they provided.

John debated trying to strike up a conversation, but decided againgt it.

The two crewmen who oversaw the loading of freight and the embarkation of passengersweretal dark
men armed with pistols, men who spoke dowly and in an oddly durred manner; John guessed, from
Timothy's description, that these were People of Heaven.

Ashefdt the airship shifting beneath him, John began to wonder if he were making awise move. Perhaps
he should have stayed longer in Little S. Peter, learned what he could there, before venturing on. The
arship might be atrap of some sort—could there really be an “arship” on Godsworld? Such wonders
were the stuff of old legends of Earth, not everyday redlity.

But then, machine guns and the luxuries of Little St. Peter weren't exactly commonplace, ether.

Miriam fell adeep resting her head on hisarm; judging by the man's dumped posture and steady
breathing, the congested fellow also dozed off. In the Slent tedium, John logt al sense of time and was
unsure whether hewas till redly awake himsdlf.

Just when he was becoming certain that he had fallen adeep, and that recent events were dl adream and
he would awake to find himsdlf back in Marshsde, the door did open.



“Everyone off,” avoice cdled, “Were here.” John noticed that it was a Heavener's voice, with the odd
durring—the words were actualy morelike, “ Enwhuh awh, wuh heh.” There were some variaionsin
gpeech among the various peoples of Godsworld, but John had never heard so extreme an accent.

He stood up, letting Miriam's head fall; she awoke, and muttered in mild confusion.
“Comeon,” John said, finding her arm and pulling her up. “Were here.”

Dragging agroggy Miriam and the bundle of cloth that had occupied athird seat, John stepped out of the
airship and found himself in acorridor. Startled, he looked closely, and made out a seam between the
corridor and thewall of the airship. He marvelled that the pilot had been ableto bring hisshipin so close
to the “dock”, or whatever it was, that the corridor matched up to the sSide of the vessel with lessthan a
two-inch gap anywhere.

He wished he were able to see something through that narrow dlit, but only darknesswasvisible. The
walls of the passageway were of the same substance as the walls aboard the airship, he noticed, the stuff
that looked like plagtic.

Behind him the other three passengers were waiting impatiently, eager to be off the airship and on about
thelr business.

“Welcometo the Citaddl of Heaven,” said a man standing halfway down the short corridor. He spoke
with the Heavener accent; John looked at him closaly and noticed that the buttons on his shirt were
absurdly small, lessthan an inch across. The texture of the shirt was odd, too, and the cut of the collar
was strange. The jeans seemed dl right, though they were tighter than customary. Heworeagun on a
sngularly narrow and unobtrusive belt, agun not like any John had seen before—there was no cylinder,
no hammer, no dide, just asmooth breech and textured grip.

“Have you been here before, sir?” the Heavener asked.
“No,” John admitted.

“Straight ahead, then.” He pointed down the corridor to a bright red door—hellishly red, John thought.
He ambled dowly past the guard, or greeter, or whatever the Heavener was, toward the indicated door,
taking in his surroundings and watching for any indication that he should take action somehow.

Behind him he heard the Heavener ask the next passenger whether he had ever been in the Citade
before.

“Yes” theman answered, “| have atradelicense”
“May | seeyour card?"

John glanced back over both his own shoulder and Miriam's and saw the passenger handing the
Heavener something small and thin, something thet fit comfortably in the man's pam and gleamed Silver.
The Heavener accepted it and touched it to a spot on the wall that John had taken for decoration; letters
appeared on the smooth surface of the wall above the spot, letters that John was too far away to read.

He dmost walked into the red door at the end of the passage. He fumbled for the latch as the Heavener
sad, “Thank you, Sr—first door on theright.”

There was no latch; instead he found asmall button where the latch should be and pressed it. The door
swung open and admitted him and Miriam to agood-sized room, again finished in golden plastic. John
glanced around at it. How had that message appeared in the corridor? Was this stuff that the Heaveners



used for their walls something other than asimple building materia ? Were there machines hidden on all
sSdes? That was afrightening thought, reminiscent of nursery terror tales of the computersin thewalls that
watched everyone on Earth in the days before the Crossing.

The corridor had been windowless—and, John realized, he had seen no lanterns or lamps of any sort, yet
it had been brightly lit. On the airship light had come from lamps set in the celling; he had been unsure
whether they were ectric or something ese. Certainly they were brighter than any lamps he was familiar
with; flames or filaments, however, had been hidden behind frosted glass.

Thisroom he now found himself in, however, had awindow—a very large window, taking up most of
onewadl inasingle sheet of glass. John had never seen asingle pane so large before. Beyond it the sky
was gtill black—he had lost his sense of time and wondered if dawn might have arrived, but plainly it had
not.

In the center of the room a plain young woman, clad in atraditiona brown dress, stood behind a sort of
lectern. She smiled chearfully.

“Hlo,” shesaid, using aword John had never heard before. She continued, speaking with the Heavener
accent, “Welcome to the Citadel of Heaven. May | have your name, please?’

“Jsewyu,” hereplied politdy. “1 am Jod Meek-Before-Chrigt, and thisis my wife Miriam, from the
Church of the Only God, in North Dan.” Miriam, still drowsy, nodded agreement. She had not spoken
since boarding the airship.

The woman drummed her fingers unevenly across the lectern, glanced down, then looked up again.

“Mr. Chrigt,” she said, “I'm glad to meet you. None of your people have come here before; are you here
asaprivateindividua, or as arepresentative of your tribe?'

Disconcerted by the peculiar mistake the woman had made in her abbreviation of hisfalse
surname—which would, of course, become “Meek”, not “ Chrigt”, in conversation—John hesitated
beforereplying, “Ah ... asaprivate individuad—but I'm sure that my family and friendswill be interested
inwhat | tell them when | get home."

She amiled. “I'm sure they will. | takeit, though, that you don't have the authority to make atreaty with
our protectorate on their behalf."

“No, maam, I'm afraid | don't."
“Wadll, that'sfine; we just had to ask.”

“No, maam, I'm hereto sl woolens. A fellow in Little St. Peter told methat | could probably get a
good price for them here.”

A flicker of doubt crossed the woman's face. “\Woolens? Not raw wool ?"

“No, good woolens—I've got a hundred and fifty yards of the best weave you'll find, without kinks or
runs, either raw, bleached, or dyed blue."

“Wadl, Mr. Chrigt, I'm not sure that you were well-advised, but since you're here, you might aswell see
what you can get for them. | don't know any buyer offhand; you'll haveto try the old town market in the
morming.”

“That soundsjust fine.” The woman had gotten the name wrong again; he was unsure whether or not to



correct her. No one had ever before gotten his name wrong—but then, he had never used the name
Meek-Before-Christ before.

“If you'l take this booklet—you can read, can't you?"

“Maam, of course | can read; it'sthe duty of every man to learn to read so that he can study the word of
God, and my parents saw to it that | learned my duty!” John's response was unplanned and completely
sincere, arestatement of what he had been told dmost every day of hislife between the ages of six and
ten, from hisfirst learning the alphabet until he could recite back a chapter of the Bible after asingle
reeding.

“Of course, I'm sorry. If you'll take this booklet, it will tell you about the protectorate that the People of
Heaven operate—I'm sure that your family and friendswill be interested.”

John accepted the little booklet and looked it over. It was printed on tan paper in incredibly small black
type, but il clear and legible. Thetitle was smply “The People of Heaven".

“And if you'll go through that exit,” the woman said, pointing to abrown door near one corner, “the stairs
will bring you out on the main road into town. The market'sjust ingde the gate, and there are the usua
innsand hogtels.”

“Thank you,” John said. He started toward the indicated door, but stopped when he redlized that Miriam
was not following. He turned, and saw that she was still standing between the red door and the lectern,
daring at the woman.

“Who are you people?’ she demanded.
“Excuse me?’ thewoman said.

“Who are you people? What isthis place? Was that redly an airship? My dear Lord Jesus, what is
goingon?’ She stared around. “Am | dreaming dl this?'

“Ms. Chrigt, I..."
“What isthat?’ She pointed out the window.

John had not redlly paid much attention to the window; he had been aware of its presence and of
darkness beyond, broken by lights, but he had not really looked at them as yet. Now he turned and
looked.

They were on the second floor of abuilding, apparently, with an excellent view along aridgetop road and
of the peak at the end of that road. A walled town surrounded and covered the peak, lit by the usua
miscellany of torches, lanterns, and an occasiond incandescent lamp.

At thefar side of the town, however, was abuilding, perhaps afortress, that towered over the
commonplace houses and shops. Its sides doped up for five stories, and in every story lights were
ablaze, patterning the wals with the squares of light and dark windows; the uppermost floor John
estimated at aquarter mile or so in length, the lower floors somewhat larger. In the darkness he could not
tell anything about its congtruction, but in the light that poured from itswindowsit was clear thet its Sdes
were unornamented and plain, itsroof flat and featureless. It dwarfed the town below it, and in fact even
the mountain itself seemed to be forced down and subdued benegth that vast blank weight.

Besdeit sood something even taler, but narrow, something that gleamed silvery-gold where the light
from the fortress reached it; John could not decide if the thing was another building, or amachine, or



smply an object of some unknown sort. He could make out very few details, due to the distance and the
darkness.

“What isthat?’ Miriam repeated.

“Do you mean our headquarters building?’ the woman asked politely.
Miriam turned to Stare & her. “ Building? That shiny thing?"

“Oh,” the woman said. “Oh, that's another airship—along-range one.”

John was certain she was lying; the tone of her voice had been wrong, somehow. That thing was no mere
arship.

Despite theimpracticality of making hundred-year journeys, John was quite sure that the shining thing
was astarship.

Two hourslater John sat on the edge of hisbed in asmal namelessinn and stared at the pamphlet the
woman had given him. He had reed it through twice.

It said nothing about who the People of Heaven actually were, or where they came from, but only that
they had “access to much of Earth'stechnology lost by the rest of Godsworld.” They welcomed trade,
and would sgll weapons and ammunition to any group that joined their protectorate by sgningasmple
agreement. That agreement required that the member group never attack another group—not just other
members, but any other group. The wegpons were for defense only. Members were not to discriminate
on the basis of religion or race—heretics, or even agnostics and athelsts, were to be treated as equals.
All member groups were equal in status except the People of Heaven themselves. Anyone violating this
agreement would be cut off from dl further trade and would have al weapons repossessed—by force if

necessary.

Anyone who wanted to was welcome to trade with the members for more common goods; only
weapons and ammunition were restricted.

Those more common goods included fabrics, dyes, plastics (John had never seen theword in aplura
form before), medicines, and machinery such asclocksand darms.

He glanced over at Miriam, who was curled up on achair in the corner. She had given no further trouble
after he dragged her away from her frantic questioning of the woman at the airport (strange new word,
“arport"—John was not accustomed to it yet and was sdf-consciousin using it even when only thinking).
She had come dong quietly to the inn, waited slently while John roused the innkeeper, and then settled in
her current position when they reached the room.

She had hoped that the People of Heaven would wipe out John's own army, but judging by the pamphlet
John concluded that, despite the fearsome appearance of their wegponry, the People of Heaven were
pacifists, weaklings, decadent beyond al hope of redemption, with none of the stedl of faith in them.

That wasthefirgt redly encouraging news he had had since the charge into Marshside.

Of course, their wegpons were formidable, even if manned by wimps. But believersin defense only, and
toleration of atheists!

There was that note that misused weapons would be repossessed by force, though—perhaps the
Heaveners themsalves were not weaklings, but wished their followers to be weakened, so that there
would be no resstance when they exerted red authority. The*defense only” rule might just beto prevent



some outlying village from involving the entire protectorate in an unwanted war against amaor powe,
and the toleration edict might not apply in the Citadd itself.

Oh, it wastricky, trying to figure out what these people were up to, what their true nature might be, but
John was certain of two things about them:

They were not from Godsworld.
They represented Satanic evil.

The former was clear from their vast alien resources—strange plants, plagtics, and al the rest—even
without that shining metd tower that could be nothing but astarship.

And the latter was clear from their pamphlet; they were working to undermine and destroy the Christian
faith on Godsworld by alowing people of differing beliefsto interact, and forbidding their followersto
war againgt those they knew to bein error. How could a man know the truth, if he did not see its power
proven in battle? How could he believe that he had the one saving way, and alow those around him not
tofollow it?

He could bring this pamphlet back with him, and initsdf it might well be sufficient evidenceto convince
the Elders that the People of Heaven were a greater threat than the Chosen of the Holy Ghost—but
having comethisfar he was determined to venture alittle further.

He had been awake most of the night, and would want to be fresh when he scouted out the enemy
headquarters; he tossed the pamphlet aside, lay back, and was instantly adeep.

Chapter Seven

“For the lips of a strange woman drop as an honeycomb, and her mouth is smoother than oil: "—
Proverbs5:3

* k% k %

He thought it desirable to keep up the pretense of trade, so when he awoke, an hour or so before noon,

rather than head directly for the looming gray fortress at the far end of town he gathered up his bundle of
cloth and trudged down to the gateside market. He left Miriam locked in the room at the inn; she was il
adeep, and after her behavior the night before he did not trust her in public.

An hour or two of attempting to sall his goods would be sufficient, he judged, and then he could go off to
find himself lunch and work hisway toward the Heavener headquarters.

He had been in the market perhaps twenty minutes and turned down one insulting offer when he spotted
afamiliar facein the crowd. He paused and looked toward it, but it had vanished.

He watched intently, and amoment later saw it again. Thistime hewas ableto placeit. “Matthew!” he
cdled.

Severa people glanced in hisdirection; Matthew was avery common name, after al. The one he wanted
was among them. He waved.

The man waved back, to John'srelief. He had not been mistaken; this was Matthew
Crowned-with-Glory, one of his missing scouts. The two of them pushed through the crowds toward
each other.

They met in an embrace, dapping each other heartily on the back; John pulled Matthew out of the crowd
into aquiet corner.



“What happened?’ John asked when they were done. “Where are the others?"

Matthew's expression shifted from delight to despair with astonishing speed. “ Joey's dead,” he replied.
“I'm not certain about the others. Didn't any of them report back?"

“Timothy came back, finally—but then he deserted when | tried bringing him back here with me. Hell
probably hang for it.”

Matthew nodded. “Poor Tim didn't much like the Heaveners."

“What happened to Joey?'

“Oh, it was so stupid! He came out here to find me—I don't know why, not redlly, as| hadn't been gone
that long. He didn't worry about the return fare; | had brought enough money with me, but someone stole
it, picked my pocket | think, so that | was stranded here, couldn't afford the fare back to Little St. Peter,
and | didn't dare tackle the roads done, without amap or guide—and | didn't even have the money for a
map any more. I've been working odd jobs, doing what | can, to stay alive; | was hoping to save up the
fareeventudly if nobody came and found me."

“What about Joey?'

“Yes, | know, | was coming to that. Joey came here to see what was keegping me—disobeying my
orders, | might add—and didn't think to bring the return fare, so we were both stranded. He reckoned
that if we'd been robbed by someonein Citadel, then someone in Citadel owed us that money, and he
wasn't picky about who it might be; so hetried to rob someone. He spotted thisfellow with abulgein his
pocket that looked like afat wallet, and agun that looked like plagtic instead of metal, without no moving
partsthat he could see..."

“I saw agun likethat mysdlf,” John remarked.

“Wall, Joey saw that one and figured it for afake, atoy to make the owner fed like more of aman, and
he tried to pick the fellow's pocket.”

Already sure he knew the answer, John asked, “What happened?’

“Well, Joey was a good scout, but he wasn't any sort of a pickpocket—that's not something a soldier
learns. The fellow felt what was happening and pulled his gun; Joey called hisbluff, but it wasn't any sort
of abluff at dl. That funny plastic gun blew Joey's head clean off and sprayed bits of it al over the
sreet.” Matthew shook his head. “Dang fool thing to try. | watched the whole thing, but there wasn't
much | could do except claim the body and sign the petition for a Christian burid.”

John nodded. * Sounds like you did what you could. And you don't know anything about Mark or
Barney?’

“Wadll, not redly. Joey told me something, but | can't swear to it."
“What?'

“Joey wasn't dways the most truthful of men, S, and he might have been funning, but he told me that
he'd found Barney, and that he came looking for meto tell me that Barney had gone over to the enemy.
He'd been so taken with the way they lived in Little St. Peter, with those fancy clothes and cheap guns
and all, that he'd deserted and settled down there—Joey had found him by accident, and Barney had
tried to talk Joey into staying with him. So Joey left Mark in chargein Little Pete and came looking for
me, and you know the rest. Mark was supposed to watch the airship place, but if you didn't seehim



there | reckon he gave up and moved on."

“| didn't seehim.”

“WEell, then, he's probably dead, deserted, or lost somewhere.”
John nodded agreement.

Heathen pacifists they might be, but the Heaveners and their followers were proving dangerous
enough—out of afive-man scouting party they had killed one, trapped one, subverted one, driven oneto
desertion—and the fifth had vanished, and it had al apparently been done without anyone ever
suspecting the scouts' true nature.

“So how long have you been here?’ John asked.

“I'm not sure,” Matthew admitted. “What day istoday?"

“Monday, April twenty-second,” John replied.

“It's been nearly three weeks, then, sir. | arrived on the second or third, I'm not sure which."
“Have you investigated that heedquarters building?”

“Ah...no, gr. | felt my firgt duty at this point was to return to Marshside with what | knew, not to risk
getting mysdf killed."

“I can't fault you for that,” John agreed. “ Fools rush in where angelsfear to tread—and you're no fool,
Meatt."

“Thank you, Captain.”

“Somebody hasto get in there, though. | won't ask you to go—after three weeks here you've done
enough. I'll go mysdif.”

“Doyou think that'swise, Sr?'

“It may not be. Look, I'll give you thefare back to Little St. Peter; if I'm not back by noon tomorrow you
useit. | have aprisoner from Marshside, awoman, at the inn here—the Righteous House. She's locked
in an upstairsroom. Take her back with you. We left three horsesin the stable at St. Peter's Inn, under
the name Joel Meek-Before-Chrigt. Y ou talk to aman there named James Redeemed-from-Sin, and he
should let you have them. Y ou ride back to Marshside and report to Lieutenant Habakkuk.

Understand?'

“Y%, S'r'n

“Good.” He counted out the money, then passed over his trade goods as well. “Here, take these darn
woolens and seeif you can sell any, and I'll go take alook at that fortress.”

“Yes, gr.” Matthew looked at the bundle. “What should | do with them?'
“Sdl them—herein the market. Y ou should get at |east fifteen Heavener creditsfor them.”
“Yes, sr.” He accepted the woolens unhappily.

“| should see you back at the inn around sundown, | think."



“Ya s'r.ll

John stepped back, then turned and strolled off in the direction of the headquarters building, leaving
Matthew standing in the market looking confused and dismayed.

To hissurprise, there were no guards. The strange glass doors were not only not locked, they stood
open invitingly. He wondered if he had been mided by the building's massive appearance; perhapsthis
was not actudly afortress at dl, despite the thick walls of smooth concrete. He ambled in, trying to ook
casud, asif he belonged where he was; nobody seemed to notice.

Hefound himsdlf in abrightly-lit chamber—too brightly lit, and in an oddly yellow-greenish light that
seemed to come from the entire ceiling. Three passagesled off in various directions, and half adozen
closed doors were located in the various walls. The floor was covered by thick golden carpet, more
luxurious than anything he had ever imagined; the wals were tawny plastic, the doors a darker shade of
the same color. There was no furniture, and no people were anywherein sight.

Puzzled, he chose a corridor a random and walked on into the depths of the building.

The corridor led past dozens upon dozens of doors, across intersecting corridors, endlesdy; whenever he
thought he saw the end of the passage through the harsh glare of the yellow-green lighting it turned out to
be merely acorner.

His eyes adjusted to the odd illumination after atime, and he was able to notice details. None of the
doors had handles, and there were no signsto indicate what might lie behind any of them; instead, asmall
red square of what appeared to be glass was set into the wall beside each one. The corners, he redized,
were mostly to the left, so that he was actualy following alarge rectangle around and around; he had
comein on one of the intersecting passages, but he could not identify which one. If he continued to turn
only at the ends of the corridors, he would retrace his steps over and over forever.

He had just reached this conclusion after dmost fifteen minutes walk, and was about to pick acrossng
passage at random, when adoor afew paces ahead of him did open and awoman stepped out.

He stopped, prepared to salute alady, but did not nod his courtesy after al; thiswoman was obvioudy
no lady. She wore agarment of rusty orange that accorded well with the yellow-brown walls, and with
her sallow skin aswéll; it covered one shoulder, but dipped down on the other sde well onto the curve
of her breast. The skirt was a respectable near-ankle-length, but dit up either side, and the entire dress
flowed as she moved, shifting about her so that John had occasiond glimpses of far more of her anatomy
than hefet he had any right to see.

“Hlo,” shesaid, “My name's Tuesday; what's yours?'

“Joel Meek-Before-Chrigt,” he answered shortly, cutting off his natural tendency to add, “At your
service.” Hewas not ready to serve harlots. She had used that odd greeting he had first heard at the
arport; he guessed it was a Heavener peculiarity. She had aso given a blatantly false name—John knew
of no oneinthe Bible, not even in the Apocrypha, named Tuesday or anything that resembled Tuesday.
Helooked her in the eye, refusing either to gawk at her body or turn his gaze away in embarrassment,
and noticed that her eyes, like her greeting, had apeculiarity of their own, avery strange one indeed;
each had afold of skin at the inner corner that made them seem unnaturaly far apart and somehow
crooked. Her hair was very black and straight, and her skin an odd color. Distracted by her outrageous
garb, he had not seen at first that she was apparently afreak.

“Jod,” shesaid. “Nice. Come here."



“I'mbusy,” he said, and turned away, intending to retreat back to the last intersection he had passed.

“Sureyou are,” she sad, “wandering around like alost satellite. Y ou've gone past my door four times
now.” She had the Heavener accent even more strongly than most, in addition to her other quirks.

“I have?’ He turned back.
“Yes, you have. Comeonin, and I'll tell you about it.” She motioned at the open doorway.

John considered quickly. He had no idea who this woman was—though her occupation was certainly
obvious, probably something she had been forced into as aresult of her physica peculiarities, which
would have precluded arespectable marriage—but he also had no idea of where he would find any
useful information. He had expected to find the building full of people he could follow, signs he could
read, and other indications of where things were; these empty, featureless corridors had thrown him
badly off-stride. Thiswhore might well be ableto tell him something of what was going on. He had never
had much contact with whores, but hisimpression was that most were not particularly bright, and could
be manipulated reedily.

“All right,” he said. Hefollowed her through the door; it did slently shut behind him.

Chapter Eight
“But her end is bitter as wormwood, sharp as a two-edged sword."—Proverbs5:4

* * * %

The room was furnished in adegree of luxury John had never before imagined. The floor was broken into
curving sections a various level s one step up or down from one another, al covered with thick red
carpeting so soft and lush it seemed more like alow fog wafting about their ankles. Thewallsand ceiling
were opa escent and softly glowing, and there were no windows. Ve vet cushionsin ahundred shades of
red and gold were scattered about, ranging in size from puffsthe size of his hand to pillows big enough
for two to deep on. Some were gathered together into couches, and John could not tell whether they
were mounted on aframe of some sort, or merely arranged.

Pearly tables of various sizes and shapes—all curved—floated at various dtitudes; John looked for the
wires that supported them, but could not detect them. Several held bottles, glasses, or platters of
multicolored crysta that contained strange food and drink.

There was not asingle hard corner or rough feature anywhere in the entire chamber, no surface that was
not either gleaming smooth or upholstered in rich fabrics. The woman, deek and smooth in her flowing
dress, fit inwell with her surroundings; John, in hisrough leather jacket and worn jeans, did not. It was all
gopd lingly decadent.

“Would you like something to drink?’ she asked.

“A littlewater, maybe,” hereplied, to be polite.

“Oh, no, you mugt try this!” She handed him astemmed glass of something avery paebluein color.
Reluctantly, he accepted it and took a sip. He choked, gasped, and spat it out immediately.
Thewoman giggled.

He glared at her; when he had recovered his breath he asked, “What is thet?"

“Jugt aliqueur.” She saw hisanger and forced hersdlf to stop amiling.



He stared at the glassin hishand. “Liquor? Y ou mean distilled spirits?"
“Thet'sright."

“I can't drink that! Strong drink issinful!” He started to fling the glass away, then caught himsdlf and
placed it gently on anearby table.

“Y ou drink wine, don't you?"'
“Thet'sdifferent.”

“Itsill dcohal.”

“Only alittle. That uff—it burns!"

“You'renot used toit, that'sal. It's only about eighty proof.” She sipped deeply at her own glass, then
amiled.

He shook hishead. “I'm sorry, | can't drink that.” He was more certain than ever that the Heaveners
were not native to Godsworld; he had never heard of anyone on Godsworld, not even the most radical of
heretics, who condoned strong drink. God had given mankind the gift of fermentation, so that acohol
might easethe strains of life, but it was Satan who invented ditillation, to turn the blessing into acurse.

Not that digtillation didn't have its uses—al cohol made agood fud for lamps or even some machines, but
not for men.

“Oh, I'm so sorry,” Tuesday said. “Againg your rdigion?’ The phrase seemed dmost mocking,
somehow. “Try this, then.” The new beverage she offered wasrichly red.

John sipped it warily; it had atangy, fruity taste and no acoholic content that he could detect. “What is
it?" he asked.

“Jugt afruit punch.” She amiled enigmaticaly.
“Thank you,” John said, Spping again.

His hostessraised her own glass, still haf full of the blue liqueur, then sank back onto apile of cushions.
John had not noticed them there behind her; it was asif they had dipped into place as she descended.

Hefound alarge cushion of hisown and seated himsdlf gingerly. The thing seemed to shift about to
accommodate him more comfortably, but he convinced himself that was merely overwrought imagination,
brought on by the tension of being in the enemy's headquarters and being confronted by these strange
events and this strange, freakish woman. “Now,” he said when he was settled, “you said you'd tell medl
about thisplace.

“Wadl, no,” sheanswered, “1 said I'd tell you about being lost and going in circles.” She shifted, leaning to
one side; her dress dipped back to reveal most of one thigh.

“Tdl me, then."

“You're not from the Citadel, are you? No, | can see you aren't. Y ou came here from one of the other
villages, probably onewdll outside Dawes little protectorate. Y ou wanted to find out what was going on
here—s0 you walked into this building, which is conveniently left open and unguarded, and then
wandered about until | found you. Am I right?'



“Yes,” John admitted.

“Wadll, it'snot surprising. But thereisn't anything of any importance on thislevel, you know. Y ou need to
know which door leads up or down, to where everything important is.”

“What is on thisfloor, then?’ He sipped hisdrink.

“Oh, alot of storage rooms and meeting rooms and machinery, | suppose. Mostly it'sjust corridors for
peoplelike you to get lost in, and alot of hidden machines watching.”

“Then what are you doing here? And dl this?” He gestured at the room around them.

“Oh, | had thiswhipped up for my amusement. | don't really belong here, you know—I just cameto see
if there was anything entertaining on thisworld of yours. Dawes would have preferred to keep me out,
but I'm a stockholder—she can't.”

John wondered what sort of a* stockholder” she might be; thiswoman did not ook asif she had ever
handled sheep or cattle. Another question came firgt, though. “Whao's Dawes? That's the second time
you've mentioned that name.” Daweswas not areal name, any more than Tuesday was, but he guessed it
to be anickname of some sort.

“Don't you even know that? Ricky Dawes—America Dawes, that is—isthe executive officer of the
entire operation on Godsworld.”

“What doesthat mean?’ Heignored the weird name for the moment; it was obvioudy pagan, but that
was hardly surprising under the circumstances.

“She'sin charge—she control s the People of Heaven."

“She does? She?” John, without redlly intending to, made histrue question very clear with hisemphass
on the feminine pronoun. He regretted it immediately; some women, he knew, were discontented with
Godsworld's recognition of the natura superiority of the male.

“Yes, ‘she’ does.” Tuesday seemed more amused than angry, but John decided not to pursue that;
arguing with women about the proper roles of the sexes waslikely to get nowhere and provoke animosity
that he would do better without. He drank the rest of hisfruit punch as he groped for another question.

“You know,” Tuesday said, “1'd rather talk about you—if we haveto tak at dl."

John shrugged.

“Have you had many women?'

Shocked at the bluntness of the question, even from awhore, John replied, “I don't talk about that."
“You don't?” Shesmiled.

John was beginning to didike her smiles. “No,” hesaid.

“Do you do anything about it?'

He said nothing, smply sat and frowned at his empty glass. He refused to say anything in reply to such
direct obscenity.

“No?" She grinned, openly mocking now. “ Areyou avirgin, then? Or do you prefer men?”



Thiswas the second woman to question his manhood within the past few days; he had dedlt camly with
thefirgt, but that was before the strains of his scouting expedition. He forced himself to put his empty
glass down gently, then stood up. “1 did not come here so that you might insult me.”

Her grin broadened. “Oh? Where do you go to be insulted, then?’ She stood up in turn, and reached up
to the single shoulder of her gown.

“I'll go now,” he said. He turned, but the door was closed.

She twisted something, and the dressfell away completely, leaving her naked. “I guesstherésno harmin
this” shesad, ill smiling, “snce you don't know what to do with awoman.”

Heturned back to face her, rage mounting within him. Hetried to remind himself that anger and lust were
morta sins, but the woman stood mocking him with her stance, hipsthrust forward, her handsout ina
displaying gesture. He growled wordlessly.

“Takeit or leaveit,” shesad.

Helunged at her; shefel back onto the cushions, laughing, and her hands groped for his belt, unbuttoned
his pants. He no longer cared whether she was cooperating or not; he intended to prove his mastery over
her. As he pushed himself between her legs she wrapped her arms around him, one hand on his back and
the other on his neck; hefelt a sharp prick where fingers brushed his neck, but ignored it.

Only when hewas finished did the possihility of poison occur to him. He pushed himsdf up and rolled off
her, then felt at the back of his neck.

Therewasasmall stinging as he touched one spot; he drew back his hand and found asmall smear of
blood on hisfingers.

“What did you do to me?’ he bellowed.

“What?'

“My neck—what did you do to my neck?"

“Oh, gop shouting, it'sjust alittle prick."

“It's not poisoned?’ He calmed somewhat, and his voice dropped.

“No, it's not poisoned; why would | want to poison you?'

“I don't know; why did you prick me? What did you do it with?” He was genuindly puzzled.

She held up one hand languidly and showed him thetip of her index finger; athin metd wire, thetip
sharpened like aneedle, projected from it at a peculiar angle. He could not seewhat held it in place.

“What'sthet?"

Her satisfied smile broadened. “It's called an empathy spike. It'swired into my nervous system—into my
brain. When | used it to hook into your nervous system, | felt everything that you felt.”

“Y ou read my mind?"

“No, stupid—it only picks up your physical sensations. | felt what your body fdt, not your mind.”



“Oh!” Once again, John was shocked—horrified, in fact. The concept was strange, but once he grasped
it he loathed it immediatdly. It was the most obscene thing he had ever heard of . Thiswoman had violated
his privacy in away he had never imagined, could never have imagined. It was bad enough that he had
copulated so thoughtlesdy with afreak, but it wasinfinitely worse, somehow, that she had felt hisown
sensations as it happened. He pulled away from her, ingtinctively curling himsdlf into a semi-foetd
position. “That'sdisgusting!” he spat.

“Oh, it'sfun!” She giggled, then rolled over onto one ebow. “It's so much more fun with the spikel™
“It'sdisgusting!” he repeated.

“Youthink s0?’ She grinned. “I'll have to introduce you to |sao sometime—if heliveslong enough.”
“Who isthisEsau?’ That was a name he could understand.

“Not Esau, 1sao—it's Japanese, | think. He's painwired. He has his pain nerves hooked into the pleasure
center of hisbrain; he feelsevery injury as pure pleasure. One of these days helll get carried away and kill
himsdlf; he'saready had to replace dl hisfingers and toes—and afew other things."

“Oh, Jesud” John was suddenly unable to accept his situation. Thiswas not possible; God could not
permit such thingsto exigt. Thisimpossibly luxurious room, this woman who spoke so casudly of the
unspeakable, this entire building and al the People of Heaven, were abominations. It al had to bea
nightmare. He fought down nausea and willed himself to wake up somewhere ese.

“Hey, don't takeit so badly!” Tuesday said. “1 just thought it would beinteresting to try it with a
Godsworlder, someone different—and don't fedl badly that you did it, because | put aphrodisiac in your
drink; you couldn't help yoursdlf.” Her dmost gpol ogetic tone suddenly gave way to another giggle. “You
were pretty good, too—awfully quick, but you put your heart into it, you know what | mean? And with
the spike | don't mind if it'squick.”

John said nothing; he lay there, unable to awaken and convinced that it was dl red after all, trying to
gather up the shattered fragments of histhoughts.

“Hey, areyou dl right?’
He did not answer.

She said something totally aien; John was not even sureit waswords. He closed hiseyes, straining to
think.

“The computer saysthat you're okay, just upset. | can't wait around all day, Jod; that wouldn't be any
funat dl. I think you can find your way out if you try; I'll leave the door open.” He heard her moving
about, heard the rustle of clothing.

“Wait,” hesad.

“Why?" she asked.

“Where are you from?"
“Me?Ho Chi Minh City. Why?'

“No, I mean, where are the People of Heaven from?’ He opened his eyes and saw her ankles; askirt
hung above them, cut like the one she had worn before, but this one was a different color, adeegp rich



brown.

“Earth, mostly; they're awholly-owned subsidiary of the New Bechtel-Rand Corporation. It wasfun,
Jod.” Shewaked away; her ankles vanished from hisfield of vision.

Helay therefor afew seconds more, then uncurled and got dowly to hisfeet. As she had promised, the
door to the corridor stood open. He walked unsteadily out into the passageway, chose adirection at
random, and began looking for the exit.

From Earth? Asfar as John was concerned, such monsters of decadence could only be from Hell, and
he had every intention of destroying them before they could harm Godsworld any further.

And the woman who had seduced him and used that infernal spike on him—if that whore was merely a
“gtockholder”, which he guessed to be something like the Satanic equivalent of adeacon, then this
America Dawes could be no less than the Grest Whore of Babylon hersdlf.

Could the spike have been poisoned after al? He felt wesker than mere emotiona distresswould seem
to account for. But then, he had just ... raped? Attacked? He had just had awoman, and he had been
drugged; the unknown aphrodisiac might have sde-effects.

If he had been poisoned he would fight it off. He drew strength from his fury. His uncertain walk became
hisusua firm stride, and ten minuteslater, after afew false turns, he found the lobby he had entered
through. He left the building and marched toward the inn.

Chapter Nine
“Who is this that darkeneth counsel by words without knowledge?"—Job 38:2

L azarus Speaker-of-Gospel cocked his head sideways and stared at his nephew in annoyance.
“You'resure of dl this?” he demanded.

“Yes, Elder,” John replied, “1 am. Y ou've heard Matt's testimony aswell; I'm sorry that the heretic
Miriam Humble-Before-God won't speak, and that we couldn't find any of the other surviving scouts, but
you have the sworn word of two good men, good Christians, and good soldiers. 1sn't that enough?”

“I'm not sure; by your own admission you were drugged by thiswoman, and Matthew never heard
anyone clam to be from Earth, nor saw any of the shameful perversonsyou insst took place.

Hiding his own annoyance, John said, “He saw the guns, though, and rode thisairship of theirs, and can
swear that these people are strangers to Godsworld who live in sinful luxury and decadence. Three years
ago the Citadd of Heaven was just another heretic community, up in the hills—now it's the home base of
this growing protectorate that uses Earthly weapons and preaches againgt evangdism. Evenif these
strangers aren't Satan's minions sent from Earth—and | believe that that's exactly what they are—they
are an evil force we've got to destroy.” Beside him, Matthew nodded agreement.

LazarusSghed.

At the end of the council table Jacob Blessed-Among-Men barked impatiently, “Enough of thisl These
people are obvioudy athreat, and we have to destroy them; John'sright about that. So what are we
going to do about it?"

“Cant it wait until after we've fought the Chosen?” Smon Called-to-the-Truth whined.



“Their power isgrowing steadily,” John said. “Marshside was on the verge of joining their protectorate
when we captured it; if we'd been amonth later, we might've faced not just one machine gun, but a
dozen."

“And that's something that troubles me,” old Isaac Fisher-of-Men said, shaking his head unsteedily.
“What could you and your men—fine asthey are—do against the weapons you say these people have?
John, you lost what—thirty men againgt that one machine gun?’

“Thirty-one,” John admitted. “And two more who died later. But Elder, we were taken by surprise; we
were charging down an open hillside, making ourselves perfect targets. We wouldn't be doing that againgt
the People of Heaven; we know what were facing thistime.”

“Do we? John, you may be agood soldier, but you don't know everything; there were weapons back on
Earth that make machine gunslook like children'sdings. What if these people have them?

“Why should they? They didn't come hereto fight awar; they cameto subvert us, lead usinto the
temptations of materid wedth and sensud pleasure. If they have other, mightier weapons, why have they
kept them secret? Why not let it be known, so that we would be more frightened than ever? Maybe
Earth haslost some of itswonders, just as we have; maybe they couldn't bring that much with them. |
don't know their reasons, but | don't believe they have any of these miracle wegpons.”

“Stll,” Lazarus pointed out, “you'd be leading men with swords up against machine guns.”

“I would be leading men with swords and rifles and bombs and whatever shields we can devise up
againg machine guns—men armed with stedl and with stedl in their backbones, the stedl of the onetrue
fath, against guns manned by soft and decadent wesklingd!™

“We don't need speeches,” someone muttered; John did not see who had spoken.
“The men of Marshsde fought well,” Lazarus said. “ They weren't weeklings."
“They weren't the People of Heaven, either—they hadn't even joined the protectorate yet."

“So you want to take dl our guns and ammunition and men, al the explosivesin New Nazareth, and
attack the Citadd of Heaven with them, sneaking them in where the roads are so bad travellersride this
ungodly airship,” Simon said derisively. “ Fine—what are we supposed to do if the Chosen attack while
you'releading your men up through these hills?"

“I hope to have the armies of the Chosen with me,” John replied.
“What's he talking about?’ Simon demanded, |ooking back and forth at hisfellow Elders.

Lazarus Sghed again. “| hadn't told them about that part yet, John,” he said. “I figured we'd best start
with the easy part.”

“Elders, | want to make atruce with the Chosen of the Holy Ghost. After dl, they're asthreatened by the
People of Heaven aswe are; | think we should put aside our differences until this greater threat has been
destroyed. Y ou've pointed out yoursalves that our army, fine asit is, might not be enough against these
diabolica weapons the Heaveners use—hbut if we had the Chosen marching beside us, our numbers
doubled, nothing on Godsworld could stand against us."

“I don't likethis” Smon said, “I dont likeit at dl. They're heretics"

“They're dill Chrigtians, though,” John inssted. “ The People of Heaven aren't.”



Old Adam Bearing-the-Cross, who had sat quietly beside Jacob Blessed-Among-Men throughout the
entire session until now, spoke up. “Our ancestors put aside their doctrinal differencesin order to come
to Godsworld inthefirst place,” he said. “ They hoped for amiracle that would show them how to
resolve those differences permanently, and that miracle never came—but can we do any lessto preserve
Godsworld than they did to createit? | don't say that | believe every word John has said about these
people—it's hard to imagine offworlders deeping a hundred years to come here and make trouble—but
John obvioudy believesit, and he'sagood man, an inteligent man. If hetells usthese people are ared
threat, and that stopping them is more important than showing the Chosen the error of their heathenish
wayss, then he's probably right. | say we make the treaty."

“I agree,” Jacob said. “ After dl, we can dways take care of the Chosen later; thisway well know more
about how they fight."

“And they'll know more about the way we fight,” 1saac pointed out.

“We know enough about how they fight now,” Smon said. “Can't we dedl with them first, and then
attack the Heaveners?'

“We need their strength,” John said.
“Vote!” Paul Bound-for-Glory called.

“All right,” Lazarus sad, “ All those who favor treating with the so-caled Chosen of the Holy Ghost to
form an dliance to attack the so-called People of Heaven, vote *ay€. Paul?'

“Ayer"
“Thaddeus?'

“Ayer

“Smon?'

“No."

“Isaac?’

“I'l dbstain."

“Tom?'

“Aye"

“ Joke?"

Simon objected, “Y ou're not taking them in order.”

“I don't haveto,” Lazarusreplied. “ Jake?"'

“Aye."

“Andreuctant as| am, | vote ‘ay€, t0o,” Lazarus said. “ That makes six for, and with an abstention that's



amgority. God'swill be done, amen. If you others want to go on record you can, but that's all we need.
Anyone?'

No one spoke up; after abrief pause, Lazarus continued, “All right, then—someone get John awhite flag
and across, and he can head out for Spiritus Sancti right now."

“Thank you, Uncle Lazarus,” John replied.

The party that had ridden full-speed from Marshs de had been made up of John, Habakkuk, Matthew,
and Miriam—John had brought Matthew and Miriam to support his testimony, and Habakkuk to report
on the current state of the army at Marshsde, reaffirming the soldiers faithin their leaders and their
readinessto fight any foe. The party that gathered for the journey to Spiritus Sancti, an hour after the
meeting of the Elders, included John, as spokesman; Habakkuk, as second; acivilian by the name of
Peter Light-of-the-World to spesk for the Elders; two soldiers as honor guard; and Miriam, because
nobody had any better idea of what to do with her. Matthew was to return to Marshside with Lieutenant
David Saved-By-Grace, who would be taking charge of the army there until John's return—John and
Habakkuk had left a mere under-lieutenant running things, and the Elders deemed that unsuitable.

It wasthethird of May when the party reached Spiritus Sancti under heavy guard and wasled into the
presence of the Anointed.

When Peter had run through the required formalities and made introductions, John came directly to the
point. “We have come here in hopes that we can convince your people to forget, temporarily, their
differences with the People of the True Word and Fesh, and join with us against acommon foe."

The Anointed sat back on his cathedra; the chair creaked beneath hisweight. “ And who would this
common foe be?’ he asked.

“The so-called People of Heaven, and their infernal pagan protectorate.”

“| don't know athing about them; they're on the other side of the New Jordan, and | don't concern
mysdf with anything over there.”

“Wall, sir, whether you know it or not, they're agrowing threet to all of Godsworld, on both sides of the
New Jordan, from Asher dl the way to Simeon.”

“Oh?’ the Anointed said politely.
“Yes, they are! They're from Earth, agents of Satan come to destroy us."
“Oh?’ the Anointed said again. “What makes you think so?"

“I'vevigted their capital, and they told me as much. They havethe logt arts—they have an airship, they
have machine guns, and they're fabuloudy wedlthy. They're expanding rapidly; it won't be more than two
years before they start nibbling away at your own southeastern territories. They've dready taken Little S.
Peter, and St. Peter itsdlf isapart of your domain, isn't it?'

“Itis—but if | were concerned with Little St. Peter we'd have taken that, too. Still ... agents of Satan,
you ssy?"

“Their women are wantons, their men cowards; their leader isawoman. The townsthey * protect’
become soft and decadent. They have no faith—they insist their client towns accept any sort of heresy.”

The Anointed nodded. “And your people intend to put a stop to these abominations?”



“With your help, yes."
“Y ou propose to put an end to your plansfor awar against my people?’

“We propose an dliance until the last of the People of Heaven is destroyed; | can't promise any more
thanthat."

“Andif | accept such an dliance, whose command would our armies fight under?”

John glanced at Peter and Habakkuk, then turned back to the Anointed. “ That remains to be negotiated.”
“I see” Henodded again. “Isthat everything?'

The True Worders looked at one another. “I think so,” John said.”

“All right, then. Y ou folks can wait in the yard; | need to pray and talk to my advisors. I'll let you know
my decision before supper. God be with you.” He pushed his swollen body up out of the chair and
plodded heavily from the room.

The Chosen guards herded the True Worders unceremonioudly out before they could protest, out to the
yard in front of the Anointed's house where rows of benches were available for petitioners.

After amoment of rebelliousness, John shrugged and sat down. He wasin the enemy camp; he had no
say here. He could not even use the standard diplomatic threat of war to demand better trestment, Snce
what he wanted most of al wasto avoid awar againgt the Chosen.

Miriam sat beside him, pressing up close; startled, John turned and |ooked &t her, even as Habakkuk and
the others, noticing her actions, discreetly took bencheswell away from the pair. She smiled winningly.

“What do you think you're doing?’ he asked quietly.

“Oh, I'm just enjoying mysdlf,” shereplied in anear-whisper.

“You ae?'

“Sure—I knew you were acoward and a hypocrite al along, and it's nice to have proof."

John felt hisface going red, and glanced at Habakkuk. Habakkuk politely looked the other way; he had
seen the red and assumed that his captain was blushing at something the girl had suggested.

“A coward?"

“Yes, acoward. You clam that you command an army of the Lord's own men, the only followers of the
truerdigion on al Godsworld, but before you go up against the Heaveners—men you called decadent
weaklings—you want to make sure you've got the help of the biggest bunch of heretics around. The big
brave warrior!"

“They have machine guns,” he reminded her.
“A lot of good that did Marshsde!™
Annoyed, he pushed her away and sat brooding slently.

The sun was well down the western sky when a messenger summoned them back into the Anointed's
presence.



“I've decided,” the Anointed said without preliminaries, “that | can't afford to risk my people by getting
them into awar that's none of our business. Y ou may be right about the threat these heathens present, but
weéll just haveto trust in the Lord to protect us. Wewon't join your aliance.” He paused, watching the
True Worders facesfor reactions, then went on, “However, since these * People of Heaven' may bea
real threat someday, we will swear to remain neutral in any war you poor heretics may wage against
them; we won't harm any of you so long as you fight the Heaveners.” He shifted in his seat and leaned
forward. “In fact, wed be glad to arrange atruce, whether you fight the Heaveners or not, so that our
two peopleswon't be weakened by fighting each other, such that the Heaveners could wipe us both out
leter.”

John said, “1 hope you'll reconsider..."

The Anointed interrupted him. “Boy, when | speak from this cathedra, it's final—I don't reconsider. You
got that?"

John opened his mouth, then closed it again and nodded.

“Good. We've got a couple of rooms for you down the street; you stay there tonight, but be out of the
city by noon tomorrow. Got that?"

John nodded again.

“Good. Thanksfor coming; tell your Eldersto send me amessageif they want that truce, and I'll lay off
you aslong as you fight the Heaveners, truce or not. Now, get out of here, and God be with you.” He
waved, then sat back and watched as the True Worders departed.

The roomswere in aboarding house, but the matron refused to serve heretics, so that supper consisted
of cold trail provisions. After everything was eaten and the food had had time to settle John, Habakkuk,
Peter, and Miriam gathered in one room to talk—or rather, the three men were to talk; Miriam was just
there.

“| don't likeit,” Habakkuk said.

“Which part?’ Peter asked.

“Any of it."

“Thetruce offer isn't bad."

“It'sinteresting, certainly,” John agreed.
“It'satrick of somekind,” Habakkuk insisted.

“I don't think s0,” John said. “ The Chosen have been careful about tredties; they don't break them
without provocation. | think that the Anointed means what he says."

“Why? A few months ago the Chosen were practically begging for awar, blocking our trade routes,
taking hostages ... why would they want peace now?"

“Ther€s only one reason anyone ever wantsto avoid awar, Hab; they think they'll lose. A few months
ago the Chosen didn't know anything about our army; | would guessthat they've learned alittle since
then. They may have spies, or maybe someone from Marshside talked to them. Or maybe it's something
here in Spiritus, maybe there's been trouble in their army. Anyway, they think they'll loseif therésawar,
that'splain.”



“You'reright, John—that's got to beit. And that's why they want usto fight the Heaveners—so they can
take on the survivor while he's il weak."

John nodded. “1'd say s0."

“But in that case, we need to attack the Chosen first; after we're done with them we can worry about the
Heaveners. The Chosen are alot closer to home, John, and truce or not, they've been our enemiesfor
years, while the Heaveners don't even know yet that we exi<t. If we take the Chosen now, then take a
year to rebuild, we should still be able to take on the Heaveners; but if we take the Heaveners now, as
soon as they're defeated the Chosen will take us from behind, before we can get our men back across
the New Jordan.”

John shook hishead. “I think you're right about most of that, Hab—but I'm not sure that we will be able
to take on the Heaveners after ayear's rebuilding. If we don't get them now we may never have the

drength.”
“Y ou don't have the strength now!” Miriam spat.
The three men looked at her.

“You'll never take the Heaveners on; none of you have the guts. They'd blow you al to bits, squash you
likebugs."

“Oh, shut up,” Peter said.

“Why?Will you hit meif | don't? Y oure dl so brave againgt awoman, but when it comesto facing those
machine gunsyou'd probably al turn and run! Where's the strength of your faith now? 1 thought God was
onyour Sde!”

“God ison our Sde,” Habakkuk said camly, “but God helps those who help themsalves. We mustn't
depend on miracles; that would be the sin of pride. We can only accept them when they come.”

“And if they don't come, you'll just let these Heavenerswalk al over you? Y ou won't defend Godsworld
againg the heethen unless you're sure you can win? Oh, | am just overwhelmed by your integrity!”

“Shut up, woman,” Peter said again.

“Some defenders of the truth! Y ou're afraid of the truth when you hear it! Godsworld is going to be taken
over by the Heaveners because you haven't got the gutsto fight them—and when they do run everything,
and they don't have to play nice any more, I'll watch them skinyou dive and I'll laugh!”

“Why would they skin usif we don't fight them?’ Habakkuk asked placatingly.
“For your effrontery in claming to have the true faith, when you won' fight for it!"

Peter dgpped her; to his astonishment she responded by punching him in the belly with her closed fist. He
doubled over as John and Habakkuk grabbed her.

When order was restored and Miriam securely bound to one of the beds, John said quietly, “ She'sright,
you know."

“About whet?"

“We have got to fight the Heaveners. They'rethered threat to God'sway, and we al know that. Even if
we don't have a chance, how can we call oursalves Christiansif we don't fight for what we believe? We



know the Chosen aren't areal danger now, but the Heaveners are. We have to fight them. God will see
to it that the Chosen don't stab usin the back—or that if they do, well triumph in the end al the same.”

Habakkuk shook his head. “1 don't likeit, John."

“It'swhat's right, whether you likeit or not. And besides, if we wipe out the Heaveners we may capture
some of those wesgpons they have—if we do that we can handle the Chosen even if we'velost half our
army. I'll send messengers out, see if we can recruit some alies other than the Chosen, but even if we
can't, by September | intend to be the lord and master of the Citadel."

Chapter Ten

“Then said he unto them, Nation shall rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom."—St.
Luke?21:10

* k k %

It was amazing, John thought, how readily the smdl tribes sgned up when they were promised booty and
did not need to choose sides between empires. Faith did not come into it, redlly, although his messages
had made an appedl to defend Chrigtianity. Ordinarily, when recruiting dlies, the other sde would also be
recruiting, so that the smdl tribeswould not join for fear of later reprisas againgt the losing sde; the
Heaveners, however, seemed totally ignorant of the preparations being made against them. Furthermore,
they had areputation for incredible weath—which meant good looting—and no reputation at al for
fighting. The True Worders had been along-standing threat for most of the small tribes; the Heaveners
were newcomers no one had learned to fear. With the Chosen swearing neutraity, John had had no
troublein picking up dozens of volunteer companies.

Of course, he had made a point of the decadence and evil of the Heaveners, while downplaying their
armament.

His own armament had increased significantly; bombs that would probably have been of little use wasted
in open battle against the Chosen would be quite effective againgt the hillside defenses of the Heaveners,
s0 John had appropriated the entire True Worder stockpile.

Thefina result of his preparations was the largest, most heavily-armed army Godsworld had ever seen,
al prepared in incredible haste under his command. By the third of August John wasfindly satisfied; on
the morning of the fourth of August, after the necessary invocation and brief dedicatory service, heled his
troops out of the immense camp one day's march east of Marshside, and on toward the Citadel.

In the hectic days of gathering and equipping his forces he had had no time for lesser concerns, asa
result, Miriam rode beside him. He had never decided what to do with her; for some reason he could not
define he was reluctant to send her to New Nazareth as an ordinary captive, to work and be taught the
truefaith. Hetold himsdf that she could be useful, and smply brought her dong wherever he went, even
though in fact, she had as yet been of no use whatsoever.

He cdled ahdt a noon, for lunch and arest, and watched with pride as the vast company nestly settled
to the ground. Glass-tipped spears flashed redly in the sun; harnessjingled and blades rattled. A murmur
of voices began.

Sdtisfied, he siwung down from his own mount and was reaching for his provisonswhen he heard the
sound, low and harsh, but growing quickly louder. It was alittle like the whir of aspinning whed &t firdt,
but by the time he looked up to find its source it was aready rising into a screaming roar.

Motion caught hiseye; heturned just in timeto glimpse something huge and glittering. Before he could
focusonit it howled directly overhead, the sound plummeting from an ear-piercing shriek to adull



rumble. Hewhirled, trying to follow it, but it was gone over the horizon before he could make out
anything but ashining blur.

The murmur of voices died, then was reborn as a babble that quickly mounted into shouting chaos. The
one question that he could hear clearly, over and over, was, “What was that thing?"

John felt acold uneasinessin hisbely as he remembered | saac Fisher'swords. “ There were weapons
back on Earth that make machine gunslook like children'sdings.”

Then the thing regppeared on the horizon and swept toward him again; the sound followed a moment
later. John began aloud prayer. “ Oh, Lord, we are gathered hereto fight in your name..."

He paused; something was happening. A smal piece of the thing was splitting off, dropping down toward
him. Heforgot his prayer and started to call awarning, but his voice was drowned out by the roar of the
thing passing overhead.

The smdler part did not pass overhead in aflash; instead it dowed and dropped nearer, until it was
hovering over the army's vanguard. It was amogt flat, roughly triangular, and black and slver in
color—silver around the edges, black at the center. John could not be certain of its dimensions against
the empty sky, with nothing to giveit scale, but judged it to befour or five feet across.

“People of Godsworld!” The voice boomed out suddenly, coming from the hovering device; John
darted, asdid dmost everyone.

“People of Godsworld!” the voice repeated. “ Y ou are marching against the People of Heaven, thinking
to destroy the Citaddl and loot the protectorate. Thisisyour only warning; we have the means to defend
oursalves. We have weapons that could shatter Godsworld like ahen's egg hit by adedgehammer. Turn
back now, return to your homes, and no ill will befall you; continue on and you will be destroyed. Thisis
your only warning. We do not wish to harm anyone, but any further advance in our direction will be met
with force.” John noted that the voice had only adight Heavener accent. The device hung silently for a
moment longer, then swooped away with only afaint buzz.

“It'saDevil'strick!” John bellowed as the thing shrank into the distance. “Forward, march! In the Name
of the Lord!"

With some scattered hesitation, his men got to thelr feet; with more hesitation they formed lines. John
saw, with some distress, that afew were faling out, stepping aside, even turning to run. He drew his
sword and waved it over his head. “1n the Name of the Lord, we march on!” he shouted as he spurred
his mount forward.

The horse took afew steps, then stopped and shied asthe larger flying craft came roaring up at them
again from behind the eastern hills. Thistime it waslower in the sky than before, and seemed to John to
bediving directly a him; without thinking, he did Sdeways off hishorseto the ground, rolling as he hit.

Something flashed, and men screamed behind him. He struggled to hisfeet, sword till in hishand, and
looked around for an enemy he could strike—or for something he could use againgt hisflying foe.

The enemy was gone again, but thistime its passing had not been harmless; supply wagons were ablaze,
and John could see men lying sprawled at the roadside, blood running fredly. Screams and shouts
battered a him.

Then the wedge-shaped thing was back, and the voice announced, “ Thisland is under the protection of
the People of Heaven; you have fifteen minutes before further action will be taken againgt intruders.”



John shook hisfigt at it, sword flashing. “Darn you! Damn you!” Therewas no way he could strike t it.
He had never thought before about the difference flying machines could make in abattle.

Habakkuk was shouting something at him; without bothering to listen, John shouted back, “We march
on, those of uswho dare to fight for the Lord!” He remounted his horse. “We have fifteen minutesto find
cover! Those of you who are too cowardly to face the Devil's minions, turn back now; the rest of uswill
pray for your souls when weve triumphed!"

He spurred his mount forward again; when he had gone afew yards he glanced back and saw that his
army wasripping itself in haf. Some men were following him, pressng forward, while others had turned
back. There was no pattern or order to it, Smply two mokbs sorting themselves out from one another.

He kept his horse walking forward; Habakkuk was, as usud, at hisright hand, and to his surprise he saw
Miriam following dloseon hisheds

“What areyou doing?’ he called.
“| want to see what they do to you,” she called back. “1've been waiting for thisfor months!”

He had calmed considerably, as he always did when the actua instant of crisiswas past, but her reply
irritated him anew; he turned away and ignored her. Instead of worrying any further about Miriam, he
caled to Habakkuk, “Go back with them—see if you can turn them around when they're over their initia
fright.” He pointed at the reteating haf of hisarmy.

“Yes, Captain,” Habakkuk said; he sauted, then turned his horse and spurred it to agallop, back toward
Marshsde.

By the time the fifteen minutes were past the two groups had separated completely, awidening gap
forming between them, and Habakkuk wasin the midst of the retreating group; he was not yet trying to
turn them, but merely riding dong until the moment seemed right. At the head of hisown half John was
trying to pick up the pace, as his reduced force was till far from any decent shdlter, anything that might
shield them from whatever mysterious power had diced up a dozen men and set three score wagons
ablaze.

Thetriangular thing had hovered overhead the entire time, occasiondly changing position; now, asit hung
close above the center of John's loyd troops, the voice suddenly cdled, “ Cover your eyes! Cover your

eyes”
John glanced up and then, without thinking, covered hiseyeswith hisarm.

Even s0, he saw the flash; the light seemed to burn into his eyes, pouring around hisforearm and even
through it, so that for an instant he could see the shadow of his own bones.

Then the shockwave hit him, and everything vanished.

He awoke dowly and painfully, blinking unsteadily up at the uncomfortably bright, greenish-yellow glow
of the celling.

That glow answered thefirgt question that anyone asks when waking up somewhere different from where
he or she went to deep; John knew where he was, he was insde the Heavener stronghold.

That left amyriad of other questions, however.
How had he come here? What had happened to his men? It seemed obviousthat hisarmy had been



soundly defested; where did that leave his people? What had that flash been? Why had the flying thing
shouted awarning to the attacking troops to cover their eyes? What was he doing here? And just where
in the Heavener fortresswas he, and how could he get out?

Heturned his head; his neck was stiff, but he ignored the sharp twinge of pain.

Hewas lying naked in a bed, covered by a soft white sheet and surrounded by more of the familiar and
hated golden plastic walsthat seemed to be in everything the Heaveners built. A small table stood
nearby, and the walls were dotted with various mysterious panels and protrusions. The bed was not flat;
it seemed to befitted to hisbody in awholly unnatura way. It was extremely comfortable, which
immediately made him suspicious. Life was not meant to be comfortable; the pleasures of the flesh were
snares and delusions. They weakened aman'swill.

“Please do not attempt to get out of bed,” a pleasant voice said from an unidentifiable source; it had only
atrace of the Heavener accent, and John was unsure if the speaker was a man or awoman. He turned
his head back the other way, looking for whoever had spoken, but the tiny room was empty save for
himself, the bed, and the table. There were two doors, one opposite the foot of the bed and oneto his
|eft; to hisright the center of the wall contained alarge panel that might have been a shuttered window.

“Who said that?’ he asked; hisvoice was afaint croaking. He swallowed, coughed, swallowed, and
asked again, “Who said that?’ This second attempt was better, but still thin and hoarse.

“Who said what?" the pleasant voice asked.

“Who are you? Who am | speaking to?"

“I'm Cuddles; | run thingsaround here.”

Anocther of the absurd Earther names, John thought. “Where are you?’ he demanded feebly.
There was a pause before the voice replied, “I'm right here."

“Let me seeyou! Show yourself!” John's bresth gave out after making this demand; he coughed feebly,
then lay back to recover. He was il not at al sure what had happened, but he had apparently been
injured somehow. This place was the Heavener infirmary, he was sure.

A pand on thewall beyond the foot of the bed glowed oddly, then seemed to vanish, leaving an opening
into another room. A bland face smiled down at him. “Herel am,” Cuddles said.

John till could not be certain of the speaker's sex; the face was beardless, the black hair worn at a
moderate length, the featuresfairly delicate but not clearly feminine. The skin was oddly dark, asif
heavily tanned.

“Comein here!” John demanded.
“I can't do that,” Cuddlesreplied. “ But someone will be there very soon. Here heis now.”

The door to the left did silently open, and John turned in time to glimpse the corridor beyond as ayoung
man wearing a short white gown and white pants entered.

“Hlo,” hesaid, “I'm Liao Hasan.” The name was utterly incomprehensible to John, merely noise, even
less meaningful than the other Earther names he had encountered. *1'm glad to see you awake.” The man
had the thickest Heavener accent John had heard yet, and a so had the same odd skin hue and eye
formation as the woman who called hersdf Tuesday. That startled him; could Tuesday have been, not a



freak, but amember of an unfamiliar race? John was familiar with the half-dozen varieties of dog on
Godsworld, and had heard that on Earth there had similarly been three separate races of people, white,
black, and brown, descended from Noah's three sons, but he had never before encountered any kind but
his own; none of the origina colonists had been Hamitic or Shemitic, though John had never heard any
explanation of why the Japethitic race should be the only one to accept the true faith.

This attendant and Tuesday were surely not black, and even calling them brown would be agross
exaggeration, but perhaps they were another human variant that Godsworlders had forgotten.

“Who areyou?’ John demanded. “What am | doing here?’ His voice cracked on the find word.

“I'm Liao Hasan; I'm amedica assstant here. Y ou were brought here badly burned after your army was
nuked three weeks ago; we've regrown your skin and repaired what other damage we found.”

John ignored the claims of miraculous hedling. “Nuked?’ he asked.

“Y es, nuked; your army was destroyed with a clean fusion bomb. Intense heat in avery smal area, but
only asmal shockwave, and virtualy no falout or secondary radiation a al—therésno fisson, it'sjust
an overload of afusion power plant, not really abomb at dl.”

John did not pretend to understand any of this explanation. “What happened to the others?’ he asked.
Hesitantly, the man said something that John could not make ouit.
“Itisnot polite to speak in alanguage the patient does not understand, sir,” the neutra voice replied.

“Ah ... dl right, Cuddles, haveit your way. Answer my question; am | authorized to tell him that?” John
noticed that the ‘medica assstant’ did not look at the window when he spoke, but smply addressed the
ar over John's head.

“Yes, dr,” Cuddlesreplied camly. “ There are no additiond restrictions on information for this patient.”

“Well, we aren't sure how many people you had there to begin with; the centra part of the advancing
group was vaporized. There were even afew burnsin the retreating group—that was a serious
miscalculation. Out of the advancing group, we saved one hundred forty-seven men and one woman. Oh,
and two horses. We aren't as good with horses—there aren't any back home."

“One hundred forty-seven men?"

“That'sright.”

“I hed ... well, after the split, | reckon | had six thousand men.”

“I'msorry.”

John struggled to grasp the scope of the disaster. “The others are all dead?”

“It's possible afew fled before our rescue team arrived; | can't say for sure. The only reason you
survived was that you were well ahead of the main body. The woman and about half a dozen men were
up front; the rest were at the back. We were trying to avoid the retreating group.”

“So I'minyour infirmary now?'
“Wecdl it ahospitd, but yes."



“And you're adoctor?'

“No, I'm amedical assstant—anurse.”

John gtared for amoment, then dismissed the incongruity of aman claiming to beanurse.
“Who's Cuddles? A doctor?'

“Oh, no, of course nat! It'sa comsim.” Thefinal word was not any part of the Godsworlder version of
English; the‘medica assistant’ pronounced it even more strangely than he pronounced more familiar
words.

“A what? Say it dowly."
“A comsim,” the young man repeated carefully.

John dug back in hismemory, picking through the faint memories of childhood |essons about Earth and
man's history there.

“Comsymp?’ he asked, “ Communist sympathizer?
“No, no, comsim; computer smulation. It'snot red, it's just an image the machines use to talk to you."

“Oh!” John had heard stories about machines that talked, machines that thought, or flew, or swam, or
whatever, but he had not ways believed them completely. He looked at the window; Cuddles smiled
and nodded.

“Yes, | an acomputer smulation,” Cuddles said. Theimage suddenly distorted and then reshaped itsdlf,
and John abruptly redized that what he had taken for awindow was a screen of some kind on which the
image of aface was projected.

“Cuddles, do you need me here?’ Liao Hasan asked.

“No, | do not think 1 do,” Cuddlesreplied. “If the patient has no objection, you may continue your
rounds."

“Doyoumindif | go? Cuddleswill take better care of you than | could, anyway, Midter ... | didn't get
your name."

With hisarmy destroyed, John saw no need to dissemble—and he did not serioudy doubt that his army
was defeated, though perhaps not as thoroughly obliterated as the Heaveners clamed. “ John
Mercy-of-Christ, Armed Guardian of the True Word and Flesh,” he replied.

“Mister Mercy-of-Christ. Glad to have met you.” He turned to go.
“Wait!” John croaked.

Themedical assstant turned back.

“What happened to my people?’

“I told you..."

“No, not thearmy; | mean my tribe."

“The True Worders? Oh, they've joined our protectorate as a client state; the treaty was signed four days



ago. Cuddles can show you the tapes, if you like."

John looked back at the screen; the computer's bland artificial face gazed mildly back as Liao Hasan
departed. “Would you like to see the tape of the treaty signing?” it asked.

“Yes,” John said, unsure of the proper way to address amachine.
“Do you have apreferred format?!
“Ah..no."

“Very well.” Theface vanished from the screen, and John found himself looking at agathering of people
at apeculiar angle, asif peering up through a basement window. He was shocked to recognize al the
Elders, and Habakkuk, on one side; on the other were various strangersin peculiar brightly-colored
dothing.

The sounds of formal conversation swelled to fill the room, and John watched in horror as each of the
Eldersin turn first sgned a paper, then pressed his hand to ametal plate. Finally, Habakkuk's turn came,
and the ceremony hit asnag.

“Thissays‘ Armed Guardian of the True Word and Flesh'; that's not right,” said Habakkuk's familiar
voice. “We don't know for certain John's dead, and you haven't deposed him. I'm just Acting Guardian.”

“Just Sgnitand add ‘Acting’ after your name, then,” Lazarus replied.
“Let'sget it over with,” Jacob called.
Uncertain, Habakkuk glanced about.

“Ligten, even if John turnsup dive, do you think well keep him around after what happened?’ Paul
Baptised-in-Fire demanded. “Y ou're the Armed Guardian now, Habakkuk, likeit or not. Sign the tregaty;
they want amilitary authority, and you're the best one we've got.”

“All right,” Habakkuk said, as John struggled to rise to a Sitting position. He accepted the pen and
sgned.

“Stop!” John called.

The scene vanished ingtantly, leaving the blank wall pand.
“Y ou sad that was four days ago?'

“yes"

“Oh.” John sank back. A thought occurred to him. *Y ou said a hundred and forty-seven men survived;
what happened to them dl?!

“One hundred and six were treated and released, and | have no information on their subsequent actions.
Thirty-eight, including yoursdlf, are now conscious but still hospitalized; al are due to be released shortly.
Three are fill comatose; one of those three may not survive, or a any rate may have suffered irreversble
brain damage. Of the total, Sxty-two ignored the warning to cover their eyes and may till be suffering
imparedvison."

“What about the woman?'



“Miriam Humble-Before-God has been conscious and fit for release for over aday now, but refusesto
leave until you do, Mr. Mercy-of-Christ. She left amessage for you, to be delivered at your request.”

“What's the message?'

Thereply was not Cuddles' voice, but Miriam's shriller one. “I told you I'd see you dl fry, you bastard!
Y ou lived through this one, but I'll see you die yet—you aren't rid of me!™

“Oh, Jesus,” John muittered, fighting back tears of rage and frustration, “how did it cometo this? What
have | donewrong?'

Chapter Eleven

“Out of the mouths of babes and sucklings hast thou ordained strength because of thine enemies,
that thou mightest still the enemy and the avenger."—Psalms 8:2

* * % %

The clothes they had given him upon his release were strange, and so comfortable that John felt asif he
weren't wearing anything, which he found disconcerting as he made hisway up the street. Miriam
followed close behind, but heignored her. He was awarlord no longer, and therefore could have no
prisoners, and was not ready to deal with Miriam on any other basis. She still hated him, yet she followed
him without taking any openly hostile action against him. He had serious doubts about her sanity; inhis
opinion, asane person would go on about her life—or rather, since her old life had been wiped out,
would go about building anew life. The Citadd, with itsinsstence on treating strangers as equas, was
probably the best place on Godsworld for doing that. Miriam's clinging to her pointless enmity, the last
vestige of her old world, struck him as senseless. The People of the True Word and Flesh had been
defeated, had become just another client of the People of Heaven; what more did she want?

His enemy, on the other hand, was triumphant, and John was determined to reverse that. An open attack
had failed, and obvioudy had had no chance to begin with against the Satanic weaponry the Heaveners
used—little wonder they were willing to sall machine guns when their own armament was so much more
powerful! There were other methods besides open attack, though. After much careful thought and study,
and some indirect questioning of the machine that called itself Cuddles, John had come to the conclusion
that there were no more than five hundred of the Earth-born Heaveners on Godsworld; they controlled
thousands of Godsworlders, true, but the Earthmen and Earthwomen were, relaively, only ahandful. If
he could bring their followersto seethem in ther true light, as agents of Hell come to destroy Godsworld,
John was certain that he could bring even the corrupted and decadent population of the Citadd to rebel.
After dl, just afew years before the Citaddl of Heaven had been an independent city-state; some vestige
of pride and Chrigtianity must linger.

It puzzled him that the Earthers had made so little effort to conced their actua origins. Surdly they knew
that the people of Godsworld were aware of Earth's evil nature!

Againg apopular uprising their weapons would not be enough; they could not bomb their own homes,
after dl. Evenif they were able to hold out indefinitely in their fortress—their Corporate Headquarters,
Cuddles had cdled it—they would have no further influence on Godsworld, and that would be enough to
satisfy John.

All he had to do was stir up arebelion.
He turned and entered the Righteous House inn, Miriam close behind.

The Heaveners had given him money—reparations, they called it, aword he had never heard before. He
was able to book a comfortable room and order himself an ae without worrying about the cost. With the



cold mug in hand—chilled by aHeavener machine cdled a“frizh", instead of with honest ice stored from
last winter—he settled at alarge table, annoyed by the softness of his chair's upholstery and the gentle
fed of hisown clothes.

Miriam, after buying hersaf wine with her own reparations money, sat down two seatsto his|eft.

John knew exactly what he wanted to do, but he was not quite sure of how to go about it. Hewas not a
preacher. He had had some experience in speaking, in telling his troops what he wanted and firing them
up for battle, but that was not the same thing as trying to convince someone of something. The men had
been a captive audience, aready proud and eager, and had respected him and known him; now he
would be speaking to strangers, individuas or smal groups at most, most of whom would be reluctant to
believe him, and dl without the madness of crowdsto help him.

He sipped hisde and tried to prepare himself, planning out what he would say.

Twenty minutes after he sat down, as he had known would happen astheinn filled up with the lunchtime
crowds, ayoung man sat down on hisright. “Excuse me, sr,” thefelow said, “I hope you don't mind if |
gt here

“Go right ahead,” John said. “Glad of the company. Jod Meek-Before-Christ ismy name.” He put out a
hand.

The other reached acrossto shakeit. “ J'sevyu, Mr. Meek,” he said. “Aaron Blessed-of-Heaven."
“Redlly?1 knew afamily by that name, back in North Dan. Kin of yours?"

“I can't say; my folks are from Naphthali, but we aren't traced. Don't know anyonein Dan, north or
south, but they might be kin somehow.”

“Naphthai? What brings you to the Citadd, then?’

“Oh, I'm not from Naphthali; when | was ababy my folks' village was burned in aborder war, but they
dipped out and headed thisway. Weve got a placein the hillsafew miles east of here; I'm in town for
some supplies.” Theman'sinitid formdity had faded away.

“What do you think of this place?’ John asked.
“Theinn?'
“Thewholetown."

Aaron shrugged. “It'satown. It's nice enough, since the New Heaveners arrived, but too crowded for
rrell

“New Heaveners?!

“Thetal oneswho talk funny. The folks around here have aways called themsdlves the People of
Heaven, ever ancel was ababy, anyway, but they were just plain folks until the new people showed up
afew years back and started trading.”

“Whereld these new people come from?”
Aaron shrugged again. “Couldn't say. I've heard rumors, but you can't trust those.”
John looked down at his mug for amoment, then back at Aaron. “I'll tell you, Mr. Blessed, it happens|



know where they're from—I wasin their headquarters for something, and | found out. Wasn't any
chance | misheard or misunderstood, either; they're from Earth.” He watched closdly to see how Aaron
took this.

“Wdll,” Aaron sad, lifting hismug, “that's the rumor I'd heard. | don't know what they're doing here,
then—what we've got here that would be worth thetrip.”

“I think that's plain enough, Mr. Blessed—it's usthey're after. They're not Chrigtians, you know—when
our people |eft Earth they were the last true Chrigtians around, though there were still some heretics
claimed the name. The people of Earth all sold their soulsto the Devil centuries ago, and now they've
come hereto collect ours, too.” John kept hisvoice low, but acertain intensity crept into it.

Aaron glanced a him, surprised by that intengty, then took a healthy swig of de before answering.

“Mr. Meek, | can't say you're wrong—but does it matter? Seems to me that we've done a pretty fair job
of consigning our own soulsto perdition right here on Godsworld. Jesus said to love our neighbors, but
I'm here now, instead of down in Naphthali, because some of those loving neighbors didn't like the way
my grandpasaid his prayers and burned him out. They hanged him, asamatter of fact—him and sixteen
other men—and raped my grandmother and all the other women they could catch. That's not any sort of
neighborly love | know. Now, these Earthers, if that'swhat they redlly are, have come here and paid us
al good prices for what we could trade, sold uswhat we wanted at fair prices, and they haven't burned
any villages or hanged or raped anybody, so far as|'ve heard. That's no sort of evil | ever heard of; it's
more my idea of agood neighbor. If they aren't good Christians, and that's as may be, | figure that's their
own concern, o long as they don't try and stop me and mine from being what we are.”

“They killed six thousand men last month—fried them, out on the plain, and took over their homeland.”

“The True Worders?” Aaron frowned. “1 heard about that—a bad business, no doubt about that. But
those men were coming here to attack us; they were offered a chance to turn back, and alot of them
took it—and those who did weren't hurt. Seems to me that when someone's attacked he has aright to
defend himsdlf. And the Heaveners didn't take away the True Worder homedand; all they didwassigna
treaty to defend it against the Chosen of the Holy Ghogt, or any of the other troublemakers up that way.”
He paused, drank more of hisae, then looked at John. “Y ou said North Dan,” he said. “Were some of
your folksin that army? Mogt of North Dan's True Worder land now."

“l wasinthat army,” John admitted. “I was wounded.”

“And they brought you here to patch you up? Now, you see what | mean? That wasjust plain
neighborly—good Samaritans, these New Heaveners. The Samaritans hated the Jews, you know, but in
the parable a Samaritan helped a Jew—you can't judge everyone just by where they come from. Did you
ever think that maybe the New Heaveners were outcasts from Earth, same as our ancestors were?
Maybe they came to Godsworld looking for the true path, hoping we could show it to them. Fine
welcome your people gavethem! | don't know if that's the truth, but it could be. I'll judge them by what
they do, not by what our ancestors told us about Earth.”

The possibility that the Heaveners did not represent Earth as awhole had not occurred to John, but he
refused to be thrown off by it. “Look a what they're doing, though,” he said. “ They've turned thistown
into afleshpot. Look at these cushions, these colord! It's disgraceful—decadent!”

Aaron waved that away. “Horsemold,” he said. “What's so decadent about afew cushions? Y ou know,
lifeishard here on Godsworld, because God didn't intend peopleto live here—He meant for Manto live
forever in the Garden, back on Earth. The Bible says so. Man was thrown out of the Garden, and
eventualy he came here, and we've done the best we can with ahard lot—but the way we live now, our



ancestors who first came herewould call hard poverty, Mr. Meek. I've seen old pictures, from right after
the Crossing—the Reverend Fuller, who became Adam Full-of-Grace, kept what they called an album,
and there'safelow out our way still hasit. Back then, before there were so many people and before the
ship fittings got so spread out or log, folks lived better than the people herein the Citadel, the onesyou
cal decadent, live now—and a hundred times better than most of the poor villagers out there.”

John was becoming confused, frustrated, and angry by thisyoung man's easy countering of hisevery
point. “ They were till weak then!” he amost shouted. “They had just come from Earth, and the stink of
decadence was gtill on them! God made life here hard to purify men, to work that softness out of them,
and that'swhat it's done; and you want to let these Eartherslet it all back in, make uswesk again!” He
was leaning toward Aaron, frowning ferocioudy.

“Mr. Meek,” Aaron sad, “I don't want to argue with you; you take it how you will. I'm just saying thet |
don't have any quarrel with the Heaveners."

“And I'm saying that as agood Chrigtian, you should! We need to defend ourselves!™

“I don't fed, Mr. Meek, that | need any defending againgt the Heaveners. If they do mewrong, or if | see
them do wrong to another, then | reckon I'll reconsider, but | don't see that they've harmed anybody that
didn't attack them without reason. Nobody's forced me to trade with them. And asfor comfort making
them wesk—how weak can they beif they wiped out an army in fifteen minutes?’

“They did that with hdllfirel"
“No, g, they did it with awegpon that was designed and built by men—just men, not demons.”
“Men too week to fight for themsalves, though—they need machinesto do it.”

Aaonfinished hisade. “Mr. Meek-Before-Chrit, | enjoyed meeting you,” he said as he stood up, “but |
think 1 had best move aong now. Have agood day, sir, and God bless you.” He nodded politely and
walked away.

John watched him go, seething with suppressed anger. Hisfirgt attempt at recruiting had been adismd
falure; the boy had had asmart answer for everything. Still, he was just one man; the Citadd wasfilled
with others, and John was sure that he would find plenty who would raly to his cause. He glanced
around the room.

Most of those present had heard alittle of the argument, and were now steadily ignoring him, while two
segts away Miriam was grinning at him in triumph. Sheleaned over and whispered, “ All you're going to
do is get them mad enough to hang you—so you just keep it up, Captain John!"

She sat back, smirking.

Chapter Twelve
“Put not your trust in princes, nor in the son of man, in whomthere is no help."—Psalms 146:3

* * * %

Even after aweek and ahaf of intensive efforts John could see no sign at dl that he had angered the
Heavener authorities with his harangues. Unfortunately, therewas dso no sign at al that he had won a
sngle convert, or even planted any seeds of doubt that might later bloom. The people of the Citadd,
ether native or visitor, smply refused to worry about any dire purpose that might lie behind the
generosity and good will of the New Heaveners. The only actua result that John could detect was that
after aweek or so afew people were beginning to refer to them openly as*“the Earthers'.



He knew when to cut hislosses; besides, just because he saw no evidence, that didn't mean the Earthers
weren't mad a him. On the eeventh day, the fifteenth of September, he bought aticket on the airship and
headed for Little St. Peter.

He had not given up, however. The people of the Citadel had been too thoroughly corrupted to be
saved, true, but the rest of the protectorate might not be so far gone; he admitted to himself that most of
the client populations were probably as deluded as the people he had spoken to in the Citadel, but there
were probably still some men who held to the true ways, and at the very least he could hope to organize
some sort of resistance somewhere, even if only mercenaries from outlying areas. Open warfare was not
possible, but quick raids and harassment could be effective. If he madelife sufficiently difficult for the
protectorate's client states, no more would join and some might drop out. The spread of the Heavener
contamination would be stopped and the evil contained, even if not destroyed. The Heaveners could not
expand peacefully if no onewaswilling to Sgn up, and if they switched tactics and tried to expand by
forcetheir evil intent would be out in the open, and John could exploit that, perhaps even foment the
popular rebellion he had expected initidly.

With that al thought out he boarded the airship in amood of guarded optimism, ignoring Miriam, who
wasdill following him.

She was not willing to be ignored, however, and shortly after the airship took off she demanded, “Fleeing
for your life, Captain?’ She spoke loudly enough that two of the five other passengers glanced in her
direction.

“No,” John replied camly. “ Just looking for more promising ground to seed.”

“I hope you find some, Mr. Megk/Mercy—I'm till looking forward to seeing the Heavenersfinish you
off."

“If you want me dead so much, Ms. Humble, why don't you kill me yourself?'Y ou tried once, but since
then you've passed up a dozen opportunities. Try it again and let's get it over with—I'm tired of seeing
you following me around.”

“Oh, no; | want no blood on my hands. When | tried to stab you | was still mad with grief—and besides,
| thought | was defending myself, | thought you planned to rape me; | didn't know you were queer.
Vengeance isthe Lord's, and HEll take vengeance upon you when He's ready—but | want the pleasure
of seeing it happen, asacomfort for my own suffering.”

“Y ou don't seem to remember thefifth chapter of Matthew's gospd,” John said. “Taking joy in another's
auffering isnot Chrigtian. | have no further quarrdl with you; leave me done and I'll trouble you no more.
Let what is past be past.”

“And what of yoursdlf, then, if you're so concerned with good Christian behavior? Aren't you seeking
your own vengeance? Haven't you killed people, and aren't you planning to kill more?*

“I am fighting to save God's truth from its enemies, woman; the things of thisworld, even the lives of men,
arent asimportant asthelife of the soul."

“You're s0 certain that the Heaveners are evil 7'
John looked at her closdly. “I thought you wanted meto fight them, so that | would be killed.”

“Oh, | do, and | think that you'd fight them regardless of whether you thought they were evil or not.
They're your enemies, they killed your men, destroyed your stinking little empire. Y ou'll fight them



anyway; you're not one for loving forgiveness.”

“Matthew Five, Forty-Four—I do believethat, and | would forgive them and welcome them with al my
heart if | didn't know them to be agents of Satan. They did destroy the People of the True Word and
Flesh, the last bastion of the one purely true way of God—what more evil do you need?'

“Y our people destroyed themselves, by attacking amore powerful foe—you destroyed them, by
attacking the Heaveners. Thereés no evil in defending onesdlf. It may not be the Christian way—one
could turn the other cheek—Dbut it's not evil."

“If it'snot Chridianit isevil.”
“I don't blieve that.”
“I do. Chrigt said, ‘Hethat is not with me is againgt me.'—M aithew, Chapter Twelve, Verse Thirty."

“Well, we don't know for sure whether they're Christians or not—M atthew, Chapter Twenty-Four,
Verse Fourteen, the gospel shall be preached to all nations. What evil have the Heaveners done? Why
attack them so foolishly in thefirst place?’

“Y ou need to ask? They wallow in the sins of the flesh; their homes arefull of sinful luxuries, and they
take their pleasures without thought. When | visited their headquarters awoman who gave an obvioudy
false name, that she wouldn't be held to account, forced hersalf upon me, seeking amoment'srelief from
her lus—not even an honest whore, as she took no money, but smply humiliated mefor her own
amusement. These are the people of Sodom and Gomorrah, come again.”

“And you're no Sodomite, yourself?'
“No."
“I dmogt believeyou,” she said, garing at him. “Thiswoman...” Shetrailed off.

John waited for her to finish her question, but when she did not he smply let it drop and turned away. He
had had enough of the conversation in any case.

At Little St. Peter John left the airship and hired aride into town; as the wagon crawled up the dope he
looked around for Miriam, but saw no sign of her in the darkness. Hewondered if he had finaly
managed to lose her.

He quickly dismissed her from his thoughts as unimportant, however, and concentrated on his plansto
organize aguerillaresstance agains the Heaveners.

He remembered James Redeemed-from-Sin at St. Peter's Inn, who had spoken so strongly on the
Heaveners behdlf; that, he decided, would be avery bad place to start. Accordingly, when the wagon
dropped him in the market square, he asked afew questions and found himsalf aroom at asmal
boarding house, owned and run by the widow Worthy-of-Heaven.

Infour days he found only one man who was willing to fight the Heaveners. Jonas Dust-to-Dust was
perhaps not the most desirable recruit he had ever seen—fifty years old, but as bent and wrinkled asa
man of eighty, not very bright and gpparently ready to hate just about anybody, particularly if there were
money or food to be had by doing so.

Hewas, however, astart, and he did happen to make one very useful remark.



“Seemsto me,” he said when John had explained the Stuation, “that if you want to put together an army
you should go where theré's dready some soldiers. All we got herein Little Pete isthose fool guardson
thewalls, that work those big guns, and they ain't redly soldiersat al.”

John accepted the truth of thisimmediately. While it wastrue that he would have preferred to turn the
people of the protectorate againgt their magters, it would be far faster and easier to find soldiers
elsawhere. He had had no trouble recruiting dliesfor his disastrousfirgt attack; surely he would be able
to find ready dliesfor aguerillawar. The Chosen had seen what happened to their hated enemies; they
might now be frightened enough to help. With Jonasin tow, he spent most of hisremaining reparation
money on three horses and set out for Spiritus Sancti.

No onein the protectorate paid much attention to them, but within an hour of crossing the border into the
territory of the Chosen of the Holy Ghost they were surrounded by armed men, taken prisoner, and
herded onward toward Spiritus Sancti.

John did not resist this trestment; he smply announced, over and over, that he carried an important
message for the Anointed.

Jonas was less cooperative; despite John's example he put up afight, knocking two men to the ground
before someone broke hisjaw with arifle butt. He was bound and flung across his horse's back. John
was permitted to ride upright, though the soldiers did confiscate the long knife he had bought in Little .
Peter, as areplacement for his own sword, which had somehow never been returned to him after his
hospitalization.

To John's disgppointment, they were not taken directly to the capital; instead, they turned off the main
road and found themsalvesin amilitary outpost. Here, after delaysthat John struggled to take calmly, he
was dragged before a harried-looking captain, leaving Jonas to wait histurn.

“Name?’ the captain asked wearily, without looking up from his desk.

“John Mercy-of-Christ, former captain in the army of the People of the True Word and Flesh,” John
replied. “1 have amessage for the Anointed.”

The captain looked up. He stared a John for amoment, then commented, “Y ou're not in uniform.”
“I said former captain, Sr; | wasrdieved of my command.”

The captain sat back, folding his hands behind his head. “Mr. Mercy, | sure hope you know what you're
doing. It'straditional to use ‘retired’ or *discharged’ officers as spies; you could be hanged for espionage
if you're not careful.”

“I'm not aspy, Sr; | have amessage for the Anointed. | cameinto your territory openly, | haven't done or
said anything out of line; what elseam | supposed to do? | was rdlieved of my command, for leading my
men into a massacre; should | lie about it, or wear auniform I'm not entitled to? Besides, | haven't got a
uniform; it was burned. They took my sword, too."

The captain leaned forward again. Even if he had not recognized John's name, he had certainly heard of
the massacre the True Worders walked into.

“What's this message?’ he asked. “Who'sit from?"

“It'sfor the Anointed, from a group who want to keep the protectorate run by the People of Heaven
from getting any bigger than it dready is; | can't tell you the details, but we're hoping for some help.”



“Y ou didn't do very well with your first try—that is, if you were redlly in command of that attack.”
“I was, sr—and that'swhy | won't try afrontal assault again. There are other ways, though.”

The captain stared at him. “How many of you are there? The True Worders are too scared to fight; you
must be an independent operation, right?"

“Wadll, sr, we aren't connected with the traitorsin the True Worder government who sold out to the
Heaveners, that'strue. Asfor how many of usthere are, eveniif | told you, would you believe what |
sad?'

“Probably not,” the captain admitted. He thought for amoment, till staring at John.

“All right,” hesaid at length, “if your buddy bears out your story, I'll send you to Spiritus Sancti with a
recommendation that you be given a chance to talk to the Anointed. And if you are what you say you
are, Mr. Mercy-of-Chrigt, | hope you get what you're after and wipe those bastards off Godsworld.” He
motioned, and the two guards led John away.

Jonas gpparently managed not to ruin John's story; the following morning the pair was on the road again,
thistime accompanied by four heavily-armed Chosen soldiers.

The Anointed heard John out politely.

“I takeit,” he sad after athoughtful pause, “that you're the military commander of your little group.”
John nodded.

“Y our record againgt the Heavenersisn't very inspiring.”

“That wasthefirst timeany army | led was ever defeated in battle—I didn't think they'd have any
weapons that powerful. Now | know better."

“Even 50, you'll understand that 1I'm not about to name you as my commander-in-chief and give you free
rein. What | will do is offer my men achanceto volunteer. And | think we can sdll you guns and bullets
cheap—maybe even makeit aloan. | don't think | like these Heaveners either, you know. And with the
True Wordersgone, | don't need my whole army here, sitting around esting and getting fat and lazy. Ah
... answer me truthfully, now; how many men have you got so far? | know it isn't many, or I'd have heard
about it."

“I can't say, exactly,” John said. “ They come and go—men volunteer, others decide they made amistake
and go home. Not many, though, I'll admit that.”

“Fewer than adozen?"
Rductantly, Johnsaid, “Yes"

“| thought s0.” The Anointed leaned back with a contented smile on hisface. “That'sal right, though; you
know the enemy better than we do. I'll call for volunteers and send them aong. Y ou'll have to wait just
across the border—can't have any hostile acts on Chosen land. The Heaveners might be watching, with
those arshipsof theirs."

“I suppose they might,” John agreed camly. He forced himself to smile back.
- Chapter Thirteen



“Have not | commanded thee? Be strong and of a good courage; be not afraid, neither be thou
dismayed: for the Lord thy God is with thee whithersoever thou goest."—Joshua 1:9

* * * %

The Heavenershad, in away, been very obliging in settling in the high hills; John and his men had no

trouble finding places to hide amid the rocks and valleys surrounding the Citadd . Had the city stood on
an open plain, or gently rolling countryside like that around New Nazareth, they would have had to find
concedlment within thewalls, and confined themsel ves to sabotage and assassnation instead of raiding.

John's company was agood-sized one. Eighty-five of the Chosen had volunteered, including three
officers, and every one brought arifle and five rounds; John guessed that that must have virtualy emptied
the Anointed's arsenal. As soon as he and the Chosen had their home camp set up and abasic
organization established, John headed for the nearest town, intent on more recruiting; he did not like
being one of only two non-Chaosen in hisown army.

He quickly discovered that the handful of survivors of his own destroyed True Worder army were il
scattered about the Citadel and afew of the surrounding towns; the Heaveners had smply turned them
loose when they were sufficiently recovered, just as they had with John himself. He had assumed
previoudy that, as commander, he was given specid treatment, but such was not the case. Of these men,
fourteen were successfully recruited; the other survivors either refused to join or were never found. John
conddered thisadisappointingly smal response; he had hoped for greater loyaty from his own men.

Asword of their presence spread, though, a handful of other recruits turned up. Eight volunteers drifted
infrom True Worder lands, three of them soldiersin Habakkuk's army who felt guilty about turning back
before the massacre, the other five civilians who had disagreed with the decision to surrender and join the
protectorate, army or no army. Four other men and two women aso wandered in from various places.

John was surprised that Miriam never came looking for him, to wait for a chance to watch him die, but
there was no sign of her.

With over ahundred men John felt ready to begin his campaign. He had hoped for more, perhaps enough
to split into several bands, but he would take what he had and use it as best he could.

The Anointed had provided tents, but John had refused to set up such ided targets, and had used the
oilcloth to roof over awashed-out gully instead, scattering dirt and various red plants across the top for
camouflage. The result was a cool, dim interior, long and narrow, with steep sides and arough, danting,
uneven floor. John made his headquarters at the upper end; below that was the kitchen area, and the
remainder was divided up between deeping areas wherever the ground was relatively flat and dry, and
open commons wherever it was not. One walled-off corner of the lower end served as alatrine, the other
asadable.

It was rather pleasant throughout most of September, but late in the afternoon of the final day of the
month, the twenty-third, as John sat cross-legged on arock planning the last few details of the opening
raid on the Corporate Headquarters building, scheduled for that night, thefal rains arrived, drumming
heavily on the fabric roof and dripping down through the seams.

Men who had been outside for one reason or another came rushing in, hands on their heads; of the dozen
who had been gathering fungus for the kitchen supplies only one kept hold of hisload, the rest dropping
the pasty red lumps wherever they were, so asto run better. The clouds had been building for days, but
had not been expected to break quite yet.

Thetrickle of water down the center of the gully widened perceptibly as John watched. He sighed and
put down his pen and parchment. The rain would be good cover for theraid, but he was sure the men



wouldn't seeit that way. They would only notice that they were cold and wet.

“All right,” he called over the genera hubbub, “those men going on tonight'sraid, let's get moving; this
weather isgoing to dow us down. If we want to get there and get back before dawn we'd better get
Sarted.”

“But Captain,” someone called, “we can't gointheran!”
“Why not?” John demanded.
“Won't it ruin the guns?’

“Not if you're careful. Come on, then.” He clapped his own helmet on his head, did the waxed-wool
rust-protector over it, then picked up his bundled supplies; his new sword, bought aweek before in the
protectorate village of Christ's Corner, was already on his belt, and his heavy leather jacket on his back.
He had norrifle; he had never liked them.

Reuctantly, the others he had sdlected gathered about him: eight of the Chosen, two of hisloya True
Worder soldiers, and a blacksmith from Truechurch who had resented the Heaveners' tradein plagtic.
All ten soldiers carried rifles, with two rounds in each; the smith carried an assortment of explosvesand a
good sword, but like John himself, no firearms.

A few months earlier John would have considered twenty bullets an incredible extravagance for asingle
raid, but since the Heaveners had turned up with their apparently infinite supply of powder—if it was
actualy gunpowder they used, and not something else, as John had heard suggested—bullets were
suddenly more plentiful, and had the advantage of being useful at long range. Guerillas could not afford to
get in close enough to afortress to use blades.

Besides, the Chosen were supplying the ammunition; it cost John nothing, and the Chosen officers had
assured him more would be forthcoming if he needed it.

He had no grandiose ambitionsfor thisinitid raid; it was Smply to get the men doing something, rather
than sitting around |etting the weather deteriorate. A raid would gtir things up, would encourage the men,
and might even attract more recruits. John had a dozen of hismost reliable and intelligent men scattered
about the local markets and taverns, looking for likely candidates aswell astrying to pick up useful
informeation about Heavener activities or organization.

The men he had chosen for the raid were his second-best dozen; he looked them over as he spoke a
brief invocation, carefully kept non-denominational out of repect for the doctrind differences between
True Worder, Chosen, and Truechurcher. They seemed sound enough, reassuring him of hisearlier
seection. Hedid not careto increase therisk of failure by usng men who might panic and freeze or fleg,
and he was confident these men would not. Although they grumbled, when he announced, “1n the Name
of the Lord, amen!", they echoed him promptly and followed him readily enough as he led the way out
into the driving rain and up the hillsde toward the Citadd.

Vighility was poor; the sun was till above the horizon when John broke out therolls of string he had
brought to link the men together and prevent them from getting lost in the dark. Aslong as each wastied
to hisstring, the twelve of them would stay together; if any of them got logt, they dl would. He had
origindly chosen string because alantern would have been too easy for the Heavenersto spot, but he
blessed his choice now because he doubted alantern would have been enough in the downpour.

They struggled on, some of them complaining loudly, the others persevering in sllence that could be either
determination or smply resignation, and an hour or so after sunset they spotted the lights of the Citade



ahead of them.

They were gpproaching from the rear, with the intention of doing what damage they could to the fortress
without involving any native Godsworlders. This sde was not guarded, so far as anyone knew; the cliff
bel ow the fortress was presumably thought to be guardian enough. That was amajor reason John had
chosenit, instead of the “airport”, for thefirgt attack.

The cliff, however, was not redlly that bad at dl; he had investigated it himself afew days earlier. It was
steep, true, far too steep for horses or vehicles, but by no means sheer, with plenty of handholds and
ledges, not avery difficult climb for ahedthy man.

Of course, John had not climbed it in the dark, in pouring rain. His companions balked at first when they
reached its base.

“Comeon!” hesaid. “It'seasy!” He snatched arifle fromitsowner. “I'll show you myself!” He began
marching up the dope, using one hand to steady himsdlf, therifle clutched in the other.

When he was twenty feet up he heard the scrape of boots on stone and knew that his men were
following him. He kept moving, and only when he was dmost hdfway up the hundred and fifty foot climb
did he glance back to be surethey were dl there.

They were. “ Safe-in-God's-Hands, come get your rifle,” he caled.

The Chosen soldier scurried up to where John was waiting and accepted the return of hisweapon. The
rest of the climb was madein silence.

The dopeleveled off asthey climbed, and they soon found themsalves standing on a gently-rising hilltop
below thefortresswall.

The fortressloomed above them, its windows glowing golden through the gloom; the lowest were afew
feet above John's head.

“All right, Safe,” he said. “Let's see what you can do with that gun of yours.” He gestured &t the
windows.

Silas Safe-in-God's-Hands lifted hisrifle, salected histarget—they had hoped to find a Heavener to snipe
a, but he saw no sign of anyone in the windows—took careful aim, and fired.

Instead of the sound of breaking glass, however, his shot was followed by the whine of aricochet.
Embarrassed, he lowered hisweapon. “| must've missed, sir,” he cdled. “But | don't see how. Must've
beentheran.”

John had been watching the window, and thought he had seen it shiver asif something had hit it. “Y ou
were close, anyway. Here, move right up next to one and try again.”

The range had aready been short, but Silas obediently took afew steps forward and aimed at one of the
lowest tier. He was so close that he was thrusting the rifle up more than forward. It was absolutely not
possible for him to miss at this distance; he squeezed the trigger.

Again, the bullet whimpered away as aricochet, and the window remained intact. John stared up at it for
amoment, then stepped up as close as he could and studied it intently.

There was anarrow scratch on the glass, dead center. He motioned for the men to movein.



“Here” hesaid, “someonelift me up and let me take alook at this."

Two men crossed arms to form a seat, and John was lifted up until his eyeswere leve with the bottom of
the window. The scratch was definitely there. Peering in, he could see that the room wasfull of machinery
quietly whirring about its business, he saw no sign of any human inhabitants.

He reached up and tapped the pane with one finger, then closed hisfist and rapped on it with his
knuckles.

“Dan!” hesad. “It'snot glass!™

“What isit, then?” someone called.

“I don't know—obut whatever it is, it's bulletproof. Let me down."

He was lowered to the ground, where he stood staring resentfully up at the warm glow of the window.
“What do we do now?’ someone whispered.

“Wall,” John said, “maybe we can't shoot out the windows the way we planned, or pick anyone off, but
weve gill got ourselves enough explosvesto blow aholeintheir wal, I'd say.” Helooked around for the
Truechurcher blacksmith.

The smith's name was Thomas Across-the-Jordan. “ Jordan,” John called, “let's see what you can do with
that Suff.”

“All right, Captain, but I'm not too sure about the fusesin thisrain.”
“Doyour bes."

The smith set to work. While he unpacked his knapsack, John announced, “If any of you have any ideas
or suggestions, I'd be glad to hear them; | wasfiguring haf of uswould be insde by now, not still out
hereintheran.”

After amoment of uneasy slence, someone suggested, “We could work our way around thewdlsand
gointhefront, couldnt we?"

“Wed haveto go over the old town wall,” someone else answered.
“We could head out to the airship port,” athird voice said.
“Could we?’ John asked. He turned to look at the building's corner and consider the possibilities.

“Surel If we gtay right under thewalls, no one will see us coming; we can dip right in and wreck the
place, maybe cut the Citadd off."

John nodded. “1 wasn't planning to do that tonight,” he said, “and I'm not sure we can get past the guards
without afight, but it's as good an idea as we're going to get. Soon as Tom here blows out that wall, welll
make arun for it; the mess here should keep the Heaveners too busy to stop us.” He glanced back at
Across-the-Jordan, then at the corner. “In fact, why wait? Tom, you can handle this by yourself, can't
you?"

Across-the-Jordan looked up. “1 reckon | can, Captain,” he said.

“Wdll, I'll leave two men herejust in case you need them, and the rest of uswill head for the airport.



Silas, you've used up your bullets, you stay here and help out if you can. Simon,” he said, indicating
another man, “you stay here astheir lookout. Soon asthat wall blows, the three of you come dong after
us, we shouldn't be too hard to find."

The three men sdlected al nodded acknowledgement, and John led the others around the corner and
onward toward the airport.

They had just reached the juncture of the Corporate Headquarters and the old town wall when the
explosion roared out behind them.

“Sooner than | expected,” someone remarked.

John said nothing, but he was suddenly worried. The explosion had, indeed, come sooner than expected,
much sooner; he hoped nothing had gone wrong. He heard nothing after theinitia blast, no sound of
Settling rubble; that was bad.

Then the sky lit up, greenish-gold, turning the rain into a shower of glowing sparks. John looked up.

Thelight was coming from an airship hovering over the headquarters building; it was roughly triangular,
barbed and evil-looking, and a dozen sections around its edges were ablaze with light. John estimated it
to bethirty or forty feet long.

“What'sthat?’ one of his men hissed. John shushed him. “I think we better get out of here,” he said.
“Back theway we came?'

“No,” John said, looking gppraisngly about him. “That's where the airship will belooking for us. Down
the dope right here and head for home."

“What about Silas? And Simon and that Jordan?"

“Hopefor the best,” John said. “1 think the explosion got them; it came too soon. We can't afford to wait
and seeif I'mwrong.” He headed straight out away from the town wall, moving a afast walk,
half-crouched.

“Hey!” An unfamiliar voice shouted; John glanced back and saw someone stlanding on thewall, holding a
gun.

“Run!” he called, suiting hisown actionsto his command.

Five of the others obeyed; one had frozen, one was running back toward the site of the explosion
instead, and the last raised hisrifle.

Theman onthewal fired first, with the rattle of amachine gun; the man with theraised riflefell.

A guerrillacommander could not leave wounded on the baitlefield; John knew that. “ Get that sentry!” he
caled, as he turned and ran back for the injured man.

Three men raised their rifles; two of them fired, the third went down in aspray of bullets. Another went
down after squeezing off a shot; the third fired his second shot, then turned and ran for cover.

Someone had scored; the man on thewall aso fell, and did not regppear. John thanked God for that
small favor as he scooped up the man who had been firgt to fdll.

He was unconscious, with red oozing from his scap and running from his side. John dragged him down



toward the dliff.

Beside him, the man who had managed to fire both bullets was on hisfeet again, struggling to lift another
wounded man. The man who had frozen by the wall joined them; the other two men had aready fled out
of Sght.

“Head for home!l” John caled. Helifted his burden up across his shoulders and broke into a stumbling
run.

The other two unhurt guerrillas followed him closdly, each with awounded man. One was able to hobble
along with minima support; the other was dragged like a sack. John hung back and looked at the
dragged man; he did not like what he saw. When they were out of Sght of thewadll, al panting heavily,
John checked the man out.

As he had feared, the man was dead, had probably been dead when he first hit the ground, with half a
dozen bullet holesin aline across his chest. The man John had carried was till breathing, though badly
injured; the other had taken a bullet through the meaty part of the thigh, but was otherwise unhurt, and

could hobble dong, using hisrifle for acane as needed.

Leaving the corpse, they struggled onward, down the dope and heading for home, aonein the darkness
andran.

Somehow they made it eventudly, dl five of them, reaching the roofed-over gully late in the afternoon.
The man John had carried remained unconscious for the entire journey, and the three uninjured men took
turnscarrying him.

The two who had disappeared into the night, ignoring John's order to turn and shoot, never turned up;
John never saw ether of them again, nor any of the four who had been at the back of the building. That
made one dead, two wounded, Six missing, out of aparty of twelve men; John guessed that of the six,
three were killed by the explosion, one captured, and two deserted.

It was avery bad beginning, but in the following month the Situation only got worse.

Chapter Fourteen

“If the spirit of the ruler rise up against thee, leave not thy place; for yielding pacifieth great
offences."—Ecclesiastes 10:4

* k% k %

After that first debacle John had expected it, but it till hurt to admit it—his biggest problem was
desertion. Late in the afternoon of All Saints Day he looked down the dope at the mostly empty interior
of hisbase and admitted to himsdlf that the pitiful handful of men who had stayed with him, loya asthey
were, would not be enough to accomplish anything during the winter. He could not expect to recruit more
men while the cold lasted—it would be hard enough feeding those he had, and keeping them warm. The
cloth-covered gully did not hold heat well.

It held odors, though; John himself hardly noticed the stink any more, but the men il dways complained
of it whenever they returned from any trip outside. Ever since thefirst rain the smells of the stable and the
latrine had Ssmply accumulated, instead of blowing away. That would improve once the cold arrived—but
littlesewould.

And would he be able to keep the horses hedthy without solid walls?

He shook his head. Wintering here would not work. It would do no good; they would be unable to



harass the Heaveners and then dip away once the snows came, as they would leave clear
footprints—even assuming they dared to make the journey across country in thefirgt place. With just
twenty-three men and the two women—women who had both shown far more determination than John
had expected—Ieft in the camp, staying here was pointless. What would they do if they were Stricken
with some sickness? Trapped beneath a blizzard? Washed out by spring flooding? What could they
accomplish?

Nothing, that was what they could accomplish. It wastimeto retreat and regroup. He and his handful of
loya supporters would go underground in the surrounding towns, then return in the spring.

They had a least done alittle during their stay; haf adozen raids had been made on nearby villages,
though they had, as yet, not managed to do any damage at dl to the Citadd itsdf in their four attempts.
Not only was the Corporate Headquarters bulletproof and bombproof, so was every other Earther-built
sructure or craft; the heaviest dugs he had been able to find had smply rattled off the black-painted
sdesof theairship like hail—and that had been when they had finally managed to get close enough to
shoot at it, which had been amgjor effort.

Even the Earthers themselves were partidly bulletproof—John had seen one shot in the chest, at close
range, who came away with only adight bruise. He could not imagine how the thin shirtsthe Earthers
wore could stop bullets, yet they did.

When shot in the face, of course, an Earther went down as quickly and died as messily as anybody else;
John had seen that, too, when asightseer was jumped in the village of Withered Fig that very morning.
That wasthefirst confirmed killing of an Earther, ever, anywhere on Godsworld.

One of them, out of afew hundred—and John had lost at least €l even, probably eighteen, men, not
counting those known to have deserted or been captured, not counting the six thousand who died in the
fusion blast, not counting those cut down by the machine gun a Marshsde. Scattering his men through
the townsfor the winter might actualy be a better ideaal around—yperhaps they could become
assassins, picking off Earthers whenever possible, until the survivors retreated into the Citade and
stopped interfering with Godsworld. Even if the nswere captured or killed, aone-for-one
exchange would be far better than he had been doing so far.

Of course, convincing men to become assassins could be difficult; of hisremaining troops he estimated
that only four or five were fanatical enough for such arole.

Still, whether any nations were carried out or not, dispersing for the winter was undoubtedly the
best thing to do.

Despite dl the logic that led to the same conclusion, he hesitated. If he once broke up the little band,
would he ever be ableto get it back together again?

Hewasn't sure.

He kicked the question about for the remainder of the evening, sitting quietly throughout a subdued
supper. He had no one left that he trusted enough to confide in; Habakkuk was back in New Nazareth,
Jonas had deserted weeks ago, and none of the others had spoken to him much about anything but
military matters. He had to think it through himsdf and make the decision.

Hewould degp onit, hetold himsdlf, and decide in the morning. He said his evening prayer for thelittle
congregation, congratulated again the man who had shot the Earther, then went quietly to bed.

He woke up suddenly, unsure what had disturbed him. He listened.



Someone was moving about nearby—several someones. A bright light flashed in hisface; he blinked.
“Y ou John Mercy-of-Christ?” someone asked.

Thiswas obvioudy not the belated arrival of more volunteers; the man spoke with athick Heavener
accent. John did not answer.

“It'sgot to be him,” another voice said.

“All right, whoever you are, get up; you're coming with us.” Hands reached down and grabbed hisarms,
reluctantly, he alowed them to pull him to hisfeet, wishing he had kept his sword within reach.

Thelight shonein hisface again.
“That's him—right, Sparky?"'

“Correct,” an oddly neuter voice said. Remembering Cuddles, John guessed it to be amachine of some
sort.

“Let'sgo, then.”

He was dragged up out the upper end of the camp and hustled into an open doorway in agleaming dark
bluewall, awall that had never been there before; till not fully dert, it took him amoment to recognizeit
asan airship, probably the one that had hovered over the Corporate Headquarters the night of the first
unsuccesstul atack on the Citaddl.

Corporate Headquarters—his deep-fuddied mind wondered idly why it was caled “corporate’. Was
there a Spirit Headquarters somewhere? And the Heaveners called themsel ves a corporation—was that
like a congregation? Did they worship the body? Their lives were luxurious enough to make such an idea

possble.

It didn't matter. They strapped him into a seat aboard the airship, seated themsalves all around, and
ignored him for the few momentsit took to fly back to the Citaddl and set down on the fortress roof,
chatting amongst themsalvesin astrange tongue.

Once the airship was down again he was dragged out of the craft and across a dozen feet of open roof,
through adiding door into asmall room, where his guards smply stood, asif waiting for something. A
moment later he felt a sudden odd lightening and redlized that the room was sinking down into the
building somehow.

When the door did open again he faced arichly-upholstered chamber, only dightly larger than the
movable one hewasin, with asingledoor initsfar wal. “Thisisasfar aswego,” one of his captors
announced. He was unceremonioudy shoved forward into the chamber; the doors of the moving room
did shut behind him, and hewas aone.

He paused to straighten his rumpled clothing, wishing that he had been alowed to put on hishat and
boots and maybe his jacket; with the increasing cold he had kept on his shirt and trousers, so he was not
completely unsuited to seeing people, but he would have preferred something more than woolen socks
on hisfeet. He looked aboui.

The chamber was carpeted in very dark red; the walls were dusky orange, and padded, the padding
covered by an unfamiliar fabric. There was no furniture whatsoever. The ceiling glowed, like most of the
ceilings he had seen in the Earthers headquarters.



The inner door—which was dark red, ashade lighter than the carpet—slid open, and he faced another
chamber, far larger. The floor was covered in the same carpeting, but the walls were an odd shade of
light blue, and arow of windows made blocks of darkness dong one side. This room was furnished,
though he could not identify everything he saw; hanging just to one side of the room'’s center, for example,
was acloud of tiny glowing sparkles, arranged in aswirling helica pattern. He had no ideawhat they
were or what they were for, or what supported them in mid-air. Cushions, in adozen shades of red and
dark blue, were scattered about. A single straightbacked chair, obvioudy made here on Godsworld,
stood beside the sparkles, and facing it was a broad, gleaming reddish thing that he recognized only with
effort asadesk.

The desk would have dominated the room, save for the woman sitting behind it; it was shewho
dominated. She wastall, even seated—and even for an Earther. Her hair was black and long, but pulled
back over the top of her head in away John had never seen before that seemed to thrust her face
forward. Her eyes, too, looked black, but did not have the odd shape that so many of the Earthers' eyes
had. Her nose was smal and straight; her jaw set firmly. She was wearing ayellow garment that covered
her decently, but was cut tight, far too tight by Godsworlder standards, particularly over her breasts.

“Comein, Captain Mercy-of-Chrigt,” she said, her voice surprisingly smooth and pleasant, and reveding
only afaint trace of accent. “I'm America Dawes."

Hestantly, John took afew stepsforward into the larger room. The door did shut behind him. “I've
heard of you,” he said. “Pardon meif | don't shake hands, but | reckon we're enemies. | won't make my
hand aliar.”

“That'sfine” shesad. “I'm not fond of needless ceremony mysdf.”
“Weéll, that's good, then."

“Sit down; we need to talk to each other.” She gestured at the Godsworlder chair. “I had that sent up, in
caseyou dont like our unfamiliar furnishings.”

Reuctantly, John seated himsdlf.

“There are going to be two partsto thislittle talk, Captain. First I'm going to explain the Situation and tell
you what | want, and you're going to just listen; after that, I'll answer any questions you care to ask, and
ask you afew in return, and maybe we can settle afew things and get to know each other alittle better.
Isthat dl right with you?'

“I reckonitis” John replied cautioudy.

“All right. Now, I'm the chief executive officer of the People of Heaven, awholly-owned subsidiary of
the New Bechtel-Rand Corporation; that's a company, abusiness, but one so big that no one person or
group of partnerscould ownit dl or runit al. The New Bechtel-Rand Corporation has been given
permission by the government back on Earth to trade with Godsworld and to maybe develop it a
little—that is, to see if we can improve things here so as to make trade even more profitable for both
sdes. | know you're asoldier, not amerchant, but it's obvious that it's more profitable to sell to arich
man than a poor one, S0 Bechtel-Rand istrying to make Godsworld alittle bit richer, so that
Bechtel-Rand can be alittle bit richer. Y ou understand that?

“No,” John sad truthfully.

She frowned. “All right, it doesn't matter. My point isthat we aren't trying to hurt Godsworld. We won't
interfere with your beliefs;, we aren't going to conquer anyone. We won't take anything we haven't paid



for. We aren't criminas or invaders, were just businesspeople. All we want isto trade with you people;
you have things here on Godsworld that are precious back on Earth, and we have thingsthat are
precious here. All wewant istrade.”

She paused; John said nothing, Ssmply looked &t her.

“Look, if anyone from Earth wanted to conquer Godsworld, do you think you could stop them? Y ou've
seen our weapons. But we aren't allowed to conquer Godsworld, or anywhere ese; Earth haslaws and
can enforce them, and anybody from Earth who broke those |aws here on Godsworld would be
punished severely. We can't do anything illegal—we don't dare. We can defend oursalves, aswedid
when you attacked us, but if we aren't attacked, we can't harm a single Godsworlder, or interfere with
your religion, your customs, your rightsin any way, or the authorities back on Earth would revoke our
trade licenses and we'd be out of business. We'd have to leave Godsworld entirely, and let a competing
corporation have atry at doing better. So you see, we aren't going to harm you, any of you."

John sat, looking &t her.

“Now, you and your little band of marauders have been causing ustrouble. Y oure interfering with
business. Y ou've attacked us. It's cost us money. However, we didn't want to stir things up too much—if
we fought back it might cause bad feeling among the people we came to trade with. They might seeit as
abig strong bunch of bulliesfighting dirty, turning Earthly weapons againgt your brave little company.
With that in mind, we preferred to just wait and see if you and your compatriots might not get tired and
give up. | think in time you would have—or else your fellow Godsworlders would have taken care of
you, since after al, your more successful attacks have been againgt them, not us.”

She paused again.

“That is, until today. Thismorning you killed one of our stockholders, one of the people who owns apart
of Bechtdl-Rand. The laws back on Earth say that we have to let anyone who owns more than one
percent of one percent of our company come here and roam freely—it's supposed to help keep us
honest. We're required to let these people comein, at our expense, and do asthey please, and we're
required to protect them. We try to protect them, but we can't be everywhere they might wander, so we
don't dways succeed. One of your men blew the face off a stockholder this morning, down in Withered
Fig, and that could mean that we'rein very big trouble. | think welll come out of it dl right—thisisa
barbaric planet, so they'll make allowances when they investigate—but we can't et it happen again. Ever.
That meansthat your little band of guerrillasis going to be gone by noon tomorrow, oneway or ancther.
Do you understand?”

“I'm not sure,” John answered.

“I mean that at noon tomorrow, if anyoneistill in that camp of yours, were going to vaporize the entire
place. We don't want to do that—particularly because we know perfectly well that you could easily put
together anew group, that you have agents scattered al through the protectorate. We would much rather
setlethisal peacefully. Isthat clear enough?”

After along silence, John admitted, “It's clear—but how do you figure on settling it peacefully?*

“By giving you what you want, so that you don't haveto fight for it—if we can. What isit that you and
your men want?"'

John stared at her for along moment, wondering if she could redlly need to ask. “We want Godsworld
back theway it was, with no trace of you people left to polluteit,” he answered finaly.



“Wadl, we can't do that. | think I've finished my explanation; it'stime for some questions and answers.
Why do you want us off Godsworld?"

“Because you're destroying it."
“We aren't destroying anything! | told you, we aren't allowed to."

“But you are destroying it! | don't mean the people or the houses—I don't care about those. Y ou're
destroying our way of life! Y ou've brought in wegpons that make wars too dangerousto fight, and all
these cushions and colors everywhere make life too soft to livel” He got to hisfeet, unable to contain
himself, and leaned forward across the desk. “Y ou're decadent and corrupt yoursalves, like all of Earth,
and you're making Godsworld decadent and corrupt, too."

“ Decadent? Soft? Because weve introduced afew little improvements?’ Sherose, too, and John was
dartled to redize that she wastdler than he was. “The most luxurious life ever lived on Godsworld would
be abject poverty to your ancestors back on Earth! Decadenceisn't aphysicd thing—afew pillowsand
hangings aren't going to turn people decadent. It'saway of thinking—a spiritud thing, in your terms. If
Godsworlders are decadent now, then they always were—they just didn't have a chance to show it
before. We're not forcing these things on anybody, were selling them; if they're evil, asyou say, then the
righteous should resst the temptation. I've read the Bible, too, you know—in my own language, not your
King Jamesversion, but it can't be that different. I've dso read Mark Twain, which you haven't—an
ancient American philosopher who proved that it's easy, and therefore meaningless, to resist temptation
whenthereisnt any.”

“Oh, you can say anything you please—the Devil can quote scripture, they say—but you people arefoul
and decadent, and we don't want you on Godsworld."

“Why are you s0 certain that were foul and decadent?”
“Because I've seenit!” John shouted. “That dut who called hersdf Tuesday!"
“Tuesday?’ Dawes eyeswidened. “Tuesday Ikeya? Y ou ran into her?"

Taken aback by the Earther's startlement, John said, “1 met a pervert who called herself Tuesday, who
abused me, yes."

“That idiot! She'sjust astockholder, Captain; she doesn't work for us. What did she do? Rape you, and
use the empathy spike? That's her usud routine.”

Bothered by hearing it said aloud, and by awoman, John had trouble answering. He nodded, once.

“No wonder you think we're decadent! Captain, sheisn't one of us—she's not one of the People of
Heaven. | should have kept a closer eye on her—I'll check the tapes tomorrow and seeif she'sdone
anything else harmful. We're required to let her do what she wants here, but sheisn't one of ours, shesa
spoiled rotten rich nuisance. She seesthe universe and everyonein it astoysto be played with. If you
took her for arepresentative of our people, | can understand that you would be upset, but | promise you
she'snot.”

“Oh?’ John was sufficiently recovered from his shocked embarrassment to put his bitternessinto words.
“Areyou trying to tell me she'sunique, that other Earthers aren't like that?"

“Not dl of us.."

“What about her friend Esau, who had himself painwired?’ John demanded. “ And who gave her that



gpikething in thefirs place?’

“| didn't say she was unique; she'snot. Plenty of Earthers are hedonistic monsters. But not all of us—not
the people who work for me. | won't haveit. | don't hire rewires or rebuilts or variants, and | ingst on
specifications on anyone artificiad—and | wouldn't use any of them on aplanet like Godsworld eveniif |
had them. | respect your culture here, and | don't want to interfere with it—after dl, if Godsworld were
just like Earth, what sort of atrade could | do?"

John had no ideawhat the woman was talking about. He Smply stared at her across the desktop.

“You don't trust me,” shesaid. “1 suppose there's no reason you should. Still, | mean what | say;
Tuesday isn't one of the People of Heaven. | wouldn't dlow her kind hereif | had any choice.”

“And | wouldn't dlow any of you hereat al,” John replied.

“Ah, but you don't have achoice, any morethan | do! Were hereto stay; if you drive us away, another
group will movein. Once acolony isrediscovered, it's never dlowed to dip away again.”

“We're not a colony! Weve been independent for three hundred years!™

“Isit that long by your calendar? | hadn't checked; for usit's two hundred and something. All right, not a
colony, then, but a human settlement. Captain, once Earth finds amarket, we never let it go."

“And I'm supposed to just accept that?'

“You have to accept it. It'sthe smplefact.” Shetook abreath, then continued, “We aren't getting
anywhereydling a each other like this. I'm ready to make you agood offer for giving up your fight, grant
any termsthat won't cut serioudly into my profits, but | don't know what it isyou want. | can't put
Godsworld back the way it was, and | wouldn't if | could. | don't think most of your people would want
it back. Short of that, what can | offer you? Money?| can give you dmost unlimited credit, make you the
richest man on Godsworld. Power? | can put you in charge of the entire True Worder territory, if that's
what you want. Y ou've told me you think physical comforts are decadent—sinful, | suppose—»but | can
provide them, if you'd like, more than you've ever imagined.” She looked at him, not pleading, as her
words might have led him to expect, but measuring him carefully.

“And what would | do, with thismoney and power? My life has been dedicated to bringing the true faith
to the heathen and the heretic, with fire and sword—do you expect me to sit back and spend the rest of
my daysinindolence?| haveacdling inthisworld, and | mean to pursueit!”

“Do you?| have no objection if you want to preach your gospel.”
“I'm no preacher, woman, I'm awarrior!"

“War,” shesaid, “isbad for business. It uses up money and kills off our customers. | don't think there will
be many more wars on Godsworld—certainly nobody is going to fight any against the protectorate. No
onewill livelong if they try."

“Y ou see? Y ou've destroyed the one true way, cut it down, stopped it from spreading the truth by
destroying our army!"

“Y ou think that the People of the True Word and Flesh had the one true religion, and dl the otherswere
fdse?'

“Heretical—the others had part of the truth, but had corrupted it."



“You're so very certain that yours was the true way? Then why did God alow your army to be wiped
out so easily?”

That very question had troubled him greetly in the past few weeks. “ The Lord movesin mysterious
ways,” hesaid feghly.

“Captain, I've studied your religions here on Godsworld, and the records back on Earth about the
expedition that brought your ancestors here—what records there were, anyway. There are two hundred
faiths on Godsworld, at least, spread among two hundred tribes, and out of those two hundred not one
isactudly the samefaith those origind settlers brought! No one follows the Founders' religion—not you,
not the Chosen, not the Old Churchers, none of you!"

“You'relying,” John said, but without conviction.

“No, I'm not. | know | can't prove it to you—you'd accuse me of faking the records—Dbut it'strue. Y our
religion has changed to fit the situation here, just asreligionsaways do.”

“You'relying,” John repeated. “Y ou're an agent of Satan, trying to weaken me."

“Oh, d ... No, | didn't mean to make you think that. Wait aminute.” She leaned back, then dowly settled
back into her red-upholstered, oddly shapeless chair. “ Sit down.”

John hesitated, but then sat down.

“Captain, | don't think that your faith iswhat's really important to you—and hear me out before you
arguel” John subsided, his protest half-formed. “1 think that whet redlly interests you is power—not
having it, but getting it and using it. It's not religious fervor that drivesyou into battle, it'sthe need to
prove yourself, the chalenge, the chance to face and defeat aworthy foe. Y ou need to win, to conquer.
Y ou want to fight for something. So far you've fought for the True Word, asyou cal it, and you've fought
with guns and swords, but | don't think that's what's really important; | think you'd be just as happy
fighting for New Bechtel-Rand, using credits and trade goods as your weapons. | can't afford to let you
fight againgt us; | want you to fight for us. That'swhat 1'd like to give you in exchange for peace.”

“What?'
“Captain, I'm offering you ajob."
He gtared at her for along, silent moment, wondering if she might bemad. “A job?’ heasked at last.

“Yes. You're determined, agood leader—oh, you haven't done very well againgt us, but no
Godsworlder could. Y ou don't have the technology. Y ou probably thought we knew where to find your
army because of hidden lookouits, or that we found your guerrilla camp by questioning your deserters,
but that's not true; we used satellitesin orbit around Godsworld that were able to see everything you ever
did. Y ou thought that our most advanced weapons were machine guns, because that's what you saw, but
that was because we consider those so primitive that we don't mind selling them to people we think
of—forgive me—aslittle more than savages; how could you know we had limited fusion weapons? Y ou
put up agood fight, but you never had achance. Join us, and well send you back to Earth for retraining,
and next time you'l have that technology fighting for you, not againgt you. We have a dozen devel opment
projects planned for Godsworld that could use aman like you in charge.”

“No,” hesad, without thinking.

“Areyou sure? Y ou can take sometime to think about it..."



“No,” he repeated.

“Wall, then, perhaps somewhere e s2? New Bechtel-Rand is devel oping fourteen rediscovered colonies
at present, and any number of other projects. We can find any work you like, anywherein
human-inhabited space.”

“Working for you?"

“Not me, personaly—I'm only in charge of Godsworld. But for the corporation, yes.” Before John could
reply, she added, “If it bothers you, working for awoman—uwell, | hope you'll get over that, because
that's one of the worst things about Godsworld, thiswhole sexist set-up you have here, but even if you
don't, at the moment aman's running Bechtel-Rand, and I'm sure we could find a position where none of
your direct superiorswould befemae."

A few steps behind, John asked, “Y ou said you would ship me back to Earth?!
“Yall

“How could you do that? It's a century each way; by thetime | got back here you'd be long
dead—rprobably al Godsworld would be dead, with the sustaining faith destroyed.”

“Oh, Lord, Captain, you don't think we spent a century coming out here, do you? If we were till limited
by that we'd have left Godsworld aone. It's been over ahundred years since faster-than-light travel was
developed. That was what brought down the United Nation and started Earth moving again! We don't
redly travel through space at dl, we sort of ... | can't explain it in your language, but it's only a couple of
hundred hours of subjectivetimeto Earth, not ahundred years. Earth hours, at that, which are alittle
shorter than yours."

“ Oh_"

“Captain, | can seethat thishasdl been agreat ded to absorb. I'm going to have my people fly you back
to your camp now, and at noon tomorrow we're going to wipeit off the planet, whether you and your
peopleareinit or not. Y ou can go on fighting us, but it won't do you any good, and if any more of our
people die, either employees or stockholders, we're going to start removing your people, one way or
another. | would much rather you joined us; we aren't the monsters you think us. Very few of usarelike
Tueday; I'm surethat you have your own degenerates here on Godsworld, but we don't judge you by
them, and we ask that you not judge us by ours. At least think it over, and if you decideto join us, come
See me—announce your namein the entrance hall and the machineswill bring you here. Just think it over,
Captain—that'sdl.” She rose; John stood in response.

A section of thewall behind her did aside, reveding gleaming golden wals; before John could see any
details, she stepped through and the wall closed again. As she vanished, she caled, “Remember, be out
by noon!"

Chapter Fifteen

“When the wicked are multiplied, transgression increaseth: but the righteous shall see their fall.
"—Proverbs 29:16

* * % %

For amoment he was alone in the room; he turned to look it over.

The door he had entered by had opened again, and the two men who had brought him were standing in
the room beyond. “Whenever you're ready, Mr. Mercy-of-Christ,” one of them called. “ Theairship's



waiting on theroof.”

John took afinal glance around, decided that there was no point in lingering, and marched out. His
escortsfell in on either Side as he stepped into the open door of the moving room.

The conversation with America Daweswasrailing in his head, with first one fact or question bubbling up,
then another. Ashefdt the floor rising benesth him he glanced up automatically, and noticed the glowing
caling.

“Why areyour lightsal that awful color, and so bright?’ he asked. “ Can't you make them any color you
like?'

“Of coursewe can,” one of the guardsreplied. “ That's the color of sunlight back on Earth. Earth hasa
yellow sun, you know, not ared one like yours. Godsworld seems pretty dim to us."

John noticed how much more respectfully he was handled now than he had been in being brought here,
and guessed at the reason—before he had only been an enemy, whereas now he was a prospective
member of the People of Heaven. These two were treating him with mild deference—if he accepted the
offer of ajob he would presumably be their superior, and that deference would be appropriate. He had
no intention of working with the People of Heaven, though; if he did accept the offer of ajob, it would be
to attack them from within. He redlized now that his enemy was not Dawes hersdlf, but the people back
on Earth who had sent her. He was still not sure exactly what a corporation was, whether atribe,
congregation, or as Dawes had said, merely an overgrown business, but he was sure that it was the New
Bechtel-Rand Corporation that was destroying Godsworld, not any individual Earther.

And was Tuesday redly not a part of the corporation? He still did not understand what a*“ stockhol der”
was, but whatever they were, if Dawes had not lied they were outsiders with specid privileges. Had he
been unfair in his assessment of the People of Heaven? That would bear some thought; they might not be
the degenerates he had thought them. Oh, they were gtill hisbitter enemies, there could be no doubt of
that—they had destroyed Godsworld's traditiona way of life, reduced the People of the True Word and
Hesh to chattels and robbed them of their gpproaching triumph.

He needed to know more, to understand just exactly what Bechtel-Rand was. Would he have to go to
Earth to destroy the corporation, or to drive it permanently off Godsworld? If so, he would probably
need to accept the job offer—there was no power on Godsworld that could transport him off the planet
other than Bechtd-Rand itsdlf.

He certainly could not stay and fight as he had been fighting. He had no doubt that Dawes meant exactly
what she said about destroying the camp, and he had been almost resigned to abandoning it for the
winter in any case. Going underground in the townswould be difficult, dl the more so now that hewas
being watched, and he was not sure he cared to attempt it. He had been offered a choice of death or
surrender, and as he had dways told himself he would, he chose surrender.

Hewas not, however, willing to give up completely. He would abandon hislittle band of guerrillas, but
not the fight againgt the corrupting influence of the Earthers. He remembered how he had thought men
who refused to acknowledge defeat to be fools, but thrust the thought aside; he had lost a battle, but not
thewar. He could il fight—if he knew what he was fighting, and how to attack it.

Right now, he had no idea how to find out what he had to know, other than accepting the job. He
hesitated at that thought; the prospect of actualy going to Earth was smultaneoudy exciting and terrifying.
Earth, hotbed of sin and corruption, heart of tempora evil—but the birthplace of mankind, the world
where Jesus had walked! A world where the false god Progress had not been denied, where machines
usurped the rights of men—and aworld where athousand green plants grew, instead of the handful on



Godsworld.

Only green plants, no red ones—what did they use for nearwood? Was that why the Heaveners paid so
much for it?

Histwo escorts seemed willing to talk; he asked, “What's Earth like?"

The guards smiled at each other. “How am | supposed to answer that?” said the one who had explained
about thelight. “It'san entire world! And amuch more complicated one than yours, I'd say. There are
nine billion people, cities, sarports, mountains, oceans—what can | say?"

John skipped over the absurd population given as ordinary exaggeration. | just meant generdly—isthe
sky blue? The soil gray?”

“The sky isblue, but lighter than yours, and the soil comesin different colors. It'sabrighter world than
yours—more color, aswell asthe brighter sun. The air isthicker, and there's much more wind; the
gravity isalittle stronger, so everything's heavier. There are trees—big plants, taler than people.”

“I know what trees are—they'rein the Bible!"

The guard shrugged. “I've spoken to Godsworlders who didn't know, despite what your holy book says.
| don't understand why Godsworld hasn't got any trees, mysdf. Y our ancestors should have brought
ome”

“They tried, the legends say, but they wouldn't grow here.”
“Oh.” The guard nodded. “ Could be."

They stepped out on the roof and boarded the airship. When they were seated, John asked, “The people
you work for, the corporation—what are they like?"

The takative guard shrugged again. “ Oh, like any other big corporation, | guess—good people and bad
ones. | do my job and they pay me."

There were other corporations, then. “Isthe New Bechtel-Rand Corporation one of the big ones?
He nodded. “It sureis.”

“Thebiggest?'

“Oh, | don't think so—not even the biggest developer. ITD'sbigger, | think."

“Ahtadi?"

“ITD—standsfor Interstellar Trade and Devel opment Corporation.”

“Oh.” Hethought for amoment. “How big is Bechtd-Rand?"

“Lagt | heard, they had about amillion and ahalf employees and were earning haf atrillion creditsa
year."

John balked at the numbers. “A million? Do you mean a thousand, ten times a hundred?’
“No, amillion—athousand times athousand. A one and S zeroes."

“And atrillion?'



“A oneand twelve zeroes—amillion million."

Resentfully, John said, “If you don't want to tell me, just say so; you don't need to make stupid jokes."
“I'mnot joking!” the guard inssted, obvioudy offended.

“A million and ahdf people? There aren't that many people on dl of Godsworld!"

“Oh, I'm not sure of that; Cheng, what was our census count?"

“I don't remember,” the other guard replied, “ Ask Sparky."

“Sparky? What's the population of Godsworld?’ the guard said, addressing the ceiling.

“No exact count isavailable, Sr, but the current estimate is four million, one hundred thousand,” said the
neuter voice of amachine.

“There, you see?’ The guard was triumphant.

John subsided without further protest and sat sllently for the rest of the brief flight. He had trouble
imagining any reason for the Earthersto lie about such details; they could not have known in advance that
he would ask the questions he had asked. Therefore, he had to assume that the numbers were reasonably
accurate. That meant that if he roused the entire population of Godsworld, including every man, woman
and child, hewould have the hedlthy, heavily-armed adults of the complete Bechtel-Rand outnumbered
by less than three to one, and would not have enough people to even think of chalenging Earth itself. The
five hundred Earthers on Godsworld were nothing, merely afigurehead. In any battle, as he waswell
aware, knowing the enemy's reserves and countering them was as important as defeeting the front line
troops.

He needed dlies; he had to turn the Earthers against each other. He had doneit often enough as Armed
Guardian, in dealing with small tribes—tempt one into attacking another, then movein and pick up the
pieces without any real resistance. The Chosen had probably intended to do the same with the war
between the Heaveners and the True Worders, but had never had a chance, since the massacre had been
so fast and so complete. Godsworld would never be able to destroy Earth, but, John thought, the
corporations might be kept so busy fighting one another that they would have no chanceto do
Godsworld further damage.

Why had only one corporation come to Godsworld in thefirst place?

Therewas till too much he didn't know, and the airship was settling to the ground at the head of the
gully. Thefirgt dim red light was on the eastern hills, he noticed as he emerged from the craft, and he had
to get hismen and as much materia as possible out of the camp before noon; long-term planswould
haveto wait.

Before the door of the airship had closed behind him he was running down into camp, shouting the dert,
rousing his men.

Chapter Sixteen

“A good name s better than precious ointment; and the day of death than the day of one's birth.
"—Ecclesiastes 7:1
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Oncethey weredl out of the gully there was no reason to hurry; John dowed his horseto awak and
turned for afinal look & the camouflaged oilcloth. A minor pang ran through him; he was going to miss



the place, miserable as most of his stay there had been. 1t had been his, the first place that ever truly weas.
Always before, when hewas in charge of a place, he had been working for someone dse—hisfather, his
uncle, the Elders—someone. They had | betrayed the truth and surrendered to the enemy, though.

He had not; he would carry on fighting even now. He glanced up at the sky, wondering whether the same
airship that had picked him up would be the one to destroy the camp. He doubted that the Heaveners
had more than ahandful of airships. He had wanted to pack up and carry as much as possible, so that it
was now just about noon, and the attack was due.

He never even saw what it wasthat did hit the camp; he glimpsed aquick flicker in the air, gone before
he could turn to look at it, and amoment later the gully erupted in flame,

Thefiredid not last long; within ten minutesit had died down to isolated patches of flame, leaving most of
the gully adrift with white ash.

John shook his head. Nothing on Godsworld could fight that kind of weapon; they needed outside help.

He had no illusions about what sort of help he waslikely to find; whatever other corporation he could
bringin, if hecould doit at dl, would probably bejust as unChrigtian, just as evil as Bechtel-Rand. He no
longer cared. The old Godsworld, where the righteous stood aone and took their strength from the truth,
was gone. He knew he could never eradicate the changes the Earthers had brought. Even if they were
driven off Godsworld forever, al of them, things had been changed. The protectorate might survive
without them; the People of the True Word and Flesh, however, would not. All the relative strengths and
military baances that John had known for years had dready been thrown off irretrievably. And the trade
goods—dyes, fabrics, guns, ammunition—would be around for years, maybe centuries. Beliefs would
change; the Apocaypsists could no longer maintain that Earth had been destroyed, and that the starships
had been the new arks. Simply the knowledge that Earth was still out there, that people could travel
between worlds, would change how people thought. Attempts might well be made to recover the lost
arts of Earther technology, even to build new starships.

But that was al conjecture; in fact, the Earthers were not going to abandon Godsworld. All he could
hope to do would be to dow, perhaps halt, their spreading contagion. If he drove away or destroyed
Bechtel-Rand, another corporation would come—that was one thing Dawes had told him that he did not
doubt at al.

Even adday would be welcome, though. 1t would give the Godsworlders time to adjust to the changes,
timeto do what they could to maintain their way of lifein the face of Earther encroachments. John adso
thought that he would prefer that Bechtel-Rand not be the group to profit from the ruin of Godsworld. If
someone mus, it need not be his persona enemies.

Heturned away from the smoldering ashesin the gully and urged his mount to atrot; the way to the
Citadd by horse was long and winding.

Besde him rode three of hislast handful of men and one of the two women; in these last daysthe camp
had only kept five horses. Therest of the band, |eft on foot, had scattered in al directions, with
arrangements made for meetings and contacts throughout the central part of the Heavener protectorate.
The resstance againgt the Earthers' encroachment was not done yet.

“What was that?’ one of his companions asked.
“What waswhat?" John replied, startled out of histhoughts.

“That flash that burned the whole camp like that!” The spesker was Thaddeus Blood-of-the-Lamb, one



of John's originad True Worder soldiers—one who had joined the retreating half and thereby survived the
massacre.

“1 don't know; it doesn't matter. It's just another Heavener weapon. It's not the stedl of the weapons that
matters, Thaddeus, it'sthe stedl in the man who uses them.”

“That wasn't stedl, Captain, that was hellfire,” said David Beloved-of-Jesus, one of the Chosen, on his
other side.

“Just stedl—amachine, that's al. The Earthers are just men and women, not demons.”

“They'reboth,” David ingsted, and John thought better of answering. Just machines, he told himself,
designed and built by people. He wondered if his ancestors had made the right decision, abandoning
most of Earth'stechnology.

Theimage of an ordinary religious war fought with Earther wegpons came to him, and he decided quickly
that the ancients had chosen wisdly.

There were to be no more ordinary religious wars, though; the Heaveners didn't like them. The next war,
John hoped, was to be between corporations. He couldn't expect that al the fighting in this new kind of
war would be back on Earth; to make it worthwhile for Bechtel-Rand's opponent they would have to be
invited to share in the trade on Godsworld. He hoped that if nukes and other such incredible weapons
were used that the targets would be chosen very, very carefully.

For amoment his determination to destroy the New Bechtel-Rand Corporation faltered; would it be
worth risking the lives of the Godsworlders who would inevitably be caught in the crossfire?

Y es, he answered himsdlf, because only their bodieswould die. Saving souls wasworth any risk.

The route they followed was along and winding one; they passed through two smdll villages and made
camp in the wilderness, and only in the early afternoon of the following day did they reach the gates of the
Citadel. By thetimethey arrived John had evolved aplan.

Hewould not immediately accept the offered job; instead, he would ask that it be held open while he
explored possibilities and thought it over at length. He would then try and find another way of contacting
another corporation back on Earth, rather than going himsalf. Corporations did not appear to be dl that
different from tribes, and as he well knew, any largetribeislikely to harbor spies and traitors, or smply
weak-willed individuas whose loyaty and aid could be bought. If he could find those weaklings, spies, or
traitors among Bechtel-Rand's people on Godsworld he would be able to contact his proposed aly
indirectly.

Hewould talk to the Earthers, to any and al Earthers he could find, under the guise of considering the
job offer—it would be only natural to find out more about his prospective employer, after al. Theright
questions, carefully asked, should find him what he was looking for. That corporation the guard had
mentioned, I TD—that sounded very promising. If he could find no genuine spies, he would just try to hire
someone to put him in touch with ITD'sleaders. If ITD was bigger than Bechtel-Rand, then it should be
ableto destroy hisenemy.

They werein the market square now. “Where are we going?’ Thaddeus asked.

John glanced & him. “ 1 am going to find aroom at an inn; you're welcome to accompany me, but you're
freeto find your own place.”

“I have abrother nearby,” said Eleazar Freed-by-the-Truth, “Well stay with him.” His Sster Esther



nodded agreement.

“Abihu didn't come with us because he has awife and two babiesto look after,” she said, “but hell keep
ussafe”

“That's good, then; stay with him. If you want to find us, check the market around midafternoon; I'll have
someone here whenever | can, to keep usdl in touch. David?!

“I'll comewith you."
“Thaddeus?'
“I will, too."

“Fine. Eleazar, Esther, God be with you; well see you again.” He watched asthe pair rode avay down a
Sde Strest.

When they were out of sight he prodded his own horse forward again, and his two remaining companions
followed. After amoment'sindecision they headed for theinn where John had stayed before, the
Righteous House,

They reached it without difficulty; John dismounted &t the front door, intending to ask what roomswere
available before leaving the horses in the stable. When he turned to enter, though, awoman was standing
in the doorway. He stared.

“Ms. Humble?’ he asked.
“Captain John!” Miriam answered, staring back.

She wore anew dress, John noticed—dark green, of an unfamiliar fabric. She appeared confused and
uncertain. Otherwise, she looked much as she had when last he saw her.

He studied her expression and could see no trace of malice. “ A pleasure to see you again, Ms. Humble,”
he said, forcing asmile. “Allow meto present my companions, Thaddeus Blood-of-the-Lamb and David
Beoved-of-Jesus.”

She nodded polite acknowledgement. “| thought you were living out on the hills somewhere,” she said.

“We were, but circumstances have changed. If you don't mind, Ms. Humble, we're here to find rooms
for oursalves."

“Oh,” she said. She stepped aside; John and Thaddeus entered the inn, leaving David to watch the
horses. When John and Thaddeus had passed Miriam turned hesitantly to follow them.

She waited and watched silently as they took two rooms and assured the care of the horses; then, asthey
turned back toward the door, she said, “1 want to talk to you, Captain.”

He glanced at her, then back at Thaddeus. “Go on out, Thad, and help David with the horses; I'll meet
you at the rooms later."

Thaddeus nodded, looking at Miriam curioudy, and obeyed. When he had gone John led theway to a
quiet corner table, seated them both, and asked, “Wheat isit? Areyou il trying to get me killed?”

“No—at least, | don't think s0."



“Don't you know?"
“No, | don't—not any more."

“I reckon maybe you dont, at that; | pretty much expected you to find our camp and come out there to
bother me, but you never did. When | found out that the Earthers knew where we were | thought you
might havetold them, but it wasn't you at dl, it was one of their ‘ sat-dights. | thought I'd seen the last of
you."

“Well, | didn't expect to see you again, either! | thought you were so stubborn that you'd stay out there
al done after your men al deserted you, and freeze to death by Christmas!”

“I may bethat stubborn, but I'm not that stupid. Suicide's asin—besides, he who fights and runs away
livesto fight another day, asthe saying goes."

She stared at him, momentarily at alossfor words.
“What was it you wanted to talk to me about?’ he demanded.

“Oh. | don't know how to explain, exactly. | wanted to tell you ... no, ask ... no, tell you something.
About how | fed about you."

“Tell me, then.” He sat back, expecting her to spout either gleeful anticipation of hisimpending death at
the hands of the Heaveners, or atearful forgiveness.

“I hated you, so very much—you took my home, killed my father, adozen of your men raped me. |
wanted to see you die, dowly.” She paused, looking up at him acrossthe table.

John was uneasy. Thiswas not the raving he had anticipated. He had rarely heard anyone speak so
openly and directly. Hetried to answer soothingly without lying or distorting the truth. “ That's natural
enough,” he said. “The Lord said to love your enemies and forgive the wrongs done you, but it's
hard—about the hardest thing thereis, | guess. I'm sorry about what my men did to you—it's the custom,
inwar, but that's hard, too. It was ajust war, to bring people to Jesus, but | can't fault you for hating it.”

“I hated you, though,” shesaid. “I blamed it al on you. Y ou had led theinvaders; | heard an officer say
that it was your ideato use Marshside for abase instead of attacking the Chosen directly and | knew
you'd given your men permission to pillage the town.”

“It wasn't redlly my idea—one of the Elders..."

“That doesn't matter,” sheinterrupted. “Let mefinish. | hated you, | thought you were an inhuman
mongter. When you took that splinter away from me so easily | was sure of it, and when you refused to
rape me because the Bible says a man should be chaste | thought it was because you weren't human
enough to rape awoman. | thought you were ademon. Maybe not redlly, actualy ademon, but not redly
aman. Y ou were the Enemy. And my enemy's enemy ismy friend, so | believed that the Heaveners
were honest and good, come to help Godsworld. Y ou understand?!

John nodded, cautioudy.

“Then you told me about that woman, Tuesday—You had areason to hate the Heaveners, after al. And
you'd lost your army; you weren't unbeatable, you'd suffered. | was confused by dl that, Captain. |
wanted to see how much of what you said wastrue. So | came back here, and got ajob at theinn
here—I told them | was the widow of one of your men. And | went to the fortress and talked to people
there, and | saw some of the records they have, and what you told me about Tuesday wastrue; | saw the



tape of you and her together.”
“What?” John's outburst was involuntary, the result of astonishment and outrage. “What tape?’

“Oh, they tape everything there, pictures and sound—it's dmost like watching through awindow. Any
time anyone moves, anywhere in the Corporate Headquarters, it's carefully recorded and filed awvay. The
machinesdoit al. I got to know some of the Earthers pretty well in the past few weeks, and one of them
let me watch the tapes of you. | watched it dl half adozen times, from different angles. Y ou were raped,
just the way | was—and you took it the sameway | did, you wanted revenge. Y ou're just human, like
me; you're not amonger."

He stared at her for along moment, unableto reply.

“I just wanted you to know that | know that now. Y ou're just human, and you've been raped and your
family killed—the army was your family, wasn't it?—and your home was destroyed, just the way it
happened to me. Were even now; | can forgive you, at least partly. | still won't weep if you get killed,
Captain, but | don't need to seeiit. | wanted to tell you that.” She pushed back her chair and stood up.
“That'sdl."

“Wait aminutel"
((YS?I
“It was dl recorded?"

“Widl, not all—you can be glad of onething.” A vicious smile suddenly lit her face. “Did you know they
can even record what comes over an empathy spike? Tuesday didn't do that, though—what you fdlt is
goneforever. Thank God for the smdl favors, Captainl” She walked away, her hips swinging in saucy
derison.

Chapter Seventeen

“And thou, even thyself, shalt discontinue from thine heritage that | gave thee; and | will cause
thee to serve thine enemiesin the land which thou knowest not: for ye have kindled a firein mine
anger, which shall burn forever."—Jeremiah 17:4
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After sending amessage to Dawes that he needed time to consider her offer, John spent most of the next
two days resting and thinking, while hisfew remaining followers were out in the streets and marketstrying
unsuccesstully to recruit new men, and making contact with their fellows, now no longer spiesfor an army
but merely aband of saboteurs. It was the morning of the third day when John was certain of his
decision; he tracked down Miriam. She worked days as a chambermaid and evenings as awaitress,
rarely leaving theinn, so finding her was not difficult.

After afew giff formdities, John said, “Y ou told me that you knew some of the Earthers pretty well."
Shelooked a him warily before replying, “Modtly just one, redly.”

“The one who showed you those tapes.”

“yYes"

“What sort of amanishe?'

“How do you mean that?'



“Wdll, showing you the tapes—that wasn't something he was expected to do, wasit? Did his superiors
approve?'

“I don't know; | didn't think about it. Why? What does it matter?"

“1 want to talk to an Earther, that's all—a reasonable one, who won't turn down a proposition before he
hearsit."

“Y ou want to hireaspy?'

“No, not really—just someone who will do one or two things for me, nothing dangerous.”

“Kwamé might do something like that, I don't know."

“Kwamé?'

“Thet'shisname."

“I don't like these pagan Earther names; they don't mean anything. It makes them hard to remember.”
“His nameis Kwameé Montez; he says he'sfrom a place caled Audtraia, back on Earth.”

“I never heard of it."

“Neither did I,” Miriam admitted. “ This proposition you want to make—you're dlill trying to drive away
the Earthers, aren't you?'

“I might be,” John said.
“Areyou?’
“Yes,” he admitted.

“That'swhat | thought—you don't give up easily. | don't know if Kwaméwill help you—he's not realy
dishonest, he'sjust ... well, playful. He is a Heavener, area Heavener, not astockholder like Tuesday;
he wants them to stay on Godsworld."

“I just want him to listen to my offer. I'm not trying to hurt anybody. | won't ask him to damage anything.”

Shelooked at him carefully. They werein one of the unoccupied rooms, where she had been replacing
the bedshests. “What are you up to?"

“Nothing that will hurt you. Just introduce meto thisKwamé, that's dl. | can do you afavor in exchange,
or pay you alittle, if you like."

“Areyou going to ask him to get you something? Stedl something?”

John shook his head. “Don't ask me alot of questions.” She was uncomfortably closeto what he had in
mind. He had not expected her to figure anything out, or even to try. He hadn't thought her capable of
thinking likethat.

“Areyou planning to buy Earther wespons and meet the Heaveners on even terms?’

That was not exactly what he had had in mind, but he could understand how Miriam might have come up
with such an idea. For his own part, he had dismissed the idea afew weeks earlier; open warfare with
Earth weapons on both sides would be far too destructive. Half of Godsworld might perishin the



crossfire.

“No,” hesaid. “I don't want to fight the Heaveners openly any more; they can do too much damage.”
After another moment's hesitation, Miriam gavein. “All right,” she said, “1'll take you to see Kwame."
“Good,” John replied. “Where and when can | meet this mysterious person?”

“I'll take you there, right now."

“Now?’ John was startled and made no attempt to hideit.

“Yes, now; tell your friendsyou'l be back later.”

“I don't...” he began.

“Come now or forget it, Captain!” she interrupted.

Hegavein. “I'm coming,” hesaid.

After adetour to the market to tell David and Thaddeus, who were currently stationed there, that an
urgent errand had come up, John followed as Miriam led the way at abrisk pace directly toward the
Corporate Headquarters. She marched in through the open door without hesitation, turned left, and
proceeded aong one of the door-lined corridors. A right into another corridor, then aleft, and she began
counting doors. At thefifth she turned and tapped on apand inthewall besdeit.

The door did aside; she stepped inside, John entering close on her hedls.

He froze the moment he was insde. Despite minor rearrangement, he recognized the room; he had been
here before.

The door had closed behind him. He was trapped. He reached for Miriam's arm, but before he could
grab it an unfamiliar voice cdled, “Oh, it'syou, Miriam! What are you doing here? Who's that with you?'

He turned, as Miriam said, “Hello, Kwamé; thisis John Mercy-of-Chrigt. He wantsto talk to you."
John could not locate the voices origin.
“I'll beright down,” Kwamé said.

Miriam gestured at the cushions heaped on all sides. “We might aswell be comfortable.” She sat down,
the cushions risng to meet her in an unsettling, amost Iascivious manner.

John remained standing. “1 know thisroom,” he said. “Thisiswhere Tuesday..."

“Oh, | know that! But Tuesday |eft weeks ago; she's not even on Godsworld any more. Kwamé says she
went on to aplanet called Hellenbeck Five; | don't know much about it, but | guessit'salittlelike
Godsworld, with Earthersjust recently moving in. There are alot of worlds out there, not just Earth and
Godsworld."

“I know that,” John said, dtill uneasy.

“Stop worrying! Kwamé will be herein aminute. We picked this room as ameeting place because
nobody uses it much—yprobably nobody usesit at all since the stockholders|eft. When your men killed
that one over in Withered Fig there were three or four stockholders around, but they all left on the next



ship—you scared them.”

“Wadll, it's nice to know we accomplished something,” John said sarcadtically. “ If nobody usesthisroom,
how did Kwamé know we were here?"

“Because,” Miriam said patiently, “the machines keep track of everything, everywhere, and wetold the
machines tha whenever anyone came in here they should tell Kwamé."

“Oh.” Before he could say anything else the door did open, and Kwamé Montez stepped into the room.
“So you're John Mercy-of-Christ,” he said. “I'm pleased to meet you.” He held out a hand.
John took it as briefly as he palitely could.

Kwamé Montez was small for an Earther, about average by Godsworlder standards, afew inches
shorter than John's five foot ten and agood many pounds lighter. His hair was black and curly, hisskin
dusky, and his smile broad and gleaming with big white teeth. “What brings you here?’ he asked.

“Miriam told me afew things about you, and | wanted to talk with you about the corporation. Did you
know they offered me ajob?’

Kwamé nodded politely. “1 had heard something about that,” he said.

Miriam did not take John's news so camly. Although she managed not to interrupt, she was plainly
thunderstruck.

“They did. | told them | needed time to think about it. I'd like to talk to you, if you aren't busy.”

“Oh, | set my own hours; what did you want to ask?"

“Well—could we go somewhere else? They record everything that happens here, don't they?”

“Yes, of coursethey do; you'll have to get used to that if you're going to work for us."

“I suppose | will, but right now I'm not used to it. Could we go somewhere else, where| can talk fredy?!

“All right; lead theway. Hiring isn't exactly my regular job, but I'm here.” He waved, and the door to the
corridor did open.

John bresthed more easily when they were out of the cushioned room, and by the time they had reached
hisroom at the now-familiar inn he wasfeding relaxed and sure of himsdlf. “Mr. Mawn-Tess” he said,
“thank you for coming. Sit down.” Heindicated the bed; the room had no chairs.

Kwamé sat down.
“Ms. Humble, you don't need to stay,” John added.

Miriam, standing by the door, did not move. After amoment John shrugged. “ Suit yoursdlf. Mr.
Mawn-Tess, how did the New Bechtel-Rand Corporation wind up here on Godsworld in thefirst
place?'

“We camein starships, like the one next to the headquarters...”

“No, no, that's not what | mean. | mean how isit that Bechtel-Rand came to Godsworld and nobody
else? What about the Earth government? Or other corporations? Or religions seeking converts?!



“Oh, | see what you're asking. Bechtel-Rand won the devel opment contract when Godsworld was
rediscovered. I'm not sureif the Godsworld job was abid, alottery, or rotation, but when they let the
contract we got it."

“When who let what contract?"
“When the Colonia Redevelopment Authority gave out the right to develop Godsworld.”
“How does that work?"

“Wadll, the CRA isin charge of everything concerning the old deepership colonies, both vol and
shangman..."

“Whet?'

“The CRA—the Colonia Redevel opment Authority—controls everything about the colonies founded by
the United Nation, back before FTL was developed..."

“Eftid?"
“Fagter-than-light."
“Goon."

“Right. Therearealot of colonies—the United Nation got rid of anyone who made trouble by shipping
them off quick-frozen. Some were founded by volunteers, like Godsworld—people who wanted aworld
of their own—and others were founded by prisoners or just people off the streets who happened to get
caught, who didn't want to go. The volunteersare called *vol', and the others are called  shangman—I'm
not sure where the word came from. Anyway, it doesn't matter which they are, the CRA controlsthem
al”

“All right, I understand that—but then, why is Bechtel-Rand here, instead of the CRA?"

“The CRA doesn't develop planetsitself; that's not their job. They're just abranch of the Interstellar
Confederacy overgovernment in charge of making sure that everyone plays by the rules. One of those
rulesisthat lost colonies need to be handled carefully and treated with respect; nobody wantsto start an
interstellar war. So when acolony isfound, the way Godsworld was, the CRA assesses the Situation and
chooses one devel oper who is alowed to move in dowly and establish contact between the colony and
Earth. They're supposed to pick the devel oper best suited to handle each particular Situation, but
sometimes nobody can decide which company that is, so they hold alottery, or if there are one or two
companiesthat would do equaly well, whichever one didn't get thejob last time getsaturn. | don't know
how they decided about Godsworld, but they gave it to Bechtel-Rand.”

“Why only one?'

“Becauseif there were two, they would compete with each other, and that could be dangerousfor the
colonists. Kegping one corporation in lineisn't that hard, but when there are two competing in the same
market it'samost impossible, and the CRA doesn't want to try. Besides, why confuse the colonists with
two developers, or three? On some worlds the developers are practicaly gods—and if atribe thinks one
deve oping corporation isthe gods, then the other one must be demons. Y ou can get some nasty little
warsthat way."

John nodded. The explanation made good sense, and was in line with some of his own guesswork.



“Doesthat one corporation keep the contract forever?

“Oh, no, of course not! Eventudly the colony reaches the point whereit can handle modern civilization,
and dlow in other corporations, or even build corporations of its own. There are adozen colonies that
were never handled by asingle developer, and afew othersthat outgrew it. After dl, FTL wasinvented
by one of the coloniesin thefirst place—Achernar 1V, the home of the Interstellar Confederacy. They
weren't going to stand for giving one company from Earth amonaopoly!”

John did not entirely follow this, but did not let that distract him; he latched onto the point that concerned
him. “How do they know when a planet isready to let other corporationsin?'

“Oh, that's easy—when the people of the planet invite other corporations, they're freeto come. The
CRA only chooses the company that can land without an invitation. The colonists own their own planets,
though, so they have the final word about who comes and goes. | suppose they could even refuseto let
the CRA's developer land at al—but that's never happened, so far as| know."

“Y ou mean that if another corporation received an invitation from someone on Godsworld, they could
movein tomorrow?"

“Worried about someone competing with you if you work for Bechtel-Rand, huh? Wdll, it's not quite that
smple. Firg off, it would take more than aday for amessage to reach Earth and a ship to come here.
Second, the invitation has to come from someone who has the authority to issue it—the ship hasto have
aplaceto land. Aninnkeeper can't just invitein another company because he wants a better price on his
liquor; you can't land astarship in astableyard.”

“| suppose not.” John looked at Kwamé thoughtfully. “How big an area do you need to land astarship?”
“Oh, adozen hectares or 0."
“What's a hectare?'

Kwameé snorted. “I think Godsworld must be the only planet in the entire galaxy where people don't use
the metric system! Why your ancestors decided to use the ancient American system | will never
understand!”

“They were Americans,” John said siffly. Insulting the Founders was not something he could take lightly.
“Yes, | know, but even then Americahad been using metricsfor a century or so!”
John had not been aware of that, but refused to be distracted. “What's a hectare?’ he repeated.

“It's...it's... | don't know your units well enough. Y ou could land astarship in a square about a thousand
feet onasde, | think."

“A thousand-foot square? That would be twenty or thirty acres. That's not that much.”
“It'senough.”

“If I had ahundred acres of land somewhere, then, | could invite another Earth corporation to land there
and trade with me and the rest of Godsworld?”

“Well, yes, | suppose you could—if you had some way of getting a message to them.”

“Ah! That, Mr. Mawn-Tess, iswhy | wanted to talk to you where the machines couldn't hear us. Ms.
Humbletells me you don't mind bending rules alittle—would you consider delivering amessageto the



ITD Corporation for me?

“What?'

“Y ou heard me"

“Areyou crazy?1'd lose my job! Why would you want to do that?'

“Mr. Mawn-Tess, | don't like the New Bechtel-Rand Corporation; | don't like the way they do business.
| don't think they deserve to be the only corporation on Godsworld, and | want to invite in another one to
take part of the planet away from them. If you won't help me, | can find someone else who will—and if
you do help me, | would think that the ITD Corporation might be grateful enough to giveyou ajob if you
lose your position with Bechtel-Rand.”

“They might, at that.” Kwamé looked at him thoughtfully. “They just might—and there could be anice
bonusinit, too."

“You see?'

“I'd need your word that you'd demand they hire me and keep me hired—after al, you'd be issuing the
invitation, so you'd be the one with some say."

“I'd be glad to do that, Mr. Mawn-Tess."
“You'll need that landing ste—thirty heckus, or whatever you said, of flat, clear ground.”
“ Acres—thirty acres. That won't be a problem.”

“In that case, Captain Mercy-of-Chrigt, you've got adeal.” He stuck out his hand. Thistime John's shake
was more enthusiastic.

Chapter Eighteen

“Where the word of a king is, thereis power: and who may say unto him, What doest thou?"—
Ecclesiastes 8:4

* * * %

It had been easy to say that finding thirty acres he could use for alanding sitewould be no
problem—easy to say, but not necessarily true. Certainly Godsworld had no shortage of empty land, but
John did not happen to hold title to any of it, nor did he have any clear ideaof how to remedy that lack.
Hedid not have any significant amount of money; what had comein in donationsto hisguerrillaarmy hed
gone out to buy supplies of food and ammunition. He had never bothered to save his own money when
he had been Armed Guardian of the True Word and Flesh; he had assumed that if he lived long enough
to need it hewould ether be granted a pension or made an Elder. Hisfamily lands had goneto hisuncle
Lazarus, at John's own request—he had never wanted to be afarmer.

Furthermore, Kwamé pointed out that it would be better if the invitation came from agovernment of
some sort rather than an individua. That made sense, John had to admit, but he no longer represented a
government. The Anointed had, after supplying hisinitid wants, not bothered to stay in contact; ill, he
wasthe closest thing to an dly that John had. The Chosen had plenty of land—more of it than anyone
€else on Godsworld except the Heavener protectorate, now that the True Worders were out of the
running. An invitation from the Chosento I TD would beidedl.

For onething, if the Chosen issued the invitation and events then devolved into open warfare, the brunt of
it would fal on the Heaveners and the Chosen, and John till did not find himself in sympathy with either



group. The Anointed had helped him, but only out of the basest of motives, and never as openly or
effectively as John might have liked.

All he had to do was convince the Chosen to issue the invitation. For something thisimportant John
decided not to rely on messengers, but to go himsdlf.

As escort—as commander, he could scarcely go aone—he chose David Beloved-of-Jesus, himself one
of the Anointed's men, and Thaddeus Blood-of-the-Lamb. The pair had been decent companions, and
having one of the Chosen and one of his own men seemed like agood distribution. He expected Miriam
toingst on tagging aong, but she surprised him by announcing her intention to Say at the inn. Kwamé, of
course, could not leave hisjob in the fortress without raising suspicion.

That settled, the threesome set out at dawn on the tenth of November, on horseback—John had become
quite familiar with the roads and countryside in the area during histime there, and athough taking an
airship to one of the outlying townsto the northwest would have saved a considerable amount of time,
John thought it would also be far more likely to attract the attention of people at Bechtel-Rand whose
attention he preferred to avoid.

Thefirgt day was quiet and uneventful. The second was marred by along, loud theologica argument
between David and Thaddeus, David maintained that al men were damned unless they served the Lord's
Anointed, while Thaddeus ins sted that, quite aside from any spurious clamsto divine authority made by
mere mortals, God was sufficiently merciful to alow a second chance for any who lived out their lives
without ever hearing the Word of God—such would be reborn to live new lives, again and again, until

they got it right.

Neither sde sounded exactly right to John; Thaddeus version was not quite in accord with hisown
understanding of True Worder doctrine. He declined to intervene, however; since the defeat of the

People of the True Word and Flesh John was no longer certain that he considered their doctrinesto be
absolute truth, and furthermore, for a commander to take sidesin such a dispute between two of hismen
would be extremely foolish. Heignored the entire discussion and smply refused to hear questions or
demandsfor intercesson directed at him.

Other arguments sprang up, but none devel oped into anything worse than amoment's shouting, and the
three men reached Spiritus Sancti without coming to blows, either amongst themselves or with the four
soldierswho formed their escort for the last leg of the journey.

Oncein the Chosen capita, however, events did not proceed as smoothly as John had hoped. Unlike his
previous vists, he was kept waiting in the courtyard for virtudly an entire afternoon; his men were not
permitted to accompany him. Findly, only afew minutes before sundown, the great nearwood doors
swung open and four men surrounded him.

He had the ditinct impression that had he not stepped eagerly forward he would have been dragged,
willing or not, into the audience chamber. One of the men kept a spear levelled a him the entiretime he
was in the chamber, and another had a hand on his sword-hilt; this was obvioudy no ceremonia honor
guard.

Hewaked up the center aide, as before, but upon seeing the Anointed's expression of extreme
displeasure he stopped afew paces further back than he had previoudy.

Before he could decide what to say, the Anointed himself spoke.
“So, John Mercy-of-Chrigt, you're back—what do you want this time?'



John decided againgt any priminary rigmarole. “Jsevyu, dr; | have only asmall favor to ask,” he said,
“requiring smply the use of your name on an invitation and afew acres of barrenland...”

“Oh? No more men to be killed or to desert their loyalties?"
“No, Reverend Sir..."

“Hasit occurred to you that your schemes have not been very successful, Mercy-of-Christ? Y ou've lost
two entire armies now, onein the field and one of guerrillas.”

“No, gr, | havenat; | did not lose my guerrillasl They'rein hiding in the protectoratel

“Oh? Of the eighty-five men | gave you, ten are known dead and twenty-eight have returned here after
leaving your service"

“I admit I've lost men—that happensin any war! And desertions have been a problem because we're
facing apowerful enemy, and with little support!”

The Anointed glared a him for afew seconds of tense silence, then camed somewhat, waved ahand in
dismissa, and said, “All right, then, what's this new idea of yours?'

John spoke dowly, trying to choose hiswords carefully. “I have discovered that the People of Heaven
are more powerful than | had thought. | don't think that any army on Godsworld can succeed against
them—I don't think &l of Godsworld put together could defeat them. However, that doesn't mean that
they can't be stopped. | propose to invite one of their enemiesto come in and oppose them, with our
help. They're known back on Earth asa’ corporation’, the New Bechtel-Rand Corporation—it's
something like atribe or congregation. Theirsis the second largest, second most powerful of al the
corporationsthat ‘develop’ worldslike Godsworld. | want to invite thelargest, ITD Corporation, to
come to Godsworld and compete against them, destroy them if possible.”

There was absolute silence for along moment. Findly, the Anointed asked, “ Are you crazy?"
John did not answer.

“Isn't one of these what-do-you-cal-its bad enough? Y ou want to invite another one?'
“That's right; the two of them should dow each other down, maybe destroy each other.”
“That's crazy!” The Anointed stared at him for severa seconds; John stared back.

At lagt, the Anointed sighed. “All right, then, why do you need us? If you have someway of inviting in this
other ‘ corporation’, why don't you just do it?"

“I can't,” John said. “ These people are bound by asort of covenant—only oneis permitted onto each
world unless others are invited. Theinvitation has to come from someonein a position of authority, who
controls apiece of land big enough for their shipsto land on—my informant said that thirty acres of
reasonably flat country would be about right. | need your name on the invitation, and the use of thirty
acresfor thelanding fidd.”

“I see. And if | agreeto this, what happens next?"

“Wel, in afew weeksther firgt ship would arrive, and they would negotiate a trade agreement, just as
the Bechtel-Rand people did with the old People of Heaven. They would sal you weapons, | assume,
and set up abase here, and whenever the People of Heaven or any of their client states gave you any



trouble after that you could ask for help.”
“Why shouldn't | just join the protectorate, then, if I'm to give up my freedom?"

“Y ou wouldn't be giving up your freedom! ITD would be here at your invitation; you would have
complete say over what they do here on Godsworld!"

“Oh?Why would they do that? What's to stop them from smply taking over the entire Realm of the
Chosen?!

“They havelaws..."

“Laws! What good are laws, when these people aren't even true Chrigtians? What can bind men who
don't honor the word of God? Do you know what happened to Stephen Christ-is-Risen, the Shepherd of
the People of Heaven, when the Earthers arrived in the Citadel ?"

“Uh.."

“It was one of your own men that told me, Mercy-of-Christ—one who deserted your camp to return
home to hiswife and children. He heard it from one of your spiesin the Citadel, who never told you
because you never bothered to ask about what happened to the rightful rulers of the place!™

It wastrue that John had never troubled himself with learning the details of the Earther takeover of the
People of Heaven; he had smply accepted it as an accomplished fact. It had not even occurred to him
that there might have been resstance, and he had never before heard either the name or title of Stephen
Chrigt-is-Risen, Shepherd of the People of Heaven.

“Wdl?’ the Anointed demanded.

“I don't know,” John admitted, imagining assorted horrors—involuntary painwiring, perhaps, or some
other even more perverse punishment.

“He agreed to let them trade, alowed them to build their heedquarters and their airport—and then
disappeared! He went into their headquarters one day and never came out, and all the Eartherswould tell
anybody was that he'd gone off somewhere! By then the Heaveners were too far goneto care,
though—they never argued, just took orders from the Earthers asif their Shepherd had told them to.
They didn't care!"

John was startled by the Anointed's vehemence.

“Do you think that I'm going to let some ship land here and entice my people to Sin, so that when these
invaders get tired of me | could smply vanish without anyone even paying any attention?”

John suddenly understood. The Anointed had not brought up Stephen Chrigt-is-Risen as another
example of the untrustworthiness or evil of the Earthers, but because he feared the same fate—whatever
it was—himsdlf. He was jealous of his own power and prestige.

“Oh,” John said. “No, | reckon you won't.” Further argument was obvioudy not going to accomplish
much.

Therest of the audience wastrivid; the Anointed asked for an accounting of the men and supplies he had
provided, which John did his best to supply. It was agreed that any of the Chosen John could contact
wereto be ordered home to Spiritus Sancti; John refrained from voicing his suspicion that many of them
would not obey such an order. There were no supplies|eft to return, as John told it; he had no intention



of giving up the few remaining arms he had savaged from the destruction of his camp. Throughout the
remaining conversation the Anointed was visibly tired and irritable, while John was smply impatient to be
done and leave. He was quite certain that, barring the overthrow of the Anointed, he would not be getting
any further help from the Chosen of the Holy Ghost; that meant that any more time spent in Spiritus
Sancti would smply be wasted. He was eager to move on and find atribe that would issue theinvitation
to ITD; surely, among the dozens of smdler tribesin the hills of Isachar and Gad, there would be one or
more eager for achance to become arich and powerful nation, even at the cost of independence.

As hetaked about missing men and squandered ammunition he ran through the possibilitiesin his head.
He would need atribe where the government was not as jealous of its power asthe Anointed of the
Chosen.

That limited the field considerably. He thought over what he knew of the politics of the region, and was
surprised to realize that most of the tribes he was familiar with were out-and-out dictatorships of one sort
or another, ruled by prophets, military men, or hereditary monarchs. That was hardly in keeping with his
own bdiefs—hadn't Chrigt taught that al men are worthy? The ancient Americans had had arepublic,
and the origind plan among the Godsworlderswas for ademocracy, with al laws set by referendum, but
little seemed to remain of that; each group that had split off from the founding colony at New Jerusalem
had followed its own leaders and set its own precedents, and New Jerusdlem itsdlf had ected thefirst
Lion of Judah asits absolute ruler within a century of the Crossing—not that it mattered, snce the city
had been sacked by the Children of the New Isragl long ago, and never rebuilt.

The People of the True Word and Flesh were not adictatorship, of course—or at least they weren't
before joining the protectorate—but they hadn't been ademocracy, either. They were ruled by the
Elders, who served for life, with death-created vacanciesfilled by vote of the eeven survivors. Such a
council, made up of those who guarded the true faith, might be jed ous of its prerogatives, too. John tried
to imagine what the Elderswould have said if he had asked them to issue the invitation, but could not
decide.

That didn't matter, he told himsdlf; his own people were part of the protectorate now, and thereforein no
pogtiontoinvite I TD.

Hewould surdly be ableto find atribe somewhere that would do, he told himsdlf. After dl, evenif he
could only find dictatorships and oligarchies, he would not point out Stephen Chrigt-is-Risen's
disappearance, and he might well turn up adictator whose greed outweighed his caution.

When the Anointed finally dismissed him it was full dark; he returned to the room he had been provided,
impatient for morning, when he could begin his search. He ate his dinner without tasting it, and dept
hardly at dl as he ran through everything he knew of the tribes not yet committed to either protectorate or
Chosen. He hardly noticed when an officer came and escorted David Beloved-of-Jesus to the barracks
to return him to regular service.

Hewas up at dawn, saddling his horse before the sun cleared the horizon, ready to ride for Isachar. He
had three tribesin mind aready. Thaddeus was barely able to keep up, but, unwilling to be left doneina
strange and hogtile city, he did hisbest. It was not until they stopped for lunch that he was able to ask
John where they were going.

Chapter Nineteen
“And if a stranger sojourn with theein your land, ye shall not vex him."—L eviticus 19:33

* * * %

The Followers of God had listened politely to the proposal, debated it for aday and anight, then



declared John an agent of the Antichrist; he fled before they could lay their hands on him.

The People of Chrigt's Blood had listened only after much argument, and dismissed the entire matter the
moment John mentioned trade; they fdlt ordinary business and commerce unworthy of their attention, and
tossed John and Thaddeus on a dungheap.

Despite their disdain of material possessionsthey kept the horses, so that the two men had to walk over
the hill to the village of Savior's Grace, whose people had no established name for themselves. They
came across no streams, and at Thaddeus' insistence did not take time to rest, so that they limped into
the village stinking and filthy and exhausted.

There was no inn, but the minister, Seth Bound-for-Glory by name, brought them to the rectory, where
his children took over; the three daughters washed the soiled clothes while the two sons heated and
hauled water for long, luxurious baths; they aso provided afew smal cakesto ease growling ssomachs.
The minigter'swife saw to preparing asuitable dinner alittle later in the evening.

It was only after dinner, feeling greetly refreshed and relieved, that John and Thaddeus explained their
misson.

“Have you heard about the People of Heaven?’ John asked, to begin the conversation.

“Isthat the protectorate that's been developing of late?’ the minister asked.

“Yes itis” Johnsad.

“A man of theirs came by afew weeks ago, with samples of their goods and a smooth line of talk; weve
been considering the offer, but haven't decided asyet. They set no deadline, so we're not in any hurry. It
sounds good, but fair speeches aren't dwaysthe truth.”

John nodded. “I might aswell admit, right up front,” he said, “that I'm an enemy of the protectorate. They
destroyed my own tribe'sarmy.”

“You'reaTrue Worder? That fellow boasted about defeating those folks.”

John nodded again. “We're both True Worders."

“Anl"

John had hoped for amore informative response; he glanced at Thaddeus, who shrugged dightly.

“We came looking for someone who would like to stop the spread of the People of Heaven.” He held his
hand up quickly to forestal any protests. “ Not by open warfare—I'm not looking for aliesfor another
war. | want to defeat the Heaveners at their own game—trade and negotiation. | don't have the meansto
do it mysdlf, but I know how it can be done, and make the doer rich in the process; all | needisthe
cooperation of agovernment with thirty acres of empty land to spare, and awillingnessto work with
Srangers”

He tensed, watching the minister's reaction.
“That soundsright interesting,” Bound-for-Glory said. “Tell me more."
John amiled hisrelief and explained.

When he had finished there was along moment of silence; findly, Bound-for-Glory said, “WEell need to
tak it over."



“We?l
“Thefolks here; I'm not the boss, just the spokesman. Everybody has asay in what we do.”
John smiled again. That was exactly the Stuation he was hoping for.

“I'll say right now, though,” Bound-for-Glory added, “that well probably do it. I'd reckon that sooner or
later somebody's going to, and that someone's going to get rich off it. Might aswell be us, then—I figure
I'd like being rich.” He smiled back.

John and Thaddeus were lodged in a spare room in aneighbor's house, while the villagers jammed into
the minister's house for the discussion. Assuming the debate would last afew days, John quickly settled in
to deep, intending to rest after hisrecent efforts and be ready to start back toward the Citaddl as soon as
the decision came. He was startled by his awakening after what seemed like mere minutes; aglance a
the window assured him that it was still dark out. He looked up at the unfamiliar form looming over him,
the features hidden by shadow, as the room's only lamp was on a bracket beside the door, behind
whoever it was.

“Mr. Mercy,” thefigure said, “weve decided. | won't keep you in suspense; well make the invitation.”
“Oh,” John said, “Good. What timeisit?'

“Around midnight; we figured we'd et you know now, so you wouldn't have achanceto dip away inthe
morning before we could talk to you."

“Why would | want to do that?"

“Oh, I don't know—we've had a swindler or two come through here. And Mr. Mercy, if you're one of
them, if you've lied or deceived us about this, | just want you to know that around here we skin our
enemiesalive.” Before John could reply, the figure retreated back through the doorway and out of sight.

John stared after him. He had thought that the people of Savior's Grace were some of the calmest,
friendliest, most sensible folk he had yet encountered, but this midnight visitation disproved that. Some of
them, at any rate, were just as unpleasant as people anywhere e se, and their behavior just as
unpredictable. He hoped that nothing would be done that might disrupt his plans.

Heworried for perhaps five minutes before faling adeep again.

In the morning, when he had arisen, washed, and dressed, he met with a deputation of the townsfolk,
who confirmed what his midnight visitor had said, even providing awritten document to that effect. That
done, Seth Bound-for-Glory gpologized for the nocturna intrusion.

“Don't pay old Hezekiah any mind,” he said. “He'simpatient and mistrustful, that'sal. You just go tell
your corporation that the Free People of Savior's Grace want them to come here and talk to us, and that
they can usethat flat piece of pasture land at the foot of the hill here for their ships."

John nodded. “ Thank you; I'll get moving just assoon as| can. If anyone could lend me ahorse, or
better still two, for me and my comrade here, we'd make better time...” He stopped upon seeing the
expressions of the haf dozen men facing him go hard.

“Mr. Mercy, it's not that we don't trust you,” Bound-for-Glory said, “but all we haveisyour word, and
you haven't shown usadime. This could all be just aways of talking us out of two horses, you see. |
don't reckon we can spare any."



John looked around, then nodded. “1 understand. God be with you, then—I'll be back as soon as| can.”
His meager supplies were aready packed; he dung the sack on his shoulder and marched out of the
village without further conversation, Thaddeus close behind. He had no money for horses or airship fare;
even when they reached the protectorate they would still have to walk the entire way, unless someone
took pity on them. John knew that was unlikely.

They were perhaps hafway to the Citadel when the first snows began, and the going got steedlily rougher;
John began to wonder whether he would make it before Anno Domini 2593 gave way to Anno Domini
2594, but on December 20th he looked up at an unfamiliar sound and saw agleaming meta something
rising straight up into the sky. After amoment's astonishment he recognized it as one of the shipsthat
came and went from the field beside the Corporate Headquarters of the People of Heaven, and that
meant that he was amogt to the Citaddl.

He had never seen one of the starships flying in daylight before; they had aways taken off and landed
under cover of darkness, showing no lights.

It flashed in the sun's ruddy glow, dwindled, and vanished; John stood for amoment staring after it. It
was abeautiful thing, he admitted that readily, despite his hatred of what it represented.

They reached the Citadd in the midst of ablizzard on the twenty-third, and after making their way
through the empty Streetsfound Miriam waiting at the Righteous House. She hurried them to atable,
wrapped blankets about their shoulders, and supplied them with hot beef stew and herbal brew.

When he had recovered sufficiently to speak, Thaddeus announced, “ Captain, I've had dl | can take. |
wish you luck, but I'm not going back to Savior's Grace with you; I'm going home assoon as| canraise
thefarefor an airship rideto New Nazareth."

John nodded. “I don't blame you,” he said. “ Go with my blessing.”
They sat for amoment in slence, warming their bones.

Miriam sat down at the table and said, “ Kwamé told me you were coming; he's been watching you when
he could.”

John looked at her. “Watching us how?"
“By satdlite, modtly.”

“Thosethings again.” He shook his head, then looked up at her. “Do you mean that the Heaveners have
known where we were every step of the way?'

“Oh, | don't think so—Kwamé was keeping track of you, but | don't think anyone else was. The rumor
seemed to be that you'd gone underground again, and no one was very concerned about it."

“They weren't?'
“I don't think so; I'm not redly sure.”
“They should have been. We found what we wanted.” He sipped his brew.

“Kwamé thought you had; he's been thinking about going out in one of the airshipsto get you, but he
decided not to risk it—at leadt, until this blizzard hit. If you hadn't made it when you did held have come
after you."



John did not find that reassuring, somehow; he suspected that Kwamé might well have waited just alittle
too long, thereby keeping aclear conscience while ridding himsdlf of potentia trouble—and of course,
potential profit aswell. Before he could think of anything appropriate to say, the door of theinn dammed
open, caught by thewind, and Kwamé himsdlf stepped in, wrapped inadull gray cloak.

John noted that somehow, none of the wet, driven snow had stuck to the garment; Kwamé was able to
takeit off and fold it up without shaking it out. Not only was there no snow adhering to it, it looked dry.
Another bit of Earther technology, John thought with resignation. Even miracles could lose their savor
when they came too often, and the Earthers seemed to produce one minor miracle after another, without
let-up.

“You madeit,” Kwamé said as he sank into the tabl€'s only remaining vacant chair.
John nodded. “So wedid,” he said.

The Earther seemed uncertain of what to say next, so John went on, “We got the invitation, from avillage
called Savior's Grace up in Isachar—they call themselves the Free People, but so do alot of independent
villages. Thereé's abig meadow at the foot of the hillside they're on that should be just about large enough
for thelanding ste.” He pulled out the document Bound-for-Glory had given him.

Kwamé accepted it, unrolled it and began reading. John interrupted to ask, “What happened to Stephen
Chrig-isRisen?'

Kwamé looked up. “Who?"
“ Stephen Chrigt-is-Risen, Shepherd of the People of Heaven."

“Oh, you mean the preacher here? He's out on Fomahaut 11, 1 think—wanted to preach the word to the
heathen, | suppose.”

“Hesdive?'
Kwamé lowered the document. “Of course he'sdivel Why wouldn't he be?
“The rumor in Spiritus Sancti isthat you people murdered him when he got in your way."

“Oh, no! We couldn't get away with that. He just felt useless after we started running everything; hislast
few meetings didn't get more than a dozen people. When he complained, Ricky Dawes offered him free
trangportation anywhere in the Confederacy, and he took it."

“Hedid?'
“Sure, why not? What isthere here on Godsworld for him?”
“It'shishome."

“So what? He's a preacher—he wanted people to preach to, and the people here weren't interested any
more. They have plenty of preachers. Out on Fomalhaut 11 organized religion was outlawed for acouple
of centuries, o the miners are eager for interesting preachers.”

“Oh.” John found it impossible to answer intdlligently. Kwamé and the other Earthers knew so much
more than he did, about the universe and everything in it, that he often found himsdf feding like astupid
child when talking with them. Changing the subject, he tapped the document. “How do you like your
Christmas present?'



“Christmas?’ Helooked down &t the paper, then up a John. “Oh, Chrisgmas! | see. | likeit fine!"

“Don't they till celebrate Christmas back on Earth? | know true Christianity isdead, but | thought the
trgopings il lingered.”

“Oh, wedo! But we cdl it Exmas, and Earth's on adifferent caendar from Godsworld; it's only October
to me. | haven't adjusted to the change yet.”

“Oh; here, tomorrow is Christmas Eve, the day after that is Christmas, and the day after that is New
Y ear's Day, the sart of Anno Domini Two Thousand Five Hundred and Ninety-Four—that means ‘the
year of theLord"."

“I know that, I'd just forgotten for amoment. On Earth it's October, Twenty-Five Forty-Three, Standard
Reckoning."

John nodded. “What do they reckon from?"

“The samething you do, except that your years are shorter. That's not important. John, thisinvitation
doesn't mention you anywhere."

“d]?l

“Don't you want to have some say in what happens? | want you to—Yyou promised me ajob with ITD,
but this Seth Bound-for-Glory never did.”

John shrugged. “1'd like to help run things, but | won't insst. If you're worried about your own job, just
demand they hire you before you give them the invitation—or &t least before you tell them where Savior's
Graceis. You just get them to come here, and I'll take care of mysdlf.”

“All right,” Kwamé said. “ There's aship going out tomorrow morning; I'll seeif | can get on that. I'm due
for somevacationtime.”

That reminded John of something. “Why arethey flying their starships by daylight now?” he asked.

“Oh, that's your doing! Y ou made such abig point of telling everyone that were from Earth that there
didn't ssem to be any reason to hideit any more; they've been flying in daylight since four days after you
left.” Herolled up theinvitation and stood. “I should get going; I'll be lucky to get on thisflight asitis.”
He paused. “I'm not sure whether | should thank you or not.”

“Don't worry about it,” John said. “Weéll see how thingsturn out.”
“Right. I'll probably be coming back on an ITD ship and landing directly at Savior's Grace, | guess.”
“I'll be there waiting for you,” John said; he reached out and shook Kwamé's hand in farewell.

The Earther flung his cloak about his shoulders and marched out into the snow.

Chapter Twenty

“Withdraw thy foot from thy neighbor's house; lest he be weary of thee, and so hate thee."—
Proverbs 25:17

* k x %

Despite his attemptsto earn his keep by shoveling snow, carving nearwood, and breaking up ice for
drinking water, it was obvious to John that he was wearing out hiswelcome in Savior's Grace. Although



few said so openly, he doubted that more than a handful of the villagers till believed an ITD ship was
coming.

John was not entirely sure he believed it himsalf. He had hurried back to Isachar, unsure whether the ship
might come before he could reach Savior's Grace, but his haste turned out to be completely unnecessary.
January and February passed without any sign of aship, and with the first week of March and the spring
thaw he began to wonder if something had gone wrong. Had Bechtel-Rand discovered what Kwamé had
in mind, and somehow stopped him? Had I TD refused to cooperate for some reason? Had they thought
it was atrick, or dismissed Godsworld as not worth fighting over? Had Bechtel-Rand shot down the ITD
ship?

Latein the afternoon of the eighth of March he was working in anearwood field, carving away the soft
red pulp from an unusudly large, fine mass, when he glanced at the sky for the thousandth time and saw a
digant glittering.

Hefroze, the machete half-raised, and stared.
The glittering grew brighter; something shiny wasfdling out of the sky.

He dropped the machete and ran for the meadow, shouting, “ The ship! The ship'scoming! Clear the
fidd!"

Around him hisfelow workers stopped and stared. “ Get back here!” the nearwood field's owner caled;
John ignored him and kept running.

By the time he was past the stone fence he could make out the ship's general contours; it was roughly
cylindrica, with severd odd lumps and bulges. It was descending rapidly; John had no way of judging its
dze, but it was obvioudy enormous.

He charged full-tilt down the hillside toward the meadow chosen for the landing, just barely managing to
dow down intimeto avoid colliding with the wire surrounding it. The ship, too, dowed asit neared the
meadow; its shadow spread acrossthe fidd.

Others had seen the immense vessel's gpproach now, and were trickling down toward the fence in twos
and threes. Following John's example, none stepped over into the meadow.

The ship was now dropping so dowly that it scarcely seemed to be moving at dl, and that, combined
with the utter silence of its descent, gave the scene an air of unredity. John wondered for amoment if its
ariva weredl just awish-fulfilling dream. He stared up at the ship, now only afew hundred feet from the
ground as best he could estimate.

Hetried to guessits Size, comparing its shadow to the length of the meadow and the villagers who were
now crowding the uphill side of the fence, and came up with adiameter of two hundred feet. That
seemed unreasonably large—it was certainly far bigger than the ships he had seen in the Citadd of
Heaven—Dbut within the bounds of possibility.

The ship seemed to suddenly accelerate, asif it were smply faling the last few yards, and therewas a
sudden roar of wind accompanying it, followed by an earth-shaking boom asit struck the ground.

That was followed by along moment of silence asthe thing settled into the soil. No onein the watching
crowd spoke; dl just stared in Slent amazement.

Now that the thing was down, John revised his earlier estimate. It was over ahundred feet in diameter,
but well short of two hundred. It stood upright on one flat end, and he judged the height at roughly five or



sx hundred feet. Not the monster he had first thought it, but quite big enough. The Sdeswere gleaming
slvery metd, for the most part, with red and white patterning; in addition to the bulges he had seen during
the descent he could now make out odd bits of piping, hatchways, and printed messages. The only one
large enough for him to read at this distance was aso the only one that was neither red nor white; halfway
up the sde facing him were three immense blue letters, with narrow horizonta yellow stripes across them.

Theletterswere I TD, removing any possible doubt about the ship'sorigin.

He glanced away from it at the villagers; it gppeared that the entire population of Savior's Grace was
lined up aong the fence, staring at the cylinder. Thiswastheidea opportunity to impressthem, to
convince them once and for dl that he was aman due their respect, not just aswindler. He climbed up on
the stone basdline and lifted one leg over the wire.

Before he could put hisfoot down on the other side and swing himself completely over therewasa
sudden change in the crowd's silence, asif everyone had caught hisor her breeth a the same ingtant.
John looked over the line of faces, but saw no explanation there; he turned, still straddling the wire, and
looked up at the ship.

A hatchway had opened, somefifty feet off the ground, effectively stedling histhunder. Hurriedly he
finished crossing the fence and stepped down into the meadow, a hundred yards from the towering
vess'ssde.

A man was standing in the open hatchway. John looked up and waved.
The man leaned forward, and cdled, “ Hlo, John, isthat you? We madeit!"

John smiled, and shouted back, “ J'sevyu, Kwameé! Welcometo Savior's Grace!” Hisimportance had
been neatly established, right at the Sart.

“I'll beright down!” Kwamé answered. He stepped back inside, and the hatch closed again.

The silence around the field was broken, and ababble of voices poured from the line of villagers. John
stood, arms folded, waiting for Kwamé to reappear.

A moment later another hatchway opened, this one only about eight feet above the ground; aladder
gppeared from the side of the ship, though John was not quite sure exactly where it emerged. Kwamé
stepped out and carefully descended the ladder. When he was safely on the ground he turned and
waved.

John walked dowly toward him, hand upraised in formal greeting. Kwamé picked up his cue, and began
walking toward John, hand up. When they reached the midpoint they shook hands.

“| was beginning to wonder what was keeping you,” John said.

“Oh, you know bureaucracy; the executives spent a couple of weeks arguing. | don't think there was
ever any real doubt they'd accept the invitation, but they had to make it look good. Besides, it takes
awhileto put together a big expedition, even for acompany like ITD. Sorry if you wereworried.”

John shrugged it off. “ It doesn't matter now that they're here.” He paused. “Now what?’ he asked.
“Now ITD's chief negotiator talksto the village elders, or whoever'sin charge here.”

John looked around at the spectators. “ Savior's Grace is pretty loosdly run; that invitation came from a
vote of the entire adult population. | reckon the minister, Seth Bound-for-Glory, would do asa



spokesman.” He pointed. “ That's him yonder, in the brown jacket and black hat."
Kwamé nodded. “| take it you're not in a position of authority yourself."

“Me?’ John snorted. “I was lucky they didn't chase me away weeks ago! If they hadn't had agood crop
of nearwood to cut they would have."

“Asbad asthat?"

“Just about.” He did not offer any details, preferring not to admit that he had been found, by the villagers
and by himsdlf, to be amazingly inept at ordinary labor. He had the necessary strength, dexterity, and
intelligence, but had smply never acquired any of the skills.

Kwamé shook hishead. “Thenit'sjust aswell | anticipated that. I've got ajob lined up for you if you
warnt it, as an on-ste consultant.”

“A what?” Anything that required no heavy physical work would sound good.

“A consultant—an advisor. Y ou'd be a the side of the planetary administrator—that's the personin
charge of the operation, the way Ricky Dawesis at the Citadd. Different companies, different names, but
the same work. Y our job would be to answer questions about how the people of Godsworld think or
anything €l se about the world that the administrator might want to know, and to make suggestions and
comment on any plans. It payswell, and it's good work—productive, but it won't kill you. There'sroom
for advancement, too; you'll be learning how the company works at the sametime you'l be teaching the
company about Godsworld, and if the planetary administrator gets promoted off-planet you'll have a
good shot a replacing him.” He coughed. “ | think it'sagood job, anyway; they've budgeted two on-site
consultantsfor this post, and I'm the other one.”

“I'll need to think it over,” John replied. “Right now there are other mattersto settle.”

“Yes, | supposethereare. | came out first so that you'd see afamiliar face, and so the people here could
see ustaking like old friends, but | don't redly have any authority yet—my job's contingent on setting up
apog here. It'sthe P.A.—the planetary administrator—who'll have to do the actua negotiating. It'shis
show; he says he wantsto do his own talking, doesn't trust anyone elseto doiit. I'll go get him down here
if you'll go get this Bound-for-Glory person—have | ever mentioned how much | like your family names
here on Godsworld?'

“Not that | recdl; have | ever mentioned how much | didlike al the pagan, meaningless, gpocrypha
namesyou Earthers use?’

“Not in my hearing. Y ou may like our P.A., then—hisnameis Gamdid Blessng. | think that may be
what got him thisjob; it certainly wasn't hislooks.”

“What do you mean by that?’ John asked, suddenly worried.
“Oh, you'l see. I'll go get him; you get the minister.”

Kwameé turned and strode back toward the ship, while John turned and headed for the spot along the
fence where he had seen Seth Bound-for-Glory. He wondered what Kwamé's remark about the
adminigtrator's|ooks could mean; he had distinctly caled this person “him", so John was sure that it was
not awoman, as he might otherwise have feared.

The minister saw him coming, and clambered avkwardly up over thewire. “Y ou want me, John?’” he
cdled.



“Yes, Reverend, | do; can you act as spokesman for your people here? The Earther commander wants
to do some negotiating.”

Bound-for-Glory was visbly nervous. “ Seemsto me you're doing fing,” he said.

“Oh, no, Reverend,” John replied, suppressing agrin. “You'vegot it dl wrong. I'm not one of the Free
Peopleat al, now, am 1?Y ou folks have made that plain these past months. | work for them, not for
you!” Hewaved ahand at the towering starship, gleaming golden-red in the sun. He had not actualy
decided whether to accept the job he had been offered—he had strong reservations, not entirely clear
even to himsdf, about working for any offworlder—but he saw no point in admitting that to the minister.

“Oh,” Bound-for-Glory replied. “Wdll, then, | can just talk to you, can't 17"

“Wdl, now, the commander wanted to speak for himsaf. Come on, now; he'sjust aman.” He glanced
back at the ship and waved toward the hatch.

A figure was emerging—not Kwamé, but someone much larger.
“There heisnow,” John said, turning around for agood look at the administrator.
As he stepped out of the shadowy hatchway the explanation of Kwamé's remark was suddenly obvious.

Gamaliel Blessing stood more than seven feet tdl, John was sure, certainly taler than any other Earther
John had ever seen, let done any Godsworlders. He was heavily built, too, not the tall and dender sort.
Hewore tight black trousers—not jeans—gleaming black boots, aloose, open yellow vest, and a great
dedl of meta apparatus, no shirt, no jacket, no hat, despite the lingering winter chill. His skin was adeep
brown, amost black; his hair was black and curly, and his eyes glowed—literaly glowed—a peculiar
milky white. His metd trappings were not mere ornaments hung on his limbs, but were set into hisflesh;
some sparkled and flickered with unnaturd lights and colors. A slvery band ran around his head, with
severa oddly-shaped protrusions, metal blocks jutted from his chest; wires were woven through his
ams.

Perhgpsworg of dl, three moreirregular metal blocks hung in the air behind him, following dong just
above his shoulders.

John heard Bound-for-Glory whisper “Oh, my good Lord in heaven! What isit?’ He said nothing
himsdf, but hisfedingsweresmilar.

The hideous apparition turned and climbed down the ladder; Kwamé emerged right behind him and adso
descended, again moving very cautioudy down the metal rungs. At the bottom of the ladder the
brown-skinned man-thing turned and looked over the villagerswho till lined the fence. The three meta
things drifting in the air suddenly fanned out across the meadow, spacing themsavesadong aline parale
to thefence, but ahundred feet in, and hanging about eight feet off the ground. Severd villagers started
back inadarm.

“Hlo!” boomed avoice, coming smultaneoudy from the three flying contraptions and the huge Earther.
“I'm Gamdid Blessing, representing the Interstellar Trade and Development Corporation!” It spoke with
athick Earther accent.

Kwamé tugged at Blessing'sarm, and led him to meet John and the minigter.

John stepped forward readily to shake the monster's hand, trying hard to hide hisdismay at Blessing's
gppearance and to resist the temptation to Stare rudely at the opalescent artificial eyes. Kwameé
introduced him. “Mr. Blessing, thisis Captain John Mercy-of-Chrigt, formerly the Armed Guardian of the



True Word and Flesh, currently under consideration to be your on-site consultant. John, Gameliel
Blessing, planetary adminigrator for ITD."

“Captain Mercy-of-Christ, a pleasure to meet you."

John winced at theincorrect form of address. He wanted the Earther to come acrosswell, and slly little
mistakesin form would not hdp at al. *“ J'sevyu, Mr. Blessing; this hereisthe Reverend Seth
Bound-for-Glory, spokesman for the Free People of Savior's Grace and pastor of the Savior's Grace
Church of Chrig."

Blessing stuck out a hand; Bound-for-Glory took it reluctantly, apparently surprised to find it felt like any
other man's hand. “ Reverend,” Blessing said, 1 hope we can do business together. | understand
Godsworld isshort of plastics, would ITD be able to lease this meadow with plastics, or isthere
something else you'd prefer? | don't suppose that you have much usefor Terran credit out here.”

“Plagic?” Theminiger'sfacelit up. “I think we can make aded, Mr. Blessng."

From that point on it was easy. The villagers quickly forgot Blessing's mechanized body and dark skin
when other crewmembers, dmost dl of them completely human in appearance despite awide range of
skin colors, began bringing out crates of guns, ammunition, plastic sheeting, and other trade goods.

John followed the negotiations with interest, and found himself, without reglly meaning to, giving both
sides advice on how to ded with the other, correcting misunderstandings, explaining obscure references,
and interpreting phrases that one or the other did not understand. By noon the next day he had formally
accepted Kwamé's offer and signed on asan I TD employee.

Chapter Twenty-One

“For what hath man of all his labour, and of the vexation of his heart, wherein he hath laboured
under the sun?"—Ecclesiastes 2: 22

* * * %

John glanced impatiently at the cabin door. “I don't understand how ITD could be so stupid,” he said.
“How could they send arebuilt black man to run their operation on an al-white world where cyborgs are
traditionally considered the work of the Devil ?*

“John,” Kwamé said patiently, “1TD is an equd-opportunity employer. They hire the most qudified
people without worrying about their skin color or how many gadgets have been built into them. Hell, at
least he's human! They could have sent an arty or asport model or something. Black skinisn't so bad
when you consder the other possibilities.”

“What other possibilities?'

“Green and scay, say."

“Y ou mean they've found intelligent beings out there bes des humans?”

“No, they built them. Maybe they've found some, too—there were rumors when we left."

“Oh.” John shook his head. “It till seemswrong, somehow, messing around with God'simage.”
“God'simage?’

“Man was created in God'simage—the Bible says s0."



“Which man?|s God white?"

John looked down at the table for amoment, then looked up again. “1 don't know,” he said. “A year ago
| probably would have said yes, but now | don't know. | do know Heisn't green and scay.”

Kwameé shrugged. “ That's more than | know about Him; I'm not even sure He exists™

“Wadll, you're not a Godsworlder—and Gamdid Blessng isn't even close. Couldn't they have found
someone who would be more ... who would fit in better?"

“John, they didn't eventry. | don't think you redly understand the situation. Y ou invited ITD to come
here; that's supposed to mean that you're ready to ded with the people of the Interstellar Confederacy,
that you and these other Godsworlders are reasonably sane and civilized now. To anyone out therein the
Confederacy, that means you're supposed to be able to accept people as people, however they may
vary; that'sjust about the most basic rule our civilization has. Gamalid Blessing isaperson, evenif he has
had half his nervous system rewired and any number of things added; Godsworld is going to have to
accept that if they're going to deal with civilized people. Now, you know and | know that ITD was
invited in here because you fed Bechtel-Rand wronged you, not because Godsworld is actually reedy for
open trade; you know and | know that Savior's Grace issued the invitation and I TD accepted it because
they both smelled a profit; but ITD can't admit that, because the CRA wouldn't allow them to trade here
if they did. They have to behave asif Godsworld redlly were civilized."

“Itiscvilized! More civilized than Earth!"
“Oh, come on, you know better than that!™

“We have the perfect way of life here, following the word of God! How can anything be more civilized
than that?"

“The perfect way of life? Living on the edge of starvation, fighting petty little wars over whether to use
wine or grape juice to smulate human blood?”

“That war was over centuries ago! The prohibitionist heretics were wiped out!™
“That'savilized?'
“yeg"

“I think we may have a problem in trandation here; you may have noticed that those pop up, where
words have changed their meanings over time. Godsworlder English isn't exactly like the evolved Old
American that the machines taught us before we came here. Just what do you mean by * civilized?'

John opened his mouth, then closed it again. “1 don't know,” he admitted.
“That'swhat | thought."

“It seemsto me, though, that aguest should respect a host's customs, and we don't allow mixing men and
machineshere."

Kwamé shrugged. “Get used to it,” he said.
“We a0 try and keep our gppointments, when isthis strategy session going to start?”

“When Blessing gets here. That idiot minister of yoursis probably arguing about some stupid detall.”



“He'snot my minister. And | till think picking ablack and a cyborg was ... inconsiderate.”

“Oh, | don't know,” Blessing said from the doorway. “| think they wanted someone impressive. And
you must admit, Captain, that to your little pale people here, | amimpressive.”

“| didn't hear you comein,” Kwamé said.
“I didn't want you to,” Blessing replied.
Impatiently, John said, “Forget that. Sit down, Mr. Blessing, and let'stalk.”

“Gladly.” He sank into one of the cushions; it billowed up around him, supporting hisweight and pillowing
him on all sdes. “The robots have started digging our headquarters. | hope, Captain, that Godsworld has
no taboos about building underground? There is no sacred earth here, no buria ground? Mr.
Bound-for-Glory made no objection, but he might have been constrained from speaking by some custom
of which | am unaware. He did not appear happy, however."

John stared at him. “Y ou can't build underground on Godsworld; the soil's only afew feet deep. You'd
need to blast out rock. We don't have any laws against it—I don't know what you mean by
‘taboo'—because we never needed any."

“Oh, we can go through rock; that's no problem. It explains our host's misgivings, though. ITD learned its
trade on planets where the atmosphere was not breathable, Captain; we aways build underground unless
loca custom forbidsit. It would be ashame to disturb the fields here, wouldn't it?*

John accepted another amazing accomplishment of Earther technology without further argument. “Oh,”
he said. “Well, there's no graveyard here; if there were there would be headstones.”

“Ah. Good. That makesit easy.” He nodded. “ Then the robots should have the basic roomsready in a
few hundred hours. Already we have arranged to purchase afew tons of thisfungoid you cdl

‘nearwood’ from the village here, in exchange for firearms, in addition to leasing our headquarters site for
afew tons of chesp styrene.”

“Frearms?’Y ou mean guns?"'
“Yes, guns. Your people seem very fond of them."
“These aren't my people; I'm a True Worder, not from Savior's Grace."

“All Godsworlders, Captain; | meant no offense. At any rate, they seem pleased to have ushere. We
should be able to make quick progress.”

“Do you expect the People of Heaven to try and stop you? Are you putting your headquarters
underground for defensive reasons?’ John asked.

“No, no, Captain; | told you why we build underground. The People of Heaven certainly know we're
here, and will undoubtedly try to prevent us from establishing ourselves on Godsworld; | expect them to
cut their prices and aggressively expand their trading.”

“Cut prices?’ John sat stunned for amoment as vague misgivings that had been mounting since the ship
landed suddenly crystalized. Blessng and Kwamé did not notice; Blessing was inquiring what
Bechtel-Rand's former employee thought would be the best-selling products on Godsworld.

John wasredlizing clearly for thefirst timethat ITD and Bechtel-Rand were not immediately going to sart



shooting at each other. America Dawes and Gamaliel Blessing were merchants, not warriors.
They would not kill each other off.

He had made amistake, adisastrous and irreversible mistake. ITD and Bechtel-Rand were not going to
drive each other off Godsworld. They would split the planet between them.

Hemight still be able to salvage something from the situation, he told himself. The two were competitors.
If he could keep them nibbling away at each other they might yet leave the rest of Godsworld aone.

And at the very least, Godsworlders would now have the choice of two Satanic organizationsto
surrender to, instead of only one. Somehow, John did not find that thought comforting.

He returned his attention to the meeting, and found that one of Blessing's remote floaters was projecting
an incredibly detailed topographic map of Godsworld on anearby cream-colored bulkhead.

“Were here,” Blessing said, pointing to aspot in the northeast of 1sachar. “ And Bechtdl-Rand's base of
operationsis here, in the Hills of Judah, far more centrally located. Of course, with the opening contract
and development license, they were able to pick any spot on the planet. Now, where would you two
suggest we send our first batch of envoys?!

Kwamé shrugged. “That'snot my fidd,” he said.

John looked at the map carefully, trying to match it up with the distorted and crudely-drawn maps he was
familiar with. “Would this be the Little New Jordan River, here?’ He pointed.

“Yes” Blessing said after an ingtant's heditation, “ That's what the ship'srecords cal it."
“Then this must be the marshes; thereésavillage there that | don't see on here.”

“Oh, we can't show every singlevillage on that map! If you like we can haveit enlarged until the village
does show. Why?What did you havein mind?'

“Oh, I'm just trying to get oriented. | wasthinking you might try Little St. Peter. | have three men there
loya to mewho might be able to sabotage the defenses.”

“Captain, we aren't trying to capture towns from Bechtel-Rand's net quite yet; first we need to establish
oursalves. Well be cutting into their markets soon enough, but for now we need to turn a profit quickly to
convince the home office it'sworth investing further, and to do that we want previoudy-untapped
markets, where we can set our own prices. Once we have more funds available we can start picking at
the edges of Bechtel-Rand'slittle empire.”

“Oh.” That wasjust good military sense, of course; build abasefirgt, exploit that to support your
attack...

But there wouldn't be any attack. I TD was not interested in killing or converting the people of
Godsworld, but only in buying and selling. Odd, John thought, how very similar the Strategies might be.

“What about the other villagesin these hills around us—Isachar, they're caled?’ Blessing asked.

“Yes, Isachar. Probably not worth bothering with, actudly,” John said without thinking. “ Too many of
them, too smdll, al independent of each other. It would take yearsto pick them al up piecemedl. That's
why nobody ever conquered them—too much time and troublefor little gain.”

“Ah. Smal markets, then. Well send out afew people to see what they have to offer, but I'd prefer



something larger for our mgor campaign. What about this city-state here—doesn't it have something of
an empire of itsown? And trade, aswell?’ He pointed to a dot that John realized must represent Spiritus
Sancti.

“That'sthe Realm of the Chosen of the Holy Ghost,” John said. “ They're big and rich, dl right, witha
good location—protected on two sides but open to the western plain—but | don't think you'll be ableto
trade with them.”

uWI,.]y r]ot?l

“Becauseit'sruled by aman called the Anointed of God who doesn't trust Earthers. | tried to get him to
invite you here, but he threw me out, and I wound up in Savior's Grace instead.”

“Oh.” Blessing looked at the map. “It'stoo good to pass up, though. Well have to offer this Anointed of
God adedl he can't refuse. Either that, or depose him somehow.” He gazed thoughtfully at the map.

John, too, stared &t it. Depose the Anointed? These Earthers might be merchants, not killers, but they
had possibilities after al. Blessng was apervert, by Godsworld standards, corrupting his own flesh with
gted, but he had drive and intelligence; he was not wholly decadent, not asimple thrill-seeker like
Tuesday Ikeya.

John wondered for amoment whether hisrewiring included an empathy spike, but thrust the question
addeasirrdevant.

This campaign, he thought, was going to beinteresting. “How would you do that?’ he asked.

“Oh, there are ways—but let's hope it doesn't come to that. Why doesn't this Anointed person like
Terrans? | mean, Earthers?'

John described hislast meeting with the Anointed, and told the story of Stephen Chrigt-is-Risen ashe
understood it.

Blessing frowned as he listened; when John had finished he thought silently for amoment. “This Stephen
Chrig-is-Risen,” he asked findly, “do you think Bechtel-Rand redlly sent him off-planet?’

John floundered for amoment, then looked at Kwamé.
“I think they did,” Kwamé said.

“Then | don't think we need to worry about protests to the CRA if we depose the Anointed,” Blessing
said, “though | till hope it won't cometo that. We can make anything we do to the Anointed look like
what they did to Christ-is-Risen. | likethat.” He paused. “It shouldn't be necessary, though. John, you've
talked with this person, so I'll be sending you dong, but you won't be speaking on our behaf—if anyone
asksyou'rejust dlong asaguide. | know just the person to send to talk to this Anointed.” He smiled, and
one of histhreefloatersdid adow roll in mid-air.

Chapter Twenty-Two
“And the maiden pleased him, and she obtained kindness of him ... "—Esther 2:9

* * * %

Thewoman let out another little startled yip, and again John glanced Sideways at her in disbelief. Even
riding astride at adow walk she was obvioudy having trouble staying in the saddle. John knew perfectly
wdll that horses were extinct back on Earth—or nearly so, anyway—but he had not realized anyone,
even awoman who had never seen ahorse before, could have quite so much trouble riding one.



Thiswoman, however, was doing just that. Three times now the entire expedition—John, the woman,
and an escort of four of the Free People and two I TD employees—had come to ahat while John
adjusted her saddle and boosted her up until she was reasonably steady once more. The stirrups had
been shortened dmost asfar asthey would go, the cinch-strap pulled so tight the horse was visibly
uncomfortable; fortunately, the beast found for her was so placid it made no protest, but merely waked
al themore dowly and gingerly.

John had grest difficulty in believing that thistiny, frail, cdlumsy woman was PremosilaKim, theincredible
salesperson that Gamaliel Blessing had been so proud of. She was lessthan five feet tall—ameter and a
half, she said—by far the shortest Earther John had yet encountered, with black curling hair and big dark
eyes, but flat-chested and scrawny. She did, he had to admit, have adelightful smile—she had used it on
him when they were introduced—but it would take more than asmile to win over the Anointed.

She gasped suddenly as she dipped sdeways, she caught herself with both hands grabbing the pommd,
but her riding skirt fell away.

After spending as much time as he had among Earthers John was no longer shocked or intrigued by the
sght of awoman'slegs, particularly legs asthin asthese; he smply reined in hismount, did to the ground,
and walked back to recover the skirt. It would not do to et her be seen bare-legged by any of the
Chosen.

Two of the men from Savior's Grace were staring, while the other two averted their eyes; John shook his
head in disgust. Their reactions would be different ayear from now, he told himsalf, when the Earthers
had been around their village for awhile. The other two ITD people were not staring, but smply watching
camly and casudly—»but then, one of them was awoman hersdf. The other claimed to be from
someplace caled Groombridgiana, which heingsted was not on Earth at dl, and for al John knew the
women in Groombridgiana ran around stark naked.

Hethrew the sKkirt across the horse's back behind her, and stood by as she tugged it into place again.
“Thank you,” she sad, smiling a him for the second time.

He smiled back without meaning to, then remounted and spurred his horse forward again. A pretty smile
would not be enough to win over the Anointed—>but it might help.

That was the last time she dipped; somehow she seemed to suddenly get the hang of riding after that, and
by the time they reached the border of the Chosen Empire the party was moving at adecent pace and
able to converse with one another.

John knew that long before they reached Spiritus Sancti, word of their coming would reach the army and
an escort would meet them; that meant that this was hislast opportunity to talk with Kim where there was
no chance of being overheard by unfriendly ears. He had held his peace through all the long ride through
the hills and while they wandered along the Upper New Jordan searching for aford, but he could resist
no longer.

“Are you sure you want to do this?’ he asked her at amoment when they happened to be out of easy
earshot of the others.

“Dowhat?’ Shelooked honestly puzzled.
“Tak tothe Anointed. He hates Earthers; it's entirely possible helll have you imprisoned or even killed.”
“Oh, | don't think helll do that.”



“I'll do thetalking, if you like."

“No, no; it'smy job."

“But it's dangeroud "

“Captain, it'smy job. | don't think you understand.”

John was getting tired of being told that he didn't understand things, but he knew that it had usudly been
true when one of the Earthers had said that. “ Oh?” he replied.

“Be honest, now; you've negotiated with this person three times so far. Have you ever gotten what you
wanted?"

John had to admit that he had not gotten the aliance he had asked for, nor permission to land the ITD
ship on the Anointed'sland, but heinssted, “1 got my guerrillag!”

“Y es, given grudgingly and undersupplied, and taken back again later!”
John had no answer to that.

“Besides, how can you speak for ITD, when he knows you as a True Worder? He won't really accept
what you say. | know you work for ITD and hold aresponsible position, but he won't believeit. He
thinks of you asa Godsworlder and ITD as Earther, and if he'sasrigid in histhinking asyou've led meto
believe he won't accept any crossovers.”

“Not me, then, but you need a strong negotiator, someone helll respect...”

“No, you don't. Y ou're thinking in military terms again, Captain, where the object isto scare your enemy.
We're not an army. We want to look just as harmless and weak as we can, don't you see that? We want
him to believe that he has nothing to fear from us, that he can adlow usthe free run of hiswhole empire
without worrying about his own security. And if he'slike other primitives—forgive me, Captain, but that's
what Godsworlders seem to us—then helll equate physical size with power. If he seesme asthe
representative of I TD—as their sookesman and astheir symbol both—then hell think he's safe, that
we'reweak and harmless. Helll agree to termsthat he would not risk granting to abig strong mae like
yoursdf."

“Oh.” John saw thelogic to what she said, dthough it till went againgt his accustomed beliefs. After a
moment of silence, he asked, “But aren't you redlly just as weak as he seesyou to be? Y ou don't have
your ship here, or any of your machines..."

Kim sghed. “Take my word for it, Captain, | can handleit.”
“But..."

She urged her horse forward before he could finish his question, putting an end to the conversation, and
twenty minutes |ater their escort appeared.

In Spiritus Sancti they were met by two of the Anointed's advisors, both small, delicate men, who
interrogated them politely in asmdl office; John noticed for thefirgt time, now that Kim had brought it to
his attention, that none of the government officials among the Chosen, and none of the higher-ranking
officers, wereredly very large. John guessed that the Anointed did, indeed, equate physical strength with
ambition and power, and alowed no big strong men into positions of power lest they one day overthrow
him. That seemed odd, since the Anointed himsalf was so grotesquely fat that the effort of hauling hisown



weight around left him with little strength for anything dse.

Or perhapsit was not so odd, at that. John thought of the Anointed asaman of great power, certainly,
since he commanded an empire, but perhaps he saw himsdf asaweskling. Hisfear of being subverted
by the Earthers certainly said little for his self-confidence.

At Kim'singstence John did not speak to the advisors during the questioning, but stood silently with the
four men from Savior's Grace as the three offworlders were interviewed. He made no protest when the
advisors recognized him and demanded to know why he was there, and were told that he had been hired
samply asaguide. He understood that admitting a connection between himself and ITD might harm the
negotiating; he dso knew that with their mysterioudy perfect maps—he was till unclear on what a
‘satellite’ was, though he had learned to spell and pronounce the word—the Earthers had no need of
guidesin the usud sense.

Kim did virtualy dl the talking for the Earthers, despite the attempts of the advisorsto draw her male
companion into the conversation. The Groombridgian was adept at finding various ways of saying,
“That's not my field; you'll haveto ask my superior, Ms. Kim."

Something about Kim seemed to make the two Chosen uneasy, dthough John could not see what it
would be; she was being the very picture of deference, smiling, nodding, apologizing, and spesking in
smple, sometimes broken sentences, asif she were not fluent in English—or rather, Godsworlder
English, asthe Earthers called it. Apparently it differed greatly from the dead |anguage known as English
back on Earth.

It was only as the conversation was nearing its end that John reslized the Chosen were having trouble
dealing with her because she was awoman. He had been associating so much with Earthersthat he had
forgotten how thoroughly the Chosen despised women, the heirs of sinful Eve. The People of the True
Word and Flesh had relegated women to secondary roles, as did every Godsworld society, but the
Chosen carried it to an extreme—while the Earthers at times seemed totally oblivious of any difference
between the sexes. Perhaps that was another reason that the Anointed had wanted nothing to do with
them.

And not only was Kim female, but John realized when they dl stood again that she had managed to
loosen the callar of her blouse, asif by accident. Throughout the interrogation the Anointed's advisors
had been staring down her neckline, too polite to mention her apparent disarray; a Godsworlder woman
would have noticed their stares and fixed the collar.

She certainly knew the difference between the sexes, and was willing to exploit it. That was nothing new
on either planet, John was sure.

It was decided that Kim, the man from Groombridgiana, and the senior of the men from Savior's Grace
would be permitted to discuss the possibility of trade with the Anointed the following morning. The entire
party was escorted to rooms up the street, which John remembered well.

When they were gathered in their two rooms, John remarked quietly to Kim, “1'm impressed, |
think—you probably convinced those advisors you're aharlot, and not avery bright one at that.”

“Doyouthink so0?'
“Y$II

“Oh, good! | was hoping that was their impression, but | wasn't sure how far to go to convince them
without being blatant.”



“Oh?'Y ou planned on being taken for awhore?"

“Certainly! Isthere anyone more despised and harmlessin your culture? They probably think I'm
Blessng'swoman of the moment, and the fact that he sent me on addicate mission should convince them
he'sether anidiot, drastically short-handed, or both. How much of athreeat can his organization be, then?
Y ou see? You couldn't have done that—no man could.”

John shook hishead in admiration. “ Y ou Earthers may not al be Satanists—| haven't decided that one
yet—Dbut you're tricky enough.”

Kim shrugged. “ Just psychology.”
“I &ill don't think helll let you open atrading post here, though.”
At that, Kimjust smiled.

John had underestimated the Earther salespeople and the Anointed's greed; Kim returned from her first
audience with asigned agreement dlowing I TD traders freedom to crossthe borders a will until further
notice. She was also bubbling with suppressed laughter at the Anointed's ludicrous attempts to seduce
her.

Within afortnight the Chosen of the Holy Ghost had not merely agreed to the establishment of atrading
mission, but had joined the Free Trade Federation, I TD's puppet organization intended to counter the
Protectorate of Heaven, outright, Sgning exclusive contracts stating that 1 TD wasto supply al new
weaponsfor their army.

Once the Anointed had signed the contract and joined the Federation the two corporate powers shared a
border—the border between the Chosen and the True Worders, the site of conflict for asfar back as
John could recdl. Upon hisreturn to Savior's Grace John spent an hour or so pondering thison the
incredible maps I TD's ship generated upon request, and brought up the subject at the next strategy
sesson.

“Y ou know, if the Chosen were to march south across the Little New Jordan, then swing west, they
could cut the True Worders off from the rest of the Protectorate and probably march right into New
Nazareth unopposed. The True Worders don't have much of an army; they lost it fighting the Heaveners.”

Kwamé stared at him. “They lost it under your command.”
“I'mwell aware of that!” John snapped.

“Areyou suggesting, Captain,” Blessing said, casudly flicking at awire that protruded, at the moment,
from one of hisfingertips, “ That we arm the Chosen and prod them into conquering your own native
land?!

“Not conquering; recapturing!”

“It looks very much like conquest to me,” Blessing replied. He folded the wire down; it vanished into his
finger. “Weren't you leading an army against the Chosen ayear ago?"

“Yes, | was"
“It seemsyou've changed Sides.”

“No, I haven't—everyone e'se hasl My people surrendered to the Heaveners, and the Chosen



surrendered to us.”

“There would be a bloodbath, you know; we've armed the Chosen with light machine guns and
armor-piercing bullets, and I'm sure Bechtel-Rand has equi pped the True Worders with equally
formidable weapons. Casudties would be enormous. Even if the True Worder army was destroyed,
surely they have some sort of militia, and you yourself told us that they joined the protectorate in order to
acquire the meansto defend themselves. And furthermore, Captain, asits nameimplies, wouldn't the
protectorate be obligated to cometo their aid? True, the Chosen could cut them off on the ground, but
Bechtel-Rand has enough aircraft to keep True Worder resistance well-supplied for months, even if they
don't decide to use their starships, asthey well might.”

John stared at the map. Blessing was right, he knew. He had ill been thinking in the terms of old
Godsworld, where wars could be fought without interference, and where trained men, horses, and sted!
blades decided battles. He had not considered either the heightened firepower or the presence of aircraft.

“Besdes” Kwamé said, “what's the point in killing potentid customers?"
Reuctantly, John pulled his eyes away from the map and nodded.

“However,” Blessng sad, 1 think you may be right in choosing our next target. The agreement that your
former people signed upon joining the protectorate—wasiit an exclusive contract?!

“I don't know,” John admitted, “| never thought about it."

“Wadll, Captain, if you'reto go on working for ITD you need to think of such things. Just because
Bechtdl-Rand has trading rightsin New Nazareth and holds the contract to defend the tribe, doesn't
mean that we can't trade with them as well *

John gtared at him.

“Infact, Captain, | think that tomorrow morning you'll be leaving for New Nazareth, to seeif you can't
open trade there.”

Chapter Twenty-Three

“Though he slay me, yet will | trust in him; but | will maintain my own ways before him."—Job
13:15

* * * %

Theairship dropped him and his party at the border; he and Blessing had decided that it would be unwise
to fly directly into New Nazareth until they had a better idea how matters stood there. John had a small
meta device that was supposed to signal the airship to come and get him, wherever he might be at the
time, when he was ready to leave and return to Savior's Grace.

He had wanted Kwamé dong on this expedition, but the Australian had refused; in fact, John noticed that
he no longer left the ITD headquarters except to go aboard the ship for one reason or another. He had
obvioudy lost interest in Godsworld.

Besides, as Blessing pointed out, it was reckless and wasteful to send both of hisloca experts—only
Kwamé used the officid term, “ on-gite consultants'—on a single expedition.

PremosilaKim, however, was available; once the opening rounds of negotiation were out of the way
Blessing had replaced her in Spiritus Sancti with aman, someone that the Chosen could dedl with more
comfortably.



John found himsdf thinking the worse of the Chosen for their prejudice against women, even while he
redlized that he, himsdlf, had not been much better for most of hislife. He was till not ready to concede
women full equaity with men, asthe Earthersdid, but he certainly respected some of the Earther women
far more than he ever had any Godsworlder women.

For one, he respected Kim, despite her occasiona awkwardness with the details of everyday life on
Godsworld; he accepted her incluson gladly.

He dso took along a deacon from Savior's Grace, to lend the group some officia status by Godsworlder
tribal standards, and ayoung male Earther in case the True Worders refused to ded with Kim.

The four of them walked from the border as far asthe outskirts of New Nazareth, ajourney lasting about
aday and ahalf, before anyone stopped them or asked their business. Finally, only ahundred yards from
the city's open gates, apatrol marched out to meet them, apparently aerted by alookout somewhere.

John introduced himself by name only, since histitles had been revoked, and explained that he had come
to speak to the Elders on behdf of himself and his companions. He did not offer any explanation of who
his companionswere.

Two of the Sx men in the patrol obvioudy recognized him immediately; he was unsure of the others, and
did not himself recognize any of them well enoughto cdl by name.

“Captain John,” the patrol leader said, “we thought you were dead.”

He felt an unreasonable warmth at smply being addressed by hisold familiar title, rather than just
“Captain”, asthe Earthers called him, or by acivilian name, asthe Chosen did now that he no longer had

anamy.
“No,” hesaid, “I came close once or twice, but God's not ready for me yet."

“Either that, or the Devil thinks you're more use here than there!” The patrol leader smiled, but John did
not laugh at the jibe; he was too uncertain of his reception among his own people.

“I need to talk to the Elders,” he said. “Can that be arranged?”

“I reckon we might get a couple of them to seeyou,” the soldier answered. “ Old Captain Habakkuk's an
Elder now, and I'm sure helll be eager to seeyou again, sir!™

John smiled. “I hope s0."
“Hesup at the garrison, Sir; would it bedl right if | brought you and these others there?”

John nodded. “It'd be fine with me—you know what your orders are better than | do, now. Don't break
them just becauseit'sme."

“Oh, they don't get very specific about it, Sir; were to use our own judgement, so I'll take you to
Captain-Elder Habakkuk."

“Good,” John answered. “Wed likethat."

In practice, however, they were not taken directly to Habakkuk, but rather to one of hisaides, inasmall,
cluttered office a one end of the garrison barracks. There they were kept waiting at swordpoint—John
noticed that all six soldiers carried revolvers on their belts, but two swords were the only weapons drawn
to guard the foursome—while the aide went to consult with his commander.



They sat on the floor for amost an hour before the aide finaly returned.
“Mr. Mercy,” he sad, “the Captain-Elder will see you now."

The civilian address struck John as abad sign as he got to his feet. He said nothing, but followed the aide
up aflight of stairsto Habakkuk's office—an office which had once been his own.

It had changed very little, he saw when the door swung open. Habakkuk, too, had changed very
little—except he did not stand up when John entered the room. That was amark of respect to a superior
officer; whatever form of addressthe patrol leader might have used, Habakkuk obvioudy no longer saw
John as his commander. He sat behind his desk, his heavy body squeezed into the familiar chair, his
square face expressionless, and said nothing. Theinitial warmth John felt at the sight of hisold comrade
quickly faded before that lack of response.

They stared at each other for along moment.

“Jsevyu, Captain-Elder,” John said &t last.

“J'sevyu, John,” Habakkuk replied. “1 never expected to see you again.”

John nodded and was about to say something when Habakkuk added, “| never wanted to seeyou

again.

John's mouth, opening in preparation for speech, continued to open, but no sound came out for the first
few seconds. “What?’ he managed at las.

“Y ou heard me"
“Yes, | heard you, but | don't understand you. | thought we were friends.”

“Maybe we were once, but we aren't now. Y ou betrayed your own people; how can | befriendto a
traitor?'

“I'm no traitor!"

“No?Y ou prevented our people from conquering the Chosen when we had the chance; you led our
army into atrap and saw it destroyed instead. When we had found an aly in the People of Heaven to
protect us from the Chosen, you waged a guerrillawar against them. Now you've come here openly as
an agent of the Chosen. What did they pay you for dl this, John? Wasit worth it?” John could hear the
bitternessin Habakkuk's voice.

“Nobody paid me!” hereplied. “And I'm not here as an agent of the Chosen!"
“Y ou aren't under the Anointed's protection?”
“No!"

“I didn't think you'd be stupid enough to come back here any other way. If you're not here asaforeign
agent, then you're fill a True Worder, and atraitor. Will you insist on atria, or can we just get right on

with the hanging?'
“Darnit, I'm not atraitor!"

“Oh, come on, John!"



“I'm not! | made mistakes—bad mistakes—but I'm not atraitor!"

The two men stared at one another for along moment; then Habakkuk demanded, “Well, if you arent
here as an envoy for the Chosen, why are you here? Were you just coming home?”

“No,” John admitted. “I am an envoy, but not for the Chosen.”
“Who, then?'

“The Free Trade Federation.”

Habakkuk looked utterly blank. “Who?"

“The Free Trade Federation,” John indgsted. “It's ... wdll, an dlliance. Intended to counter the Heavener
protectorate. Our baseisin Savior's Grace, up in Isachar.”

“I never heard of it."

“Weredtill pretty new—but we've signed up the Chosen..."
“I knew it!"

“Wait..."

“I knew you were working for the Chosen!™

“Darnit, | an not!” John was infuriated. Habakkuk had always had atendency to hang onto ideas that
had outlived their usefulness; John had tolerated it before, but never before had one of those ideas been
directed againg him. “I'm working for ITD!"

Habakkuk stared at him for amoment. “ Get your story straight, John,” he said at last. “Who's Ahtedeh?
And you said you worked for thisfederation.”

“| said | was here on thair behdf, not that | worked for them."
“Not much of adifferencefrom wherel st."

“Thereis, though. | work for the Interstellar Trade and Devel opment Corporation; it's an organization
that competes with the People of Heaven back on Earth. | brought some of them to Godsworld to give
the Heavenersalittle of their own medicine. The corporationiscaled ITD for short, and ITD runsthe
Free Trade Federation, which is based in Savior's Grace, and which has signed up the Chosen asaclient
date, just the way the Heaveners signed up you folks."

“Youwork for Earthers?'
“Y es—Earthers, but not the Heaveners."
“Earthers are Earthers, John; | thought you hated them all for the pagansthey are.”

“I hate the Heavenersfor coming in here and destroying what we had on Godsworld, corrupting the
people and usurping power and destroying my homeland. If | have to work with Earthersto fight them, |
will."

“How long have you been working for the Earthers? Were they the ones who paid you to attack the
Heavenersinstead of the Chosen?"



“Nobody paid meto do that, Hab! It was a mistake!"
Habakkuk stared at him.
“Look, I've been working for ITD for about amonth now—that's al."

Habakkuk stared for amoment longer, leaning back in his chair. Then, abruptly, he leaned forward
across the desk.

“Y ou swear you weren't paid to betray us?’

“| swear it, by God and Jesus.”

“All right, then, | believe you—I think. What did you come herefor?"
“To trade—the Free Trade Federation wants to trade with you."
“We're part of the Heavener protectorate, you know."

“Yes, of course | know that, but you can sill trade with us, can't you? Anything the Heaveners can sl
you, we can sall you—and probably at a better price.”

“I'm no trader.”

“I know that—but you're an Elder."

“True enough. All right, keep talking.”

“Let me get my assstant up here; she'sthe expert.”

“She?Y ou mean that woman isn't just baggage?’

“That's PremosilaKim, our top salesperson,” John said proudly.
Habakkuk sat back and stared in astonishment.

It took four days of haggling to arrange for a caravan's reception; John stayed quietly in the background
while his companions handled the details.

After theinitia explanations were made, Habakkuk, too, stayed in the background, letting the other
Elders handle things; his specidty was the military, and heleft other mattersto other people. Once, on the
second day, he came and sat beside John throughout along debate, but did not speak; the coldness
between the two men had not been completely dispelled.

Onthethird day he did spesk, remarking casually, “That woman's quite atalker; when you brought her
here | thought you'd gone mad, putting so much faith inawoman.”

John nodded. “ She's smart, dl right.”
“She says you're second in command of I TD's entire force on Godsworld,” Habakkuk continued.

“| thought | wasthird,” John replied truthfully, “but | reckon | might bewrong.” He had never inquired as
to how he stood relative to Kwame.

Habakkuk nodded silently, accepting the information. After along pause he said, “ Then | don't guessyou
plan to come back here again.”



John thought long and hard before findly replying, “No, | guess| don't.”

He had never thought about that, never planned that far ahead. He had only been concerned with
opposing the Heaveners, never worrying about what he, personadly, would do when he no longer had a
part to play in that opposition. Now that he did think about it, though, he knew he would never be happy
returning to the People of the True Word and Flesh. They would never again wage war upon their
neighbors, he was certain; the spirit had been destroyed, the sted stripped from their souls, by their
crushing defest at the hands of the People of Heaven. Their empire had been swallowed up by the
protectorate, and John could not believe that it would ever again be the proud and independent power it
had once been.

That was no place for aman like himself.
“Reckonit'sjust aswell,” Habakkuk said. “Y ou aren't real popular around here, traitor or not.”
John nodded. That, too, wastrue.

When the negotiations were finished he signaled the airship, eager to return home—hometo the ITD
headquartersin Savior's Grace.

Chapter Twenty-Four
“My lips shall not speak wickedness, nor my tongue utter deceit."—Job 27:4

* * * %

After the Chosen and the True Worders, John spent several weeks vigiting various old allies,
accompanied by ITD salespeople, stopping back at Savior's Grace every so often for more suppliesand
to report back to Blessing. Severa tribes had agreed to open trade with I'TD, which was, for once, dl
John was asking for—no military commitments or exclusive contracts.

He had made a good trip through eastern Reuben and was just off the airship, bound for Blessing's office,
when someone called to him from acrossthe landing field.

He stopped and looked; awoman was waving at him from beyond the fence.
“John! Over herel” shecdled.

Puzzled, John turned aside, motioning to the two sales representatives who had left the airship with him to
go on without him. He strode quickly to the fence.

The voice and figure had been familiar; the woman was Miriam Humble-Before-God.
“What are you doing here?’ he asked.
“| cameto seeyou,” she answered. “ And maybe Kwamé."

“Why?" John could guess why; she was probably renewing her drive for vengeance againgt him, and
hoping to revive her friendship—if that waswhat it had been—with Kwamé.

“Ms. Dawes sent me"
He had not expected that. “Oh?’ he said.
“Y es. Can we go somewhere €l se, somewhere more comfortable?!

“I have an office in the headquarters here."



“No, somewhere we can't be watched."

He glanced at her curioudy. He had never asked Blessing whether his office was monitored, but in
probability it was, that was standard for al roomsin Earther buildings, even the lavatories. He had
become accustomed to the idea—just as he had become accustomed to Earther lavatories and the
incredible amounts of water they used. Kwamé had assured him that all the water was purified and
re-used, not smply wasted, but it had till taken him weeks to adjust to the idea of intentionaly polluting
water with his own wastes.

He had adjusted, though, and now he was bothered by the smell whenever he had to use Godsworlder
facilities, and annoyed by the inconvenience of carrying acommunicator with him when outside
headquarters, rather than being able to talk to anyone he chose smply by addressing the ceiling.

Miriam said she was working for Dawes, and wanted complete privacy; it was easy to guess that
whatever was to be said to him was something Bechtel-Rand did not want I TD to hear. That might be
interesting; it might well be something he could use againgt Bechtel-Rand.

“All right,” hesaid, “I know ahollow over in therocks.” He pointed with one hand and dipped the other
into his pocket, checking the settings on his communicator and trying to decide whether or not to useit to
record the conversation.

Miriam nodded, and he led the way up to where arocky shelf jutted out from the hillside. A piece had
broken off and did down the dope afew yards, leaving a gap where they would be sheltered on three
Sdes.

When they reached the spot, John turned expectantly to Miriam.
“What isit?" he asked.

“What'sin your pocket?’ she demanded.

“What?'

“Y ou shouldn't wear your jeanstight, like the Earthers, if you want to hide thingsin the pockets—I can
see you've got something there. What isit?"

Reluctantly, he pulled out the communicator. She snatched it away and tossed it down the hillside,
“You canfetch it back later, if youwant,” shetold him.
“All right, then,” he said. Y ou've got your privacy, Ms. Humble; what isit you wanted to tell me?"

“The People of Heaven hired me to come and talk with you because they were pretty sure you'd talk to
me, where you might not talk to one of their own people. I'm not saying | like what they're doing, but
they're paying me enough to buy my own inn, if | want, so herel am.”

“What isit?'

“| just want you to understand I'm not here on my own—I'd given up my revenge. | think you deserve
this, but it'snot my doing.”

“What isn't your doing? Darn it, woman, will you get to the point?’

“They don't want you working for ITD any more; they want you to break up this Free Trade Federation
if you can, but whether you do that or not, they want you to go away from here. They don't like having a



native Godsworlder running thingsfor ITD here—it'smaking I TD look good and the Heaveners|ook
bad, especiadly when it's you, the man who fought the Earthersfor so long. It makesit look like ITD
bel ongs on Godsworld more than the Heaveners do."

“Maybeit does.”

“I don't know, maybe it does—but that's not the point. Ms. Dawes wants you to stop working for ITD.
She doesn't care what you do after that—her job offer is till open, she says, or you can just go home, or
whatever, just stay away from ITD."

“Why should 1?1 don't owe her any favors!”

“Shelll pay you."

“ITD ispaying me, and they can match anything she can offer.”

“All right, then; | was hoping it wouldn't go thisfar. Do you know what avideodromeis?'
“Of course—Mr. Blessing isthinking of building one here.”

“Ms. Dawes has built onein the Citadd, and she's going to open it to the public tomorrow, free of
charge. And if youre dtill in Savior's Grace, the first tape shelll have shown isthe one of you and Tuesday
Ikeya; she's had copies made, and one will go to every town in the protectorate. Y ou'll bea

laughingstock.”
John gtared at her silently for along moment. “You think 0?7 hesaid at last.
“Of course! The grest warrior, humbled by a mere woman!"

“I don't think that's how it'll look, Miriam. | think that if you hadn't seen that tape while you still hated me
you'd know that."

Suddenly uncertain, Miriam asked, “What do you mean?'

“Think about it. The Earthers are planning to show Godsworlders an obscene tape—first off, how many
do you think will actudly weatch it? How many of them will dare admit they watched it? Most placeson
Godsworld strong men il blanch when one of our saleswomen adjusts her collar; do you think they'll
watch atape of a perverted rape? And you think that if they do, after watching me and this naked dut of
an Earthwoman, they'll think the worse of me but not of her?"

“No, but Tuesday isn't here any more; she doesn't matter.”

“Doesnt she? Do you think that your ordinary Godsworlder will think that? Hell see an Earthwoman
wallowing in decadent lust. Do you think helll say, ‘oh, that's just this one pervert? No, helll say, ‘1 knew
those Earthers were bad!’”

“But John, they'll see you naked!"

“No, they wont; she didn't get my clothes off."
“No, | meanthey'll see... see you!"

“They'll seealot moreof her, asl| remember it."

She stared at him. “What kind of aman are you? Y ou can stop the tape from being shown, and you



won't?You don't care if haf the population of the world watches you rutting like an animal ?*

“No, actualy—I don't care. | suppose | should, but it hardly even seemsasif I'm the same person | was
then. | was naive and ignorant, like most Godsworlders; I'm not any more.”

“You're sill a Godsworlder."

“Am 1?1 haven't attended services in months; the minister here doesn't like me, and | don't like him. I'm
not amember of any tribe; the True Worders have disowned me. | live herein the Earther headquarters,
like an Earther myself—I eat their foodsand | use their furniture.”

“Youredill aChrigian, with moras..."

“Am 1?1'm not sure about that. Look, | followed the rulesin my tribefor dl of my life; | thought we had
the one true path, God's intended way, and that anyone who lived differently waswrong, evil, los—and
that al those people would have to be miserable, suffering for their sins, that the only joy wasto be found
in Chrigt. Isn't that what you were taught?'

“Yes, of coursal"

“Wall, it'snot true. The Eartherslive just asthey please, and they don't suffer for it. God doesn't punish
them. They don't know Chrigt, but they're happy, happier than anyone | ever knew before they came.
They're comfortable—not just physically, ether, they're comfortable with each other and with
themsalves, most of them. They don't worry about sin. Maybethey'll dl burnin hell, I don't know, but in
this life they're better off than Godsworlders, and alot of it is because they don't worry about things like
sin and righteousness. I'm not going to worry about strangers watching that tape—if | ever had any
reputation for chadtity or dignity it doesn't matter any more. | am going to worry about going on with my
work. | don't like Bechtel-Rand, and | don't like America Dawes. Let her show the tape; if things get too
rough for me here on Godsworld I'll leave."

“What?'

“Y ou heard me; if Bechtel-Rand makes me unwelcome on Godsworld there are plenty of other worlds
out there"

“Y ou mean leave Godsworld? But you can't! Thisisyour home!”

“Isit?1 don't think | have ahome any more. Stephen Christ-is-Risen went somewhere else when the
Heavenersruined hishome; | can do the same. Listen, Miriam—you tell America Dawes that she can run
that tape if shewants, but I'm not leaving ITD, and it'l hurt her business more than it'll hurt mine. She
must know that.” To himself, he added silently that Dawes must be desperate to make such afoolish
attempt a blackmail.

Miriam stared a him. “ They've corrupted you. | thought you were the grest fighter who would never give
in"

John shrugged. “I'm il fighting—but for money, not for God.”
“That'sdisgugting!"

“Isit?Look at it thisway, Miriam; | haven't killed anybody since | left the Citaddl, haven't ordered
anyoneto hisdeath. No onefrom ITD ever raped anybody—except financidly. Our conquests don't
leave widows and orphans and burned villages, they leave amore comfortable life.”



“A year ago you heard those same arguments and denounced them.”
John shrugged. “1 waswrong,” he said.
When Miriam had gone he sat in the rocky hollow for amoment staring at the sky and thinking.

Miriam was quiteright; ayear earlier he had been determined to wipe every trace of the Earthers off
Godsworld, and now he was working with them, doing the best he could to expand ITD'sinfluence, yet
he wasn't aware of any great changein histhinking.

A year ago he had thought Tuesday Ikeya's empathy spike an unspeakabl e abomination; now he was
working for aman equipped with an identical one, and other rewirings aswell, and was not troubled by
it.

Of course, Blessing never raped anyone, so far as he knew, but still, his attitude had changed.

The change, he decided, had been agradua thing, the result of working, first asacommon laborer in
Savior's Grace, then asITD'sloca expert. He had never done common labor before that; hisfamily had
always been wedlthy, by Godsworld standards, and he had entered the army as a boy of fourteen. That
had been dangerous, but aways exciting. He had never redlly seen the grinding boredom and exhaustion
most people lived with. His stay in Savior's Grace had destroyed any ideas he had still held about the
nobility of ordinary life on the old Godsworld. That old life was smple misery for most people, unending
drudgery just to stay dive. His ancestors had been foolsto give up Earther technology—even theless
sophisticated technology of their time.

And working for ITD he had found the excitement of the military back in anew guise. Dawes had told
him, when she spoke to him in her office those months ago, that he was not redlly interested in beliefs, but
in using and expanding power, and she had been, he had to admit, quite right. He had hated the
Heavenersfor ruining hisold life, destroying his position of power and privilege—but Earth had provided
areplacement. He had refused the first one offered, by the Heaveners themselves, like a petulant child
refusing anew puppy and demanding a dead one be brought back somehow—>but he had brought ITD
to Godsworld to punish Bechtel-Rand, and, worn down by his* puppyless’ stay in Savior's Grace, he
had taken what was offered.

Hedid not regret it at al.

Chapter Twenty-Five

“So | was great, and increased more than all that were before me in Jerusalem: also my wisdom
remained with me."—Ecclesiastes 2:9

* k k %

By thelocal calendar it was Christmas Day, Anno Domini 2596, when the ship bearing news of Gamdlid
Blessing's promotion set down a Savior's Grace. John watched the landing through his office window; he
had been the firgt to lay claim to awindow when the above-ground addition to ITD's headquarters was
built, and had made sure he had agood view of the spaceport.

He dready knew about the promotion; the ship had transmitted the news from orbit. What had not yet
been mentioned was the name of the new planetary administrator. There were three possibilities, ashe
saw it; either himsdlf, currently the director of planning for dl Godsworld; PremosilaKim, director of
sales; or someone aboard the ship, sent from Earth to take over.

He wanted the job badly. Premosilawas very good at what she did, certainly, and had perhaps the best
intuitive grasp of practica psychology he had ever seen, but he had doubts about her ability to handle the



job's other aspects. And a stranger from Earth would not know Godsworld the way he did. He had done
agood job, he knew, helping ITD fit into Godsworld better than Bechtel-Rand ever did—the old
protectorate had added no clients for two years now, while the Free Trade Federation was everywhere
on the planet. He deserved recognition for hiswork.

Besides, it was the only promotion open to him, and he had aways wanted to be at the top of his
profession.

He watched the freighter settling onto the concrete pavement—the old-line folksin Savior's Grace had
put up afuss about that pavement, but it allowed larger shipsto land safely, and when it was explained
that that meant lower prices, the old-line folks had been decisively outvoted.

He could stand the suspense no longer. “ Get me alineto the ship,” hetold thewall.
“ITD Vesd Clydesdale,” awoman's voice answered.
“Thisis John Mercy; can you tel me whether Mr. Blessing's replacement is aboard?”

There was amoment's hesitation before the woman answered, “Mr. Mercy, I'm just the pilot; they don't
tell mewhat's going on, they just tell me where to put the ship. We have a company executive aboard,
but | have no ideawhether he's anybody's replacement.”

“Oh."
“Hell be debarking in aminute; why don't you come ask himin person?”
“Thanks, I'll do that."

Hisduties did not ordinarily include meeting new arrivals, but thiswas aspeciad case; he stood, dapped
his belt to be sure his communicator was working, and headed for the field.

By the time he stepped out onto the concrete crates were unloading themselves, diding out through the
upper hatchways and neatly stacking themsalves on the waiting cargo platform. Most of the goods would
have to be transferred to other containers before sdle—Godsworlders were still uncomfortable around
machinery that needed no human direction, and besides, the crate's brains were worth reusing.

The lower passenger hatchway was open, and three people had emerged. Two of them were ordinary
ship's personndl, come aground on their own business; the third was asilver-haired man in abizarre dark
gray jacket and matching pants of a cut John had never seen before.

“Hlo and j'sevyu,” John said, extending ahand, “Welcome to Godsworld."
“Hlo,” the stranger replied. “I'm Colin Szebenyi."

“John Mercy, director of planning.”

“Ah! Good, good—glad to meet you."

“Mr. Seven-Ye..."

“ Szebenyi."

“Szebenyi, yes. Mr. Szebenyi, | won't waste any time; why are you here? Areyou Mr. Blessing's
replacement?’



“Direct, aren't you? Isthat the local custom, or isit just you?"
“A little of both.” John noticed that Szebenyi had not answered the question.

“Ah. Well, yes. I'm here to evauate the Stuation; the development committee has given mefreerein. If |
think it's necessary, | have the authority to take over here and run things mysdlf, but | don't plan to—and
| don't want to, either. Does that ease your mind?"

John smiled. “Yes, it does. What can | do for you?'
“Takemeto Blessing, firg off."

Three hours later, as Christmas Day was fading with the setting of the sun into New Y ear's Eve, John,
Blessing, Szebenyi, Premosila, and Kwamé were gathered around the table in Blessing's office.

“It looks good,” Szebenyi said.
“Thank you, Sr,” Blessing replied.

“Y ou've got an outlet within ten kilometers of every village on the planet that's not exclusveto
Bechtd-Rand, isthat right?’

“Yes gar."

“Youvegot regular air freight running?"
“Yes"

“Stable currency ?'

“Yes"

“Y ou're buying foodstuffs, leather, thisweird nearwood fungus, and plenty of handicrafts—anything
ds=?’

“Not redlly, sr—Godsworld has no fossi| fudsat dl, snceit's never had dense enough carboniferouslife
and has been geologicaly stable since before life redly even got established. It's extremely poor in heavy
metas and even some of the lighter ones. Thereé's no established industry at dl—the origind colonists
were mildly BTN, and with so little to work with..."

John interrupted, “What's BTN? | never heard that term.”
“'Back-to-Nature,” Kwamé explained. “ Anti-technology. It's arecurring problem on colony planets.”
“Arent any of the other native life-forms useful ?*

“Not that we know of; there are no native fauna, only the fungoids—red plants, the locals cal them.
They aren't redlly fungus at dl, they're awhole new category—but not avery useful one, except for
nearwood. They're not biologicaly interactive with any terrestrid life, though in an emergency they can be
eaten without ill effect. The nutritiona value of the best of themislow, and the tasteislike eating dirt."

John did not consider fungusmest to be as bad as that, but said nothing.

“Well want to put a biochemical research team on that dl the same,” Szebenyi said. “Let'ssee.... any
chance of touriam?”’



“I don't think s0, Sr—the native cultureis pretty drab.” Blessing glanced at John, who made no
objection. “ About the only thing they ever did with real style was fight wars, and of course we put an end
to that. They do have some very complex theology, which has produced interesting rituals—but
interesting to anthropologists, not tourists. And redlly, Sir, it'sapretty ugly planet. No trees, no regl
mountains, no beaches worth mentioning. We've had afew stockholders come around to look the place
over, and every one of them got bored and Ieft on the next ship out, so | don't think the place has any
overwheming attraction.”

“All right,” Szebenyi said. “ That'swhat I'd heard from the computers. Blessing, we've got anew post for
you—ITD just got the contract to open Harwood's World, and you've been named as
Supervisor—assuming you want the job.”

Blessing nodded, smiling.

“For therest of you, after looking things over here, I've decided to cut back operations on Godsworld.
This place is abackwater—it's dways going to be a backwater. Well keep up what we've got, but any
expanson would be awaste of money; werre aready at the point of diminishing return on our investment,
because therejust isn't anything here.” He glanced at John, the only native Godsworlder in the room, but
John smply stared back silently. He had long suspected that the profits to be made on Godsworld were
limited. Even ITD couldn't make money from nothing.

“Mercy, you'l betaking over for Blessing for now; Kim, you'll be coming back to Earth as soon asyou
can get your operation here set up to run without you. Montez, you'll be taking over as
second-in-command—use whatever title you like, well pay you the samein any case.” He stood up.
“Any objections?'

No one spoke.

“Good. Mercy, | want to talk to you aone for amoment about what you'll be doing.” He motioned for
Johnto follow.

John obeyed, and the two men left the room; they strode side by side down the uphol stered hdlway,
neither one speaking.

Szebenyi led the way to John's office; by unspoken agreement neither man sat behind the desk, but
instead each took one of the crude Godsworlder chairs John kept handy for visiting locals.

When both were settled, Szebenyi said, “Mercy, you've done good work here, despite your
background.”

John nodded. “Thank you,” he said.

“Of coursg, it's your home planet, and that gives you an advantage.”
John nodded again.

“Have you ever consdered moving on?"

John leaned back thoughtfully. “ Can't say,” he said.

He had thought about |eaving Godsworld, of course—particularly in those uncertain weeks when he il
thought America Dawes might carry out her threat to show the tapes of Tuesday and himsalf
publicly—but never very serioudy. ITD had hired him for hisknowledge of this one particular planet,
after dl—why would they move him e sewhere?



“Wadll, I'll tell you, the reason | wanted to talk to you aoneisto let you consider something without
having to listen to what anyone el se thinks, because we want it to be entirely your own choice. Were
putting you in charge of the operation here on Godsworld, and we're perfectly willing to leave you here
running it for therest of your life, if that'swhat you want. Y ou can have the entire planet, if you want
it—we have indde information that Bechtd-Rand has been losing money here and will be pulling out
soon, so well have the whole place to ourselves. Y ou're anative, so you can get away with alot—you
could pretty much set yoursdlf up asadictator and | don't think the CRA would care—I know ITD
wouldn't. So that's one choice.”

He paused.

“The other possibility—if you want, we could use agood administrator in our development department.
We could give you some training back on Earth, and probably find you ajob as planetary administrator
on anew world somewhere, maybe even as supervisor on an opening. There's no guarantee of how that
will turn out, of course; development of rediscovered planetsisatricky business. They won't belike
Godsworld, most of them. And you won't have a shot at a dictatorship; that's only possible here because
you're a native, which makes you acceptable to the CRA, and because the market here on Godsworld
isn't going to be expanding any further. We don't set up static Situations on planets where there are ill
untapped profits. If you move on, you'll have one of the most chalenging jobsin the galaxy; if you stay
hereyou'll have the whole planet. I1t's your choice.

“If 1 go,” John asked, “wholll take over here?’

“Montez,” Szebenyi replied, “Kwamé Montez.” He stood up. “ Y ou'd have to stay long enough to train
him and get everything squared away here—five or Sx months, Terran caendar.”

John stood aswell.

“Y ou don't need to decide immediately,” Szebenyi said. “ Just let me know before | leave, or send a
message on the next ship. If you wait any longer than that | can't promise the offer will till be open.”

“I'll et you know,” John assured him, as he saw him out of the office.
When Szebenyi had gone he settled behind his desk and turned his chair to stare out at the landing field.

Two smdl flierswere cruisng overhead, their polished sted sides gleaming bright in the last rays of the
Setting sun; he remembered how his sword had flashed in much the same way when heled his cavary
chargeinto Marshside. He remembered the madness of the battle and the mess afterward.

After al thistime, so far from the machine gun that Little St. Peter had sold the elders of Marshside,
Bechtel-Rand was giving up, defegted by 1TD's competition; he had finally won hislong baitle, and
without ever killing asingle Bechtel-Rand employee, yet the fight and eventua victory were nonetheless
satisfying for that.

Now, if he chose, he could Sit back and enjoy the fruits of hisvictory. He had just been offered
Godsworld, the entire planet, as his rewvard—but he didn't want it. Kwamé could have it. The fun, the
excitement, the challenge lay in the taking, not the having! Much as he hated to admit it, America Dawes
had been right, right from the first; she had understood him before he understood himself. He would not,
could not rest on hislaurels. He looked up to where the stars were coming out above the Clydesdale.

Whether by sword or starship, he was a conqueror, and the entire galaxy awaited his stedl.
o —END—
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