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The End Run






Chapter One

The Bogart limped through space, spinning gently in a dance of death with the
alien ship. Bright tongues of flame leaped from her damaged plasma generators, arcing
between the two vessels as they slowly fell towards the incandescent surface of the sun.
Round and round they danced, exploding gouts of hydraulic fluid driving the waltz faster
and faster as they erupted from the torn hull.

Sullivan stared at the Bogart from the alien ship, powerless to do anything but
watch as his own ship slowly lost the last of its precious lifeblood. There could only be
a few minutes of life support left on his old cargo ship — after that the Bogart would
become a tomb for the last crewman left aboard. And there was nothing that Sullivan
could do.

He ran his bloody hand down the section of transparent hull that protected him
from the cold vacuum of space, leaving an ugly smear across the otherwise invisible
material. It seemed fitting that his last sight of the Bogart should be stained with blood
somehow. A captain was supposed to go down with his ship, not watch it slowly burn
up in the fires of the sun. His only consolation was that he didn’t think the alien ship
could survive for much longer in this decaying orbit either, so Sullivan wouldn’t long
outlive the Bogart.

This wasn’t the first time that Sullivan had faced death, but somehow he had never
felt so utterly defeated. He rested his back against the cool hull of the alien ship and slid
down to the floor, his wounds shrieking as he lowered himself to the deck. His mind
drifted back through the previous few days. Where had he gone wrong? What else
could he have done? His crew had relied on him, had trusted him with their lives, and he
had failed them.

A loud thump from the bowels of the alien ship startled him. He couldn’t be sure
where it had come from — whether it was the ship’s systems degrading under the
fearsome assault of the sun, or that thing coming to finish him off. He listened intently
for a few seconds, trying to identify the source of the sound. There was only silence,

save for the gentle, unnatural hum of the alien ship.
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This was supposed to have been a routine voyage. A little risky, maybe, but it
wasn’t as if they hadn’t pulled off an End Run before - Sullivan was a very experienced
skipper. This was his sixteenth as captain of the Bogart, and he had crossed almost
every inch of the solar system in the Navy. And in all those years he had never seen

anything like this alien ship. This was something he had never even dreamed of.

Three days earlier, Sullivan had sat in the cramped confines of the brain, trying to
compose a rather delicate message. He was a man of medium height, and what there
was of his athletic frame was toned and muscular. His dark hair was permanently
tousled, the locks falling across a face that looked like it had seen a lot of miles. Some
might have said his features were too angular, or that his blue-green eyes were too close
together, but nonetheless it was a face that many had found attractive. At that very
moment, his face wore a disgruntled expression.

The Bogart had shipped out of Tereshkova, above the Sea of Tranquillity, two days
late. The delay had been caused by problems with the drive section, but Yoshi had
managed to pull off a minor miracle and get them under way. Unfortunately, the delay
also meant that they had to plot a new course, and no matter how fast they flew, they
would not reach Mercury until a week after they were due.

So before they entered the low orbit of the sun, and lost all communications,
Sullivan had to try to placate the angry contractor who would be waiting for his
shipment of machine parts. He leaned over to the comms control panel and tapped a few
keys.

“Mr. Yutani,” said Sullivan. “This is Captain Jack Sullivan of the Merchant Vessel
Bogart, en route to Aldrin Outpost. We hit a few snags in Tereshkova, so I’'m not going
to be there when I said.” Sullivan made a face, unsure of what to say. “We should be
there by the twelfth — I can assure you my crew and I are doing everything we can to
make up for lost time.” Sullivan frowned again, and then leaned over and tapped the
send key.

To hell with it, he thought. It would take almost an hour for the signal to be
relayed by satellites around the solar system, and by then the Bogart would be too deep
inside the Sun’s photosphere for any communication to reach them. Once on the End
Run, it would be six weeks before they could receive signals again.

The End Run was a well-known route amongst merchants. Depending on the time
of the solar year, the alignments of the various planets had a way of making some of the
mining outposts difficult to reach. Aldrin Outpost was one, lying right on the terminator

of Mercury - the hottest, most god-forsaken world in the system. Sometimes the
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traditional straight route could take up to seven months, when Earth and Mercury headed
in opposite directions, and at times like those the quickest way was to go the long way
round the sun, using the additional sling-shot acceleration and fearsome solar currents to
get there sooner rather than later. In business, time was money. The long and lonely
route round the back of the sun was left to the more experienced captains, such was the
difficulty and peril of the trip. Sullivan knew the route well, and until two years earlier
had held the fastest crossing record for a hauler. The Bogart was an aging ship, but
Sullivan had every faith in her ability to make the trip safely at least a couple of more
times - as long as all her systems were up and running.

Sullivan looked around the status displays from the ship’s various systems. The
drive section and the Eye were reading all green, but there were no signals coming from
the systems bay. Sullivan reached down and tapped the comms panel again.

“Cardinale?”

“What’s up, Skip?” came the reply from the Bogart’s systems engineer.

“What’s up? What’s up, is that I’'m getting a flatline from the sensor nets — need |
remind you we are due for a maximum burn in less than twenty minutes?”’

“Don’t worry, Skip, I’ll have them up and running. Don’t worry, okay?”

This was only Theo Cardinale’s fourth trip out as the systems engineer on the
Bogart. He had been one of the dock engineers in Tereshkova, and when the Bogart’s
old engineer had quit to get married, Theo had been first in line for the job. Vic and
Yoshi hadn’t been sure, but Sullivan thought he saw something in the kid. He was
scrawny and unkempt, with plenty of bad habits — not the least of which were a passion
for strong drink and gambling. But he was also a hotshot engineer, with supreme
confidence in his own abilities. He had already pulled off one or two miraculous repairs
to the Bogart’s decrepit systems bay. Sullivan had seen in his kind many times before,
especially in his days in the Navy. They were always so cocky, so arrogant, they would
never think twice before taking action. Which often meant they were amongst the first
to get killed, or to make a mistake that got someone else killed. Maybe it was something
of himself that Sullivan saw in the kid. Whatever it was, they were now a long way from
anywhere, and their lives rested in Theo’s hands.

“Of course I won’t worry, Theo,” said Sullivan through clenched teeth. “Just get
the damned thing running!”

He slammed his hand down on the console, closing the channel. The panel
cracked, fell from its housing and crashed onto the floor. Sullivan unbuckled himself
and bent down to reach it. He stared through the fractured plastex and placed it gingerly

upon the comms console. It flashed and came to life again.
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“Control, Engineering — we are reading green on all systems. Ready for go signal.”

“That’s great, Yoshi,” Sullivan replied. “Now if we can get our nets running in the
next few minutes, maybe I can give that go signal.”

Yoshi was the best drive engineer that ever served aboard the Bogart. He could do
things with the ancient engines that its designers could never have dreamed of. Trouble
was, he wasn’t the easiest man to track down once they were in dock.

A slight, cheerful oriental man in his mid-forties, Yoshi had been married no less
than five times. And all of his wives actively pursued him for a cut of his meagre
merchant earnings, so that Yoshi had taken to hiding out in detention cells when he
wasn’t on board. Sullivan had found him in the local jail again, only two days before
they were due to launch. Yoshi laughed it off. As he was often heard to remark
himself, he was a great engineer, but a lousy husband.

Sullivan rose from his chair and made his way out of the brain and back through
the twisting confines of the ship’s access corridors. He headed for the systems bay,
where he found Theo, wrapped in miles of fibre-optic, the systems boards strewn around
the bay. With less than twenty minutes until the Bogart began its maximum burn, it was
not a sight that many captains would relish.

“Just what the hell are you doing, Theo?”” enquired Sullivan.

“We have a glitch in the forward array. Somewhere near the image recognition
core.”

“What kind of a glitch?” Sullivan’s impatience was evident, but Theo was
blissfully unaware.

“I’'m not sure. It might affect the CPU’s ability to recognise certain objects.”

“Which ones?”

“I’m not sure about that, either.” Theo looked up and smiled. Sullivan leaned over
and grabbed him gently by the lapels of his overalls.

“You have ten minutes to reassemble the nets, and get whatever’s left working,*
Sullivan said flatly, “or I will personally hurl you out of the airlock myself!”

He dropped Theo back into the morass of cables on the floor, and then turned and
stormed out the door. Theo groaned and stared around him. He paused for a few
seconds, and began to grab great handfuls of cabling and stuff them back into access
panels. Goddamn fool, Theo thought to himself. Has he no idea that this is a delicate
science? The cables wouldn’t fit back in the access bay that they had come out of. Theo
used his foot to wedge them in while he manoeuvred the panel back into place.

Sullivan continued through the bowels of the ship and looked in on Yoshi in the

drive section. This section of the Bogart was strictly zero gee, and Yoshi generally spent
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most of his time suspended in the centre of the bay, which had machinery on every side,
requiring no walkways like conventional sections. Sullivan poked his head in through
the door. Because of the spin factor of the Bogart, the whole engineering section
appeared to rotate slowly in front of Sullivan. In the centre, tethered in three axes, Yoshi
floated head down, smiling broadly at his captain.

“We ready to go yet Sully?” he shouted over the hum of the engines on the pre-
burn cycle.

“Not yet Yoshi.” Sullivan, too, had to shout over the din of the engines. “Fifteen
minutes, maybe a little more.”

“Yes, a little more if wonderboy can’t get sensors back together.” He laughed a
huge booming laugh, one that was out of character for his slight oriental frame.

“Yeah.” Sullivan ducked back through the hatch and headed back up the central
spine. Pre launch tours had long been a naval tradition, but Sullivan didn’t believe that
many captains made the trip just to make sure that all the parts of their ship were still
there. The eye was one of the most crucial parts of the ship, and the only other section to
be bereft of spin. Some of the more modern merchants had overcome the spin problem,
but back when the Bogart was built, the only way to build a decent sensor net was to
source the equipment from a static part of a vessel. Hence the long, uncomfortable
climb through the zero gee central spine to the eye.

The Bogart had been constructed in a traditional turn of the century design. The aft
section was given over to the engines and sail generators, forming a bulbous end to the
craft. There was very little room for crewmembers back in the zero gee drive section,
and none of the ship’s habitat stretched back this far, but there was a labyrinth of
interconnecting crawlspaces and access hatches. Only Yoshi ever came back here, but
he had often remarked that he preferred spending time in zero gee. It was hard to get
him to spend the prerequisite time in spun gravity on any long haul.

While most engineers relied on the complicated diagnostic computers to isolate
problems, Yoshi was somewhat old school. His father had described himself as a grease
monkey until his death, and Yoshi felt close to his roots when he was dragging himself
through a crawlspace. “Sometimes, you just have to feel things for yourself,” he would
say. “A diagnostic can’t tell you everything.”

The drive section was connected to the rest of the ship by the spine, a long narrow
crawlspace that ran up the centre of the ship, which passed through the first rotating
sleeve that made up the cargo bay. Many cargoes did not enjoy the effects of
weightlessness, so, like the habitat section, the cargo bay took the form of a thick sheath,

rotating around the spine. The rotation could be stopped to make loading easier, but
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once under way, and with everything secured, the bay was usually spun up to half or two
thirds standard gravity.

Directly fore of the cargo bay was another, smaller sheath, which housed the crew
habitat. This spun at all times except in dock, giving the crew a chance to work for long
periods under normal conditions. All spacers were familiar with the horror stories of the
pioneer days, when Russians would spend years at a time weightless. No one wanted to
return home an emaciated, weakened skeleton unable to survive in normal gravity.

The two spinning sheaths around a central spine made the Bogart somewhat less
than responsive when it came to sailing her. The momentum of the spin had to be
constantly countered, to prevent the lateral acceleration from pulling the ship off course.
The design was tried and tested, and over the years Sullivan and his ilk had become used
to piloting what amounted to lopsided juggernauts. Besides, no one ever needed to steer
one through the eye of a needle.

Beyond the habitat was the fore section of the ship, containing the eye. Also
without spin, fixed to the central spine of the craft, it contained the retrieval section of
Bogart’s sensor nets. Sullivan pulled himself through the narrow spine, his stomach
churning in weightlessness. Moving around the ship had a tendency to cause all kinds of
churning. For most of the trip, Sullivan would try to remain as close to the brain as
possible. The hatch to the eye was open, and he could see Vic floating, her back turned
to him. He hollered up the spine.

Victoria Styles was one of the finest operational specialists in the merchant service.
She had served under Sullivan at the massacre on Ganymede, and had been called as a
witness in his defence at his subsequent court martial. They had never really spoken
while she served under him, but her brave testimony on his behalf had ensured their
friendship through the following fifteen years. It had also ensured her rapid dismissal
from the service.

In her late fifties, she had clocked more miles than most skippers that Sullivan
knew, and he hated to leave dry-dock without her. She was a stout, matronly woman,
and many a spacer had made the mistake of assuming she was someone’s wife. Sullivan
knew different, well aware of how her appearance masked the iron spirit beneath. She
heard the captain’s shout and turned to face him as he reached the hatch.

“You tell that incompetent junkie to get these damn nets realigned or I am going to
bury this in him.” She held up a wicked looking magnetic screwdriver.

“Nice to see you too, Vic,” Sullivan replied.

“Sorry, Sully.” She released the screwdriver and it floated to the tool pad on the

wall, fixing itself to the magnetic surface. “But we can’t fly blind.”
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“I have no intention of flying blind. We have forty minutes before we burn, and
Theo assures me all the nets will be up and running by that point.” Sullivan pulled
himself the rest of the way through the hatch. “And if he doesn’t, then you can bury
whatever you like in him.”

Sullivan anchored one of his feet in a harness and pulled a pad from the wall,
skimming through the status reports from the various systems in the eye. The road
looked clear enough ahead. Vic was responsible for navigating the Bogart, and as usual,
her charts were way beyond the standard required in the merchant service. Naval
training died hard, it would seem.

The Bogart would position itself in a high orbit around the sun, and await the
approach of a particular solar flare. As this mass of electromagnetic energy surged
towards the Bogart, it would burn its engines on maximum, accelerating towards its
rendezvous. Once close to the eddy, it would unfurl its plasma sail gradually, allowing
the flare to accelerate the ship to tremendous velocities. The engines would be powered
down, and from there on in, it was just plain sailing. Vic had completed many an End
Run, and Sullivan didn’t really have to examine her work so closely. Maybe she wasn’t
the only one with old habits.

The engineer turned to Sullivan. “I know you have a lot of faith in Theo. But I
don’t trust him, Sully.”

“What’s not to trust? So, he likes to party — we all did when we were young. He
still gets the job done.”

“We’re a long way from home to be screwing up.” Vic floated over, close to
Sullivan. “I don’t want to finish my -

An explosion of noise from the comm system cut her off. It was Theo, whooping,
“Goddamn, I don’t believe it! Folks, we are back online and ready to rock.”

Sullivan turned to Vic and grinned. “What did I tell you?”

Fifteen minutes later the Bogart screamed from her high orbit into a lower one. As
it descended, the plasma generators on either side of the ship began to unfurl the charged
cloud of gas that would form the sail. It flashed brightly when solar particles collided
with it, forming a glittering cascade of light that ran over its surface. The crew were
locked into their acceleration couches, protected from the intense g-force. They were
essentially passengers for the initial burn, as only Sullivan had any control over the ship
- a kill button on the console of his chair. It would require a great deal of his strength to
activate, but it would instantly shut down the engines.

Seeing as this was the only action that could be taken without destroying the ship,

it was the only button needed to fly the ship during a burn. The complex computer
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systems took care of the rest of the ships functions — keeping the crew alive, deploying
the sail, utilising the eye’s sensor nets to examine the environment around it.

The craft shuddered as the engines reached maximum, the roar echoing around the
bulkheads of the craft. Every time the Bogart pushed like this, Sullivan could feel her
giving. Afterwards, whenever he had her checked out in dry dock, she was fine. Still,
he could feel the strain trips like this were putting on her. The burn would continue for
almost an hour, subjecting the crew to the kind of punishment rare for spacers these
days. Any crewman who could think straight after sixty-six minutes in a max-burn
situation was to be valued.

First trips out, most greenhorns just fainted when the gees eased off. They fell
from their acceleration bays, vomiting and thanking whoever they were still alive. The
Bogart’s crew were of sterner stuff. Sullivan had known occasion to find Yoshi sleeping
after a burn, lulled off by the heaviness of his eyelids. For something to go wrong
during a burn would be disastrous. The response of the crew would be slow, and their
ship destroyed for sure. Captains had nightmares about what could go wrong.

A craft could suffer a partial engine loss, crashing it into a spin with the full force
of the burn. The crew would be whisked into a frappe before they could even react. Or
the engines could shut down and the crew emerge from their boltholes before the
computer restarted the engines, spreading the crew to about an inch thick over the back
of the craft.

Much to Sullivan’s relief, none of these things happened. He always told himself
that these things never happened to careful crews, and that accidents only befell the
sloppy and incompetent.

The Bogart had roared into the eddy just fine, and accelerated to a speed that would
have it in port ahead of the longest odds that the Gentleman Spacers club had laid.
When the crew were released from their g-couches, they made a full examination of the
ship. They were cruising at full velocity, just about as fast as the fastest Martian
bootlegger, and were due to make their rendezvous well within their three-week window.
Nothing turned up, and the crew quickly descended into their high-velocity cruise mode,
which consisted largely of playing games and occasionally checking to see if the ship
had sustained damage. The orbits near the Sun contained a multitude of junk objects,
both natural and artificial. The plasma sail shrouded the craft, and its billowing
incandescent folds would destroy anything that approached the craft. This was no
accident of design. The Bogart was unable to stop or even turn at speed, so the sail was

the only thing standing between the crew and instant destruction.
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Vic sat at her post. She didn’t participate as much as the rest of the crew in the idle
pastimes that filled their days. The computer watched the horizon through the nets -
electronic eyes that saw farther than any human eye could. Vic could monitor the
displays from anywhere on the craft, but felt comforted by the view through the
composite pane. She passed the time spotting stars, trying to identify constellations,
some of which were only known as rumour. There were almost mythical places in the
solar system, places where old spacers would murmur that the most elusive of star
formations were visible. Vic thought that she had seen one or two of these, but kept
quiet about it. No one wanted to be seen in the same light as those old cranks — the ones
that drank too much and told stories about invisible constellations, ghost ships or weird
wormholes in space. Some of the greenies would hang on every word, wanting to
somehow let the veterans’ experience rub off on them.

A warning signal caught her attention — the nets had picked up an unidentifiable
object. The message flashed twice, and then disappeared. Vic began to call up data on
the object, assuming it was a small chunk of debris, destroyed in the sail before the
system had time to read its composition.

She scanned through the data and frowned, her brow furrowing. Whatever it had
been, it hadn’t been anywhere close to ship. Which would mean it was very big, and
very far away. But it had disappeared like a phantom.

The message began to flash again. The object was there for longer, but
disappeared before the system could get a fix on its position. She began to run
diagnostics on the nets. If they weren’t working perfectly, she should get a warning — an
alarm sensitive to the slightest problem. She touched her comms.

“Theo?”

It was a few seconds before Theo found his own pad, roused from a deep slumber.

“What?” he groaned, his voice slurred.

“Can you run a diagnostic on the nets diagnostic systems?”

“Run a diagnostic on the diagnostic — what are you talking about, Vic?” Theo
mumbled.

“I have an intermittent reading from an object that could be in our path. The nets
appear to be functioning, but if the diagnostics are down, I wouldn’t know. And I really
need to know everything is working.”

“Can’t this wait? I was sleeping.” He yawned for effect.

“No — it can’t. Now get your ass out of bed.”

Vic returned to her consoles. She cast her eyes down the streams of data being

extrapolated from the brief moment the object had registered - if it had really been there.
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So far, there was nothing to lead her to believe either conclusion. But Sully would want
to know about this.

She was about to rouse the captain but hesitated. No one ever wanted to be woken
for a system glitch. She rubbed her eyes and sighed, floating away from her workstation.
She gazed out the viewport and pressed her hand against the warm polymer. Seeing
things in the darkness, panicking over some rock crashing into the sail, that was all. The
usual daydreams of long-haul spacers.

She smiled to herself and pushed back to the workstation. Still in mid-air, her
senses were assaulted with the master alarms firing all over the ship. The klaxon roared
as she clipped herself into her harness.

“Vic!” Theo was roaring across the comm. “Sensor net diagnostics are down! I
repeat — all sensor diagnostics are down!”

“So what do I have?” Vic frantically scanned the limited data Theo was feeding
her.

“Cardinale?” Sullivan’s voice cut through the din of the master alarm. “Try to use
the main systems diagnostics to find out what might be up with the sensor nets. Vic —
why is the master alarm firing?”

“We have a possible object in our path.” She could hear the immediate reaction in
the crew quarters and she knew that she had said the one thing guaranteed to get an
instant reaction.

“Stand-by.”

Sullivan crashed through the hatch from the crew quarters and hauled himself
through to the brain. He set about hooking himself in and firing up all his main display
systems. He was fastening his harness just as the last of his consoles came to life.

“Vic, Theo — status?”

Vic was the first one to respond.

“Zero-one-one-five hours: detected possible object in flight path. Object appeared,
and then disappeared immediately. First classified as insignificant object destroyed in
sail. Object reappeared, and has made two successive appearances and disappearances.”

Vic stopped, breaking from the formality of the status report. “Sully, I’ve never
seen anything like this. One minute it’s there, next it’s not. Could just be a sensor
glitch. Might not.”

“Theo — what have you got for me?” said Sullivan.

“We have failure in main sensor diagnostic system. | have no way to know if the
sensors are functioning or not. It might be there, but it might be a ghost, too.”

“What about the main system diagnostics?”
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“The data is just coming through. Everything checks out so far, but it’s slow.”

“Too damn slow,” muttered Sullivan to himself. He stared out the fore viewport.
With heavy filters down to protect against the sun’s glare, it was hard to make out
anything at all. He drummed his fingers on the console.

“Yoshi? You getting this?”

The engineer responded instantly.

“’Course, Sully. We’re all ready down here, waiting for the word.”

The engineer always referred to himself in the plural. He liked to tell the crew how
the engineer was part of his engines — one big happy family, because they always pulled
together to pull one another through. He had also been looking at Vic’s data.

“If this is an object of any size, then it’s gonna be getting close pretty soon. You
gotta call this one, Sully.”

“I know, Yoshi, I know. Theo —

“Captain, this data is still coming through from the nets. They appear to be just
fine.”

“How is that possible?”

If the nets were fine, then that meant the object was reappearing and disappearing
for real - and that it was really there, whether they could see it or not. He screamed into
the comms.

“Hard to port! Port!” cried Sullivan. “Brace! Brace!”

Yoshi slammed the directional thrusters to full power, trying to break free of the
solar wind. He fumbled with his harness, reconfiguring the magnetic field of the plasma
sail hand with his free hand. He gave up, and used both his hands to make the
adjustments to the sail. He screamed above the whine of the thrusters.

“The injectors are going to fry!”

Vic secured her zero-gee harness and stared out the viewport. She touched a
control removing some of the filters, filling the eye with blinding sunlight. She squinted,
trying to see into the inferno.

Ever since the early days of flying, the need for a viewport of some sort had
become traditional. The first pilots had used them to fly their atmospheric craft at
walking speed, but by the time they reached supersonic flight, viewports were a luxury.
They were fine to see things that were enormous and didn’t move, but anything that flew
would grow from a speck in the sky to filling your viewport in an instant. Vic never
really saw it coming, but in the blink of an eye it was there, a black foreboding shape just

off the starboard bow. Then all hell broke loose.
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The Bogart was breaking out of the fast core of the solar flow; its giant sail
deforming as it pulled itself slowly through the torrent. The object struck the sail about
eight hundred metres from the Bogart and had an immediate, catastrophic effect. The
sail disappeared, leaving only a blinding arc of energy between the Bogart and the
object. The ship rocked violently, thrashing about as the directional thrusters battled
against the additional mass.

The thrusters cut out, leaving the Bogart in silence. Systems had crashed
throughout the ship. Sullivan glanced around at his displays. Most of them were dark,
just a few critical systems still patching through to his control. No hull damage — all
environmental systems online.

“Okay, people, talk to me.”

Nothing. Comms could be out, maybe something worse. His hands drifted over
the controls, searching for a clue as to the status of his systems. What was showing
through was good - power was still on, environmental systems were still good. Rotation
had stopped, but the crew weren’t going to be sleeping anytime soon. He released the
emergency bulkheads and the hatches slipped open throughout the ship. He couldn’t
remember them coming down. Maybe he’d blacked out. He called out down the ship.

“People! We still in one piece?”

“Sensors offline! Flying blind, captain,” called Theo. “What the hell was that?”

“No idea.” He shouted louder, trying to reach the eye. “Vic!”

He snarled and undid his harness. He pushed himself out of the command chamber
and into the main passageway. As he passed the access level for the main systems bay
he called to Theo.

“I need comms back on line, Theo. Fast.”

“Gotcha, Skip.”

Sullivan pushed himself out of earshot.

“I told you not to call me Skip,” he muttered to himself. He made his way up the
spine, heading for the eye. Vic appeared in the hatch before he was halfway there.

“Sully! You have got to see this.” She turned and moved back inside without
saying a word.

Sullivan duly followed, worried now at what might he might find. Whatever had
hit them, it hadn’t been that hard. The sail was knocked out, but there were a couple of
things that could do that. Yoshi could deal with them. He was totally unprepared for
what awaited him through the main view port. It was not something that Yoshi could

deal with.
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The object sat about eight hundred yards off the starboard stern, thirty degrees
below the Bogart’s artificial horizon, a blinding torrent of energy flowing beneath it and
the starboard plasma emitter. Vic was busy at one of the lens set-ups, and Sullivan just
sat and stared open-mouthed at the dark shape. Even at this distance, it clearly wasn’t an
asteroid.

It was about a hundred and fifty metres long, thick at one end and tapered to a fine
point at the other, like an impossibly elongated teardrop. It had none of the
protuberances of traditional construction, but there could be no doubt - it was not a
naturally occurring object.

Vic moved aside from her lenses and motioned to Sullivan. She said nothing, the
expression on her face belying everything. Sullivan peered through the viewer. The
object was indeed some one fifty-three metres in length, and seventy-eight from top to
bottom at the thick end. The surface seemed mostly smooth at this distance, but there
were suggestions of grooves, or markings, on the otherwise featureless obsidian surface.
The energy arc was touching the craft just aft of the tip on the topside. Sullivan pushed
himself away from the viewer.

“What the hell is that?” he asked quietly.

“I have no idea, Sully. Not in twenty-six years have I ever seen anything like that.”

“It can’t be natural, can it?”

“I don’t think so. It looks almost perfectly geometric, so unless it’s some kind of
massive crystal, it has to be man-made. And it appears to be conducting plasma energy
somehow, so it has to have conductive properties.” She trailed off, lost in thought.

“Which makes it?”

“Baffling.”

“Thanks, Vic. You’re a lot of help.” Sullivan turned back to the viewer.

“Sorry. We need sensors back online.”

“Then I’d better go see how Theo is doing. Keep me posted, okay?”

Sullivan pulled himself back through the hatch and made his way to the systems
bay. Only the lower half of Theo’s body was visible — the rest of him had disappeared
behind one of the many access panels. There were warning lights flashing all over the
bay and several of the crucial displays were showing nothing but static.

“Forget the comms, Theo. We’ve got bigger problems.”

Theo emerged and looked up at his captain. He wiped a few beads of sweat from
his brow.

“What do you mean?”

“We’ve hit something. At least, the sail seems to have snagged something.”
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“You’re kidding me.”

“Whatever it is, it seems to be acting like a giant conductor for the energy flow. We
have to find out what the hell is going on out there.”

Theo immediately moved to a panel in the opposite bulkhead. He pulled the
release catches and the panel came away, releasing a shower of pyrotechnics. He
howled in alarm and reached for a fire suppressor. Once the gas from the suppressor had
cleared, he peered into the mass of cabling and the system core.

“The damage doesn’t seem too bad.”

Sullivan was relieved to hear the assessment, and moved in behind Theo to get a
better look. One of the super-capacitance nodes had overheated to the point of melting
almost completely.

“It’ll take me a few minutes to cut the damaged node out,” said Theo, as he wiped
his brow with a grubby rag. “Then I should have the nets up and running again.”

“Brilliant. I’ll be aft with Yoshi. Comms are out, but I’ll know you’re done when
the nets come online.”

Sullivan moved back out through the hatch and back towards the drive section. For
the safety of the entire ship, the section was self-contained and sealed with a double set
of doors. If the aft hull integrity was compromised then the doors would seal it off.
Sullivan pushed the release for the first set of doors and moved into the airlock. As he
waited for the outer doors to seal, he peered through the porthole in the inner door. He
could see Yoshi, floating in the centre of the bay, attached by an umbilical to the various
bulkheads. By controlling the tension on the umbilicals, Yoshi could move freely around
the main cavity of the drive section. The inner door opened and Sullivan pulled himself
through.

“Comms are down, Yoshi. The sails have snagged something. Theo’s trying to get
the nets back online to find out what’s out there, but please,” said Sullivan, looking
imploringly at Yoshi. “I need some good news.”

“It’s pretty bad, Sully. Plasma output is normal, but the magnetic field generators
are fused. Whatever it is, it’s sucking up a hell of a lot of power. And I can’t shut down
the plasma generators without getting the mag-gen system back up. It could feed back
into the fuel cells.”

“That would be bad,” said Sullivan.

“That would be very bad. But right now, things are holding up. I’m gonna try to
get one of the field generators back.” Yoshi pushed back towards the far bulkhead with

a chuckle. “Just try not to give me too many bumps, okay?”
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“Gotcha. Soon as comms are back, let me know how it goes.” Sullivan moved
back into the airlock. “I’ve got to get back to Vic.”

Sullivan pulled himself through into the spine. He took the direct route to the eye,
travelling straight up the zero gee central access spine. It took him only half a minute to
traverse the length of the Bogart and into the blinding confines of the eye, where Vic
was still glued to one of the viewing arrays. Some sensor data was beginning to filter
through on a couple of displays.

“Any news?” Sullivan’s voice was hopeful. Vic’s answer crushed any hope he
had.

“We have a very big problem.” She turned, and Sullivan thought for a minute that
he could see the fear in her eyes.

“What is it, Vic?”

She motioned for him to join her at one of the viewing arrays, indicating a display
containing data of the object caught in the sails.

“The plasma stream is acting like a magnet, Sully. That thing out there is closing,
and it’s accelerating.”

Sullivan stared blankly at her. “How long?”” he almost whispered.

“The closer it moves, the faster it accelerates, but without accurate sensor data, I
can only guess.”

Sullivan stared at her. “How long, Vic?”

“Three minutes, maybe less.”

There was a long moment as Vic and Sullivan stared at each other. They both
knew the gravity of the situation. At the velocity the two objects were travelling, the
delta-vee necessary to avoid the other ship would probably tear the Bogart apart. The
silence was broken when the systems engineer restored the comms system.

“Back in action, Skip!” screamed Theo.

Sullivan’s only response was to hit the master alarm. He roared into the comms.

“All hands — brace for impact.” He moved out of the eye, speeding back to the
brain. “I repeat — all hands brace for impact.”

He was counting the seconds as he moved back through the ship, trying to keep
track of time. He wasn’t sure of whether or not the Bogart could survive the impact. His
gut feeling was that the old sloop couldn’t, but he was never one to lose hope. Or so he
told himself. After what seemed an age, he was finally in the cramped confines of the
brain. Only some of the displays were functioning, but Vic had managed to route some
telemetry to one of the screens. He strapped in and linked with the drive section.

“You getting this, Yoshi?”
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The little engineer appeared on one of the displays, hanging upside-down in the
distance. He was securing access panels and shutting down as many non-critical systems
as he could.

“I have an idea, Sully!” he yelled, over the screaming klaxon. He moved closer to
the screen, still inverted.

“We can’t use the main drive — the plasma flows too erratic for that. But we still
have manoeuvring thrusters.”

Sullivan shook his head.

“Yoshi, thrusters aren’t going to give us enough to alter our course.*

“I know, Sully. Like pissing into a hurricane, no?” Yoshi’s colourful metaphors
had always given his captain cause to smile. “But they might be able to turn the Bogart
enough to avoid that — thing.” Yoshi stopped and looked at the screen, smiling wryly.

Sullivan took strength from the fact that his crew could smile in the face of such
adversity.

“Give me all you got, Yoshi.”

He ran his eyes over the systems he did have functioning. Most of the critical ones
were updating every few seconds, but the navigation console was the one he focused on.
The unknown object was closing even faster then Vic had anticipated.

“I want all crew in their crash suits — now.”

Sully reached above him on the console. There was a red handle, nestled in
amongst the haphazardly arranged consoles. He tugged sharply on it and a small hatch
popped open on the decking beneath him. Reaching inside, he removed a small silver
package, tugging away the protective tags on the front. It began to unfold, and Sully
began to hurry it by pulling on it.

“Come on people, suits on!” he shouted into the comms.

He opened the overalls and pulled them on roughly over his own rumpled jumpsuit.
He sealed them up and fastened the hood over his head. It had a clear faceplate,
surrounded by the ribbed fabric of the crash suit. He leaned over and plugged the
umbilical cable into the outlet set inside the suit’s storage locker, then opened the small
emergency valve. Hydraulic fluid raced through the microtubules in the suit, creating a
rigid shell. The crash suit was designed to protect crew in the event of a catastrophic
hull breach, but Sullivan had never really tested one out. In theory, they had enough
emergency oxygen and heat to allow repairs to be made to the vessel, but the suit was far
too cumbersome for the close confines of a ship like the Bogart.

Sully checked the seals on his suit once more and then returned to his seat to secure

himself. He yelled into the open comms system.
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“How we doing, people?”

“Secure, Captain,” responded Vic. “Estimated time to impact seventy-eight
seconds.”

Theo was the next to check in. “Secure!”

Sullivan waited for a few seconds, then called out to Yoshi again, glancing down at
his display. Yoshi wasn’t suited up. He was frantically moving power couplings from
one side of the bay to the auxiliary systems on the other side.

17

“Yoshi, what are you doing? Get your suit on now!” shouted Sullivan.

“Hang on, Sully — I’ve got to get more power to the manoeuvring thrusters. We
might be able to get out of the way of this thing!”

“Negative. Yoshi, you need to secure for a possible breach, do you understand?”

Yoshi ignored his captain, shifting his slim frame effortlessly back and forth across
the engine bay. He tugged the last coupling free, and kicked off the wall. He plunged it
into the last thruster inlet, feeling the hum of the energy surge through the bulky cable.
Then he used the handholds to make his way to the bottom of the bay, his fingers
seeking the crash suit release handle. He popped the hatch and pulled the suit free. He
still had to disengage his own umbilicals before getting into the suit, wasting valuable
seconds. He had both legs into the crash-suit when a sharp crack attracted his attention.

One of the power couplings had fused completely, overwhelmed by the energy that
coursed through it. Yoshi thought for a moment, and then made the call. He pulled his
legs out of the crash suit and pushed off the floor, speeding toward the spare power
couplings.

Fore of the engine bay, Vic made her final preparations. The object had by now
turned completely to face the Bogart. It was huge, at least the size of the old cargo ship,
maybe bigger. The plasma stream was directed right to the sharp pointed tip, pulling the
dark teardrop shape towards the Bogart at an ever-increasing pace. Even without the
more powerful sensing systems, the optical viewer gave her all the information she
needed.

At the objects current relative velocity, any direct collision would more than likely
tear the Bogart apart. She said a few silent prayers, then stared down at the proximity
alert system.

“Twenty seconds to impact!” Her voice was dry, her nerves evident.

In the Sensor Bay, Theo cursed the polymer of the thick crash suit gloves. He was
busily trying to lock down the last few sensitive systems that did function. He didn’t

want a random power surge to wreck them as well. The thick fabric was preventing him
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from doing the job as quick as he needed to. He made a few adjustments, and then
settled back to secure himself for the impact.

“I’'m sending you the basic telemetry, Skip.” He locked himself down, closing his
eyes and waiting for the inevitable. “We are in big goddamned trouble!”

Sullivan stared at the data coming through from Theo. His systems officer was
right. The object was approaching nose first off the starboard bow, aiming to strike the
Bogart amidships. There was no way the aging vessel could survive the impact.
Sullivan had run out of options. He glanced at the drive section link. Yoshi was still
working with the power couplings. He slammed the last one into place and locked it
down. There was a moment, when Sully was sure Yoshi looked up at him, and then the
engineer moved to the manual thruster controls. The object was only seconds away.
The comms came to life one more time.

2

“Here goes nothing, Sully.” Yoshi’s voice came through loud and clear. “Firing
thrusters — now!”

The Bogart’s manoeuvring thrusters came to life, jolting the ship violently and
turning it hard to starboard. The superstructure howled in protest, straining against
forces it was not designed to withstand. Off the starboard bow, the object drew closer,
silhouetted against the impossibly bright fire of the sun. The Bogart turned ever more,
edging sluggishly out of the other’s path. The plasma arc was blinding, a river of blue
fire flowing across empty space. It pulled at the other, turning it ever so slightly. The
Bogart could not escape.

Sullivan watched the display as the deadly dance came to a close. Every alarm that
still functioned was screaming now, systems overloading as the terrible power of the
plasma arc fed back into the Bogart. Oblivious to everything around him, he
concentrated on the navigation data.

In a moment of sudden calm, Sullivan realised that there would be no escape.
There were a few seconds of serenity - what seemed like an age - and then a screaming,

tearing noise. After that, there was nothing.
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Chapter Two

Sullivan craned his neck, pressing his face against the glass, trying to get a better
view of the Bogart through the transparent hull. The two ships orbited each other
slowly, the dance of death played out right before the eyes of the Bogart’s captain.
Sounds came from the bowels of the alien vessel, carried on the stale atmosphere,
ringing through the bulkheads. There was no way back to his ship, and in any event the
old cargo sloop was useless. Powerless, and with the damage suffered in the collision
she was all but finished.

Sullivan considered his options. The wound in his leg had stopped bleeding. He
could with some difficulty put his weight on it; and with considerable agony could
manage a quick hobble. He checked his weapon. Charge was low, and he was fresh out
of power cells. Ten, maybe twelve shots before it was spent. The only entrance was
barricaded and the chamber was secure.

Sullivan was sure he could hold out here almost indefinitely, but he wasn’t sure
why he should bother. The orbits of the entangled ships would sink them deep into the
sun’s photosphere before very long. There was no rescue on the way. They had had no
chance to get off a mayday before the transmission array was smashed. They wouldn’t
be overdue for a month, and after that there was a trillion cubic miles of space to search.

If he saved one charge for himself, then he wouldn’t worry about having to be
rescued. That meant there were at least nine or ten shots left for that thing out there. It
was big, it was bad, and it wouldn’t rest until Sullivan was dead. There was little to do
but wait.

Sullivan slid slowly back down to the floor, trying to protect his wounded body.
No sound came from the bowels of the alien ship, and the captain of the Bogart was left
alone with his thoughts. He thought about Yoshi, and Vic, and even Theo, who was still
trapped on the Bogart. They had entrusted him with their lives, as they did on every
voyage, and he had failed them in the worst way.

It wasn’t the first time Sullivan had questioned his own ability. There had been

another time, many years ago, when he had sat on a cold metal floor and stared at the
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blood of others on his hands. That had been the first time he had met Vic. She had
served under him in the Navy, and had been there on that fateful day on Ganymede.

As he sat on the unnaturally warm deck of the alien ship, his blood slowly
congealing under his tattered overalls, Sullivan’s mind drifted back to that black day —
the last time he had faced his own failings, and stared death in the eye.

It was the first time that the young Lieutenant Sullivan had been given sole
command of a tactical land engagement. The local populace had overrun the garrison on
Ganymede’s principal mining colony, so the United Naval Vessel Genghis Khan, with
Captain Orlat commanding, had been entrusted with the task of putting down the
rebellion.

As he waited for the inevitable, trapped inside the alien vessel, Sullivan found he
could remember the incident as if it was yesterday. Maybe that was why it had plagued
his sleep for the best part of fifteen years.

Lieutenant Sullivan stared in the mirror, inspecting his uniform for any
irregularities. It wasn’t as if the Ranger boys would be looking for an epaulette out of
place, but Captain Orlat was a stickler for regulations, and Sullivan knew he would be
observing the briefing through the battleship’s video systems. He wanted to impress his
captain, conscious of the responsibility that had been placed upon him.

His mouth was dry and his palms sweaty as he made his way to the briefing room.
Awaiting him were the senior non-comms of the rangers, the elite unit that was
garrisoned on board the UNV Genghis Khan, and while they did not expect much
trouble from a gang of unruly miners, Sullivan really wanted the whole mission to go
like clockwork. Orlat would not give him a second chance, that was for sure.

The briefing room was announced by the volume of conversation resounding
through the metal bulkheads of the battleship. It disappeared as soon as Sullivan
appeared in the doorway.

“Officer on deck!” announced the chief warrant officer.

The rest of the non-comms stood to attention. Sullivan looked across the faces as
he took his place at the front of the spacious briefing room. Most of them were a good
deal older than their fresh-faced lieutenant, and it served to reinforce Sullivan’s belief
that this first mission would be crucial to getting the men to trust him.

Sullivan outlined the battle plan, his voice cracking as he spoke. Four of the
Genghis Khan’s hogs, each carrying two platoons of the rangers, would touch down at
opposite corners of the facility. Two of the platoons would each occupy the rear loading
bays, while the third hog would land at the auxiliary entry bay, dropping one platoon and

taking the remaining one to the main access bay. Sullivan’s hog would land right in

28



front of the main entrance, and rendezvous with the spare platoon. The idea was to try to
subdue the miners with a show of force, and minimise the bloodshed.

The enlisted men seemed pleased enough with the plan. Vic had been there too,
serving as a sergeant with one of the platoons, but Sullivan hadn’t even noticed her. He
was too busy trying to appear confidant to the rangers.

The plan had proceeded perfectly, right up to the point that Sullivan had mustered
the three platoons inside the main access bay. He had expected to meet some sporadic
resistance, but there was no sign of life. He could see the blast doors that led to the rest
of the facility at the other end of the bay. In between, all manner of haphazard
barricades had been thrown up. They had looked deserted, and it wasn’t until he had
given the order to move forward did he hear it. There was singing, coming from
somewhere else in the facility. It was being carried through the ventilation system, and
Sullivan could see his rangers slowing in their advance, unsure of what to expect. Then
the blast doors had opened, and the main force of the miners had charged the Navy
troops.

The battle had been brief and bloody. By the time it was over, Sullivan had lost
half of his rangers, while most of the miner’s shattered corpses were strewn over the
barricades they had rushed to defend. Sullivan had been wounded slightly, but took no
notice as he walked across the smoke-filled battlefield. Everywhere, the dead and dying
lay, sharing the same blood-stained ground. The sight of so much bloodshed had filled
Sullivan with revulsion that day.

And now, once again, Sullivan had been responsible for the death of those that had
trusted him. So, the Bogart’s captain waited, uncertain of his fate, but determined that it
would be with the dignity that it deserved. His mind drifted back to before he had set

foot on the alien ship.

Sullivan had no idea how long he had been out. He opened his eyes, staring out
through the blood-smeared faceplate of the crash suit. His head pounded, rebelling when
he tried to shake it to clear the fog. He looked around, first to the environmental sensors.
The small system ran on its own batteries, isolated from the rest of the ship. It gave
Sullivan readings of normal atmospheric data in the brain, so he undid the bindings of
his chair and depressurised his crash suit.

He fumbled with the hood and faceplate, stabbing a finger out at the comms
control. There was no response. He glanced across the rest of the displays. A surprising
number of systems were still functioning. The emergency seals had come down

throughout the ship. There was oxygen pressure in almost all the compartments.
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Somehow, the power surge had even restarted the main sheath rotation. But his heart
sank when he saw the data coming from the engine bay. It had been depressurised
completely. Yoshi was gone. He felt numb for a moment, and sat staring at the red
indicators before remembering that he still had two more crewmembers to worry about.

He moved towards the back of the brain, punching in his access code to release the
emergency seal. There was only partial lighting in the narrow walkway beyond.
Sullivan made his way towards the sensor bay, only to find Theo already outside,
rerouting vital systems around damaged areas.

“Power core still active, Skip - but we’re only drawing thirty or forty percent, so I
don’t know what kind of state it’s in for sure.”

Sullivan’s reply was somewhat muted.

“See if you can get some of the main nets back on line, Theo. We need to get an
idea of what kind of shape we’re in.”

“Wilco, Skip.”

Sullivan didn’t have the heart to pull Theo up on formality.

“We lost the engine bay, Theo.”

“What do you mean?” The systems engineer looked puzzled.

“Not too sure yet. Looks like the bay depressurised completely. That — thing must
have hit our tail.”

“And Yoshi?” Theo asked hesitantly. Sullivan just shook his head in answer.

“I don’t think he made it into his suit. He was trying to get us out of the way. He
might have just saved our asses yet.” Sullivan turned and made his way aft. “I’ve got to
get to Vic. Try and get us as much information on our situation as possible.”

Theo waved his hand in acknowledgement and returned to what he had been doing,
still numb from the shock of losing a friend. Old hands like Sullivan and Vic might have
lost crewmen, but Theo had never had anybody he knew die before. It chilled him to the
bone.

Sullivan paused briefly outside the emergency seal to the drive section. No access
code would open this door. The vacuum on the other side of the seal would have killed
Yoshi instantly on impact. Assuming he had survived the collision. Sullivan groaned at
the loss of his old friend. No time for mourning now, he thought, as he made his way up
the crawlspace to the eye.

When he reached the top, he found that the seal was still in place. Sure that the
reading on the bridge had indicated that there was full integrity in the eye, he gingerly
tapped his access code onto the panel. The seal sprang open with a jolt, and he let out a

sigh of relief.
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“Vic?”?

Sullivan pulled himself through the hatch. Blinding sunlight filled the eye, but he
could still make out Vic’s shadow. He kicked off the wall and joined her on the
starboard side of the transparent bubble.

“My God, Sully,” she whispered. “Have you ever seen the like?”

Sullivan stared in amazement, shocked at the terrible reality of what had occurred.
The object had impacted directly into the starboard side of the Bogart near its stern. Its
pointed nose had pierced the flimsy hull surrounding the drive section. The tremendous
energy involved had fused the hull plating around where they met. What really took
Vic’s breath away was not so much the damage done to the Bogart, but rather what she
could see of the giant black object. It was like nothing she had ever seen.

Shaped like a sharpened teardrop that seemed to pour from the Bogart’s wound, it
was almost perfectly symmetrical. Thick grooves crawled lengthways over the entire
surface of the object, breaking up the smooth, almost obsidian surface. If it was a vessel,
it had no visible means of propulsion or communication, or indeed any practical use.
There was little evidence of any damage to it — the Bogart had suffered the brunt of the
impact.

“What is it?” said Vic.

Sullivan had no idea whether or not Vic was aware she was whispering, and when
he answered, he was surprised to find himself speaking in hushed tones also.

“I’m not sure, Vic. But it has to be a ship of some sort. It can’t be anything else”

“I’ve been from one end of the system to the other, Sully, but in twenty-eight years,
I have never seen anything like this.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean.”

Vic turned to Sullivan, still whispering. “Nobody makes ships like this. Not those
Martian nut jobs, not the Lunar Faction — not now, and not ever. Hell, Sully - not even
the Southern Bloc ever made anything like this! And they tried some pretty outlandish
designs, remember?”’

Sullivan nodded. Vic had been in the service longer, and actually been involved in
the last major system war, when the Southern Bloc had experimented with some bizarre
ship designs, trying to overcome the numerical advantage of the Northern Bloc. It had
failed, hastening their ultimate demise. Occasionally, old spacers in a bar somewhere
would relate the tale of how he had come across an old Southern Bloc relic. It would be
running on autopilot, impervious to nets, bristling with old weapons and ultimately cause

some routine accident that would otherwise be attributed to a spacer’s foolishness.
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“So what exactly are you trying to say?” he asked.

“Whatever that is, I don’t think it was built by human hand.” It took a few seconds
for Vic’s words to sink in.

“Little green men?”’

“This is hardly the time to be joking, Sully.”

“Sorry.”

“I know how crazy it sounds. But the fact remains — I don’t think anyone has ever
seen a ship like that. If it even is a ship.” She turned back to face her captain.

“In three hundred years of space travel, no-one has ever reported contact with an
alien ship. Or an alien civilisation. In all the exploration of the solar system — not a
trace of intelligent life. But that thing out there — it doesn’t come from anywhere round
here. This could be one of the most significant finds in humanity’s history.”

“Great, Vic. If we make it out of this, you can be famous.” He stared out at the
object. “But we’ve got bigger problems right now.”

He pushed back from the transparent laminate.

“We need to know how badly we’ve been hurt. The engine bay’s been
compromised.”

Vic turned to Sullivan. “Yoshi?”

Sullivan could see from her face that she knew the answer to her question. He just
shook his head. “He didn’t make it.”

Vic laid a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Sully.” She hung her head, the grief
plain on her face now, in the whole shape of her body.

“I know. But we’ve got to take care of ourselves now.” He moved back towards
the access hatch. “I’ve got to get to the auxiliary systems bay. Theo’s working to
reroute as many of the damaged systems as he can, but I need to see what else we’ve got
left.

“Make a full damage report of all your systems. And then I need you to sense for
other ships. It’s a long shot, but there might be another ship in range. Then turn the nets
on that thing out there. We need to know as much as we can. Comms are out, so we’ll
all meet in the galley in fifteen.”

“Understood, Captain.”

Sullivan hurried down the spine and back into the spun gravity of the crew section.
He found Theo and gave him the same orders.

“I don’t know, Skip. These systems have taken a hell of a pounding.”

“Just do what you can, Theo,” said Sullivan, turning towards the auxiliary systems

bay. “And don’t call me Skip.”

32



Fifteen minutes later, Sullivan entered the galley to find Theo and Vic waiting for
him around the table. Theo was drinking from one of the juice packs, while Vic pored
over some data on her PCD. Sullivan went straight for the hot drinks and took a cup of
strong coffee, then joined his crew around the table.

“Okay people. What’ve you got? Theo?”

The Bogart’s systems engineer shifted in his seat, sucking his juice loudly.

“The damage isn’t as extensive as I thought, although our comms have been
completely destroyed. There may have been a secondary arc from that thing, but
whatever happened, it fried the main transmission array, and the back-up. I mean it
totally melted it. Fused it onto the hull. And the overload totally destroyed the internal
comms, t0o.

“But the sensing systems and internal diagnostics aren’t too badly damaged.
Maybe because they were off-line during the impact, I’m not sure, but I’ve managed to
get the short-range nets back up and running. And I should be able to get the diagnostics
back in about thirty minutes or so.”

Sullivan sipped his coffee, the bitter liquid cutting through the stale taste of the
ship’s recycled air.

“Maybe I can save you some time on that. The drive systems are completely shot,
as well as the sail generators. I’ve just spent the last ten minutes digging through what’s
left of the auxiliary systems but damage is pretty bad. We’re not going anywhere.”

There was silence in the galley as the impact of this news sank in. Vic and Theo
had known the damage was bad, but the enormity of the situation was quickly dawning
on them. The blood drained from Theo’s face.

“Most of the starboard generator was vaporised by the plasma flux,” continued the
Bogart’s captain. “And the port generator didn’t fare much better. Without comms, or
the sail, our options are very limited.”

He looked over to his navigator.

“What have you got for me, Vic?”

Vic’s complexion was ashen as she gave her report.

“It’s not good,” she replied, tapping the control panel. Various monitors around
the galley sprang into life, depicting the Bogart and the strange object, locked together
and slowly spinning. The wicked tip protruded from the port side of the Bogart’s drive
section, demonstrating the extent of the crew’s plight.

“The other — ““ Vic stopped. Then she continued, her voice wavering slightly. “The
other ship has become fused to parts of the aft hull plating. I’'m not confident of our

chances of even separating the two. And we have another problem.”

33



She tapped the controls, switching the displays to a navigational plotter. The two
craft’s orbits angled sharply towards the sun’s photosphere.

“The impact has pulled the Bogart from the eddy we were hitched to. We also lost
some of our inertia, so our orbit has begun to decay. At the rate we’re descending, the
outer hull will melt in less than twenty-four hours.”

Again, silence filled the galley. Every spacer who had ever flown was familiar
with the nightmare scenario of a decaying orbit. The mass of the sun posed added
problems — the huge gravitational forces could quickly become inescapable, sentencing
hapless crews to a fiery death. So for a few long moments, no one spoke.

“What about the escape pods?” Theo asked.

“Maybe,” answered his captain. “Maybe they have enough power to get to a
higher orbit, but this is no place to go wandering in an escape pod. Chances of being
recovered by a passing vessel in this sector are millions to one.”

“Billions,” said Vic. “I set the nets out as far as they’d go. There isn’t another ship
for a million kilometres. So it’s simple. We get the Bogart back up and running
somehow. We find a way to separate the two ships, and get the sail repaired.” She
sounded nervous, edgy; something that Sullivan couldn’t remember.

“Sorry, Vic,” he replied. “I’ve had a good look at them, remember? They are
beyond any repair. Hell, the starboard generator’s a stream of molten slag across that
thing’s hull! This old girl’s done for.”

Vic’s head dropped. Her captain continued. “But maybe we’re missing
something.”

Vic and Theo stared at him.

“I mean, we’re sure the Bogart is finished, right?”” he asked them. They looked at
each other, and then back to their captain, puzzled looks on their faces. “Vic — bring up
a display of that thing. As many close ups as you can manage. [ want to get a really
good look it.”

Vic tapped a few keys, bringing up a sequence of high-resolution displays of the
object. The surface bore no visible insignia or designation. It was almost completely
smooth, save for a series of shallow grooves that wound back and forth over its entirety.
At first glance, there was no pattern to what they could see. Sullivan pored over the
images for several minutes before he found what he was looking for. He used the
controls to enlarge a small area just aft of where the object emerged from the Bogart, on
its starboard side.

“What are we looking at?”” asked Vic.

“I think,” replied Sullivan, “it’s an access hatch.”
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When Vic looked closer, she saw what he was getting at. The grooves seemed to
meet in a pattern, isolating a small section of the hull about two metres square. She
couldn’t see any controls, or any real indication that it really was a hatch.

Sullivan turned to Theo. “Is the docking arm still functioning?”

Theo thought for a moment, and then shrugged his shoulders.

“I guess so. It was stowed when we were hit, so most of the systems should have
been isolated from the flux.”

“Sully,” interrupted Vic. “You’re not really thinking —

“I need to get a better look at that hatch, Vic. The Bogart’s not going anywhere.
So whatever that thing is, it may be our only chance.” He drained the last of his coffee.

“Way I see it is this: somebody had to build that thing. Chances are it’s some kind
of forgotten prototype, or experimental vessel. Which means there has to be a way to fly
it, too. So there has to be a way into it. And maybe its systems are in better condition
than ours.”

There was no answer from his crew. For all her experience, not even Vic had ever
anticipated a situation like this. Sullivan stood and turned to Theo.

“I need you to deploy the collar. Test its systems, and then see if you can make a
seal with the other ship. If you can, we may not need to use the EVA suits. Vic, I need
you to use the nets to try and find out if that is a hatch. I want detailed scans — see if you
can penetrate the hull. Then meet me by the docking hatch in ten minutes.”

Theo and Vic sat numbly, their eyes transfixed on Sullivan.

“Well, come on people — we’re against the clock here!”

His raised voice jarred them into action. Once they had left the galley, Sullivan
turned and made his way to his own quarters. He opened the hatch, and then knelt by his
bunk. He reached underneath and pressed a series of release catches. A panel in the
floor slid open, and Sullivan hauled a storage crate out of the floor. He tapped in his
access code, and then began to rummage through the contents of the crate.

There was a plastic display case containing two medals, untarnished in the
protective vacuum. He stared at them for a moment. Both bore a series of campaign
ribbons, and underneath were tiny plaques that told their tales. The first was a routine
award, the kind given out for being wounded in combat. The second medal was far from
routine. It was the Lunar Cross, and it was one of the highest honours the Navy could
bestow. Sullivan had been awarded it when he was honourably discharged from the
Navy. An award for conspicuous valour, it served more as a reminder of the blood that
stained Sullivan’s hands, and it was part of the reason he kept this stuff locked away out

of sight. Another part of the reason came to his hand from the bottom of the case.
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Moving his dress uniform and ceremonial sword out of the way, he removed a belt and
holster, closing his other hand around the grip of his service pistol. He checked the
weapon closely, activating its built in diagnostic systems. A small display on the side of
the pistol flashed into life, indicating the weapon was functional and ready for use.

The Ingram .50 field-loading pistol was standard issue in the Navy. It used
magnetic propulsion to fire molten heavy metals, which would tear through flesh, but
were unable to puncture hull plating. This made it a suitable weapon for use on space
vessels. Boarding an enemy vessel was a risky enough business without having to worry
about destroying the ship you were trying to capture.

Sullivan stopped. He had never dreamed he would do anything like this. Boarding
a damaged vessel wasn’t unheard of, but boarding an unknown relic in the middle of the
most deserted region of space — the thought sent his stomach plummeting. He stood up
and opened another locker set into the bulkhead. He removed three emergency comms
units, and then grabbed his flight jacket. Then he turned and his made his way back
through the crew quarters to the zero gee docking section.

Theo and Vic were only minutes behind him. When they joined him, he gave each
of them one of the emergency comms units.

“We should be able to keep in touch with these.”

Sullivan removed the emergency cutting gear from its housing by the docking
hatch. “Theo, I need you to get to the brain and keep monitoring the situation. If there’s
any change, I’'m going to need to know about it pretty quick. Did you manage to mate
the collar to that thing’s hull?”

“No problems. She’s sealed pretty good, too.”

“Good,” replied Sullivan, turning to his navigator. “Vic, I’'m going to need you
with me.”

Vic smiled at him. “I’m with you, Sully.”

Sullivan nodded to Theo, who turned without saying another word and made his
way to the brain. Vic opened a locker containing the emergency respirators. She took
out two and then looked at Sullivan, her eyes flicking down to his pistol.

“You ready for this?” she asked.

“Ready as I'll ever be, I guess.” Sullivan checked the power levels on his cutting
gear, and then punched the access code for the exit hatch.

The docking collar was only part of the sophisticated docking rig. It was mounted
on the end of a circular umbilical arm, almost four metres in diameter. At full extension,
it reached almost thirty metres from the Bogart’s hull, supported by hydraulic armatures.

The collar consisted of a variety of magnetic locking systems and armoured clamps, and
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was capable of forming an airtight seal with a variety of surfaces. In the Bogart’s case,
the collar was so old, it had actually been designed with more variety in mind, and
Sullivan could see that it formed a seal with the surface of the mysterious object quite
easily.

He pulled himself along the umbilical, cutting gear in one hand, Vic only a few
metres behind. Sullivan could see the strange surface of the other ship in the cold light
of the docking collar. The grooves seemed larger in life, almost wide enough to fit the
width of his hand. Moisture in the umbilical’s atmosphere had condensed and begun to
freeze upon the cold hull. He stretched his hand out gingerly, afraid of getting his
fingers frozen to the surface. That wouldn’t be a good start.

Sullivan reached into the pocket of his jacket and removed a pair of thick thermal
gloves. Once his hands were protected, he began to scrape the ice from some of the
grooves. He was looking for a seal of some sort — some indication that this was really
some kind of access hatch. It took him several minutes to clear an area around the inside
edge of the docking collar. Vic floated just behind him, removing objects from the bays
dotted around the corridor and securing them about her person.

“You think we’re going to have to cut through?”” she asked.

“Not sure yet.”

Several of the grooves turned in towards the central part of the hull section framed
by the docking collar. The ice was thickest here, and Sullivan couldn’t manage to
dislodge it with his hands.

“Vic, hand me that cutting torch, will you?”

He took the tool from his navigator and fiddled with the controls for a moment. He
set the torch to the lowest setting, and set about trying to melt the ice. It began to steam,
obscuring Sullivan’s vision for a moment. He moved the flame back and forth, trying
not to linger too long on any spot. When the water vapour became too thick for him to
continue, he stopped to let the air clear. He was sweating, the heat from his torch turning
the umbilical into a sauna. Once the water vapour had cleared, Sullivan knocked the last
few pieces of ice from the hull.

In the centre of the area was an indentation quite unlike any of the grooves on the
hull. A clear impression was set about five centimetres into the surface. It was still
partly filled by ice, but from what Sullivan could see, it was clearly a human hand.

“What the hell is that?” Vic had moved to get a closer look, floating up over
Sullivan’s shoulder.

“No idea,” he replied. “Maybe it’s some kind of insignia.”
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“So small?” His navigator laughed. “What’s the point of having an insignia if you
have to be next to the thing to see it?”

Sullivan didn’t answer. He reached out towards the indent, scraping the last of the
ice from it. There were no other marks, not inside the impression of the hand or
anywhere around it. He very delicately placed his gloved hand inside it. Nothing
happened.

“What are you thinking, Sully?” Vic asked.

“If it’s not some kind of insignia, then maybe it’s something else.” Sullivan pulled
one of the gloves off, and then stretched out his hand towards the surface of the other
vessel.

“Sully!” Vic reached out and grabbed his arm. “You don’t want to leave a couple
of layers of skin on it now, do you?”

“Should be warm enough now.”

His navigator frowned at him, releasing her grip on his arm. “Well, it’s your skin,”
she mumbled.

Sullivan placed his hand inside the indentation. Far from feeling cold, the strange
surface felt warm to the touch. He placed the flat of his palm against the warm metal
and stretched his fingers out to fill the indentation. It was ever so slightly larger than his
hand, but still fitted quite nicely. He held his breath, and then pressed down slightly.
Vic must have been holding her breath too, because there was no other sound audible
when they heard the faintest of clicks, followed by a gentle, distant hum.

Beneath Sullivan’s hand, the indentation grew warmer, and then began to emit a
gentle golden light. He jerked his arm back as though he had been burned. The light
began to fade almost immediately, but not before some of the grooves leading to the
indentation also began to glow. He looked at Vic. She stared back at him, her
expression a mix of surprise and puzzlement.

“Did I just see what I think I saw?” she asked.

Sullivan put his gloved hand to his lips, signalling her to be silent. The gentle hum
had also ceased.

“Maybe this is some sort of hatch control,” he said.

“And maybe it’s not. We have no idea where this thing might have come from,
much less what it does,” said Vic, gesturing towards the intricate patterns on the exposed
hull.

“I guess there’s only one way to find out.”

Sullivan reached out once more, not so gingerly this time. He placed his hand in

the indentation and pressed down firmly. Again, the golden light began to emerge from
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beneath his palm. It grew brighter and brighter, the light spreading into the grooves
spiralling outward on the hull. He kept his hand pressed to the surface, watching as the
light flowed like molten gold through the complicated series of grooves. It began to
accelerate, the light growing in intensity, but still the surface felt only warm beneath
Sullivan’s bare hand. The hum had started again, and was growing louder, and he was
sure he could feel the vibrations travelling up his arm. The light grew brighter still, and
the grooves it flowed through began to outline a circular shape on the hull. The hum
grew louder, and then, as the golden light became so intense that Sullivan was forced to
squint, it stopped abruptly.

There was silence for a moment. The two humans floated, eyes locked on the
dazzling, intricate pattern carved out on the surface before them. Sullivan pulled his arm
back, but this time the light did not fade. Instead, there was a loud hiss as the entire
glowing section of hull suddenly dropped away from them. It swung upward, tilting
back out of view, leaving an opening in the hull about two metres in diameter. Inside,
they could make out only inky blackness.

They hung there for what seemed like an age, trying to see into the darkness. The
edges of the hole still retained some of the golden light, but it was quickly fading.

“Sully!” gasped Vic.

Sullivan knew exactly what his navigator meant. He had never encountered
technology like this. He reached over to one of the storage lockers and removed a large
torch. Vic did the same, and they pointed the beams into the darkness, revealing the
facing wall of a chamber about six metres away. It was smooth, much like the outer
surface of the vessel, and flowed seamlessly into the floor. This appeared to be made of
a similar material, except that it was covered with a symmetrical pattern. There was no
way to see either side of the chamber from where they floated, and they could just make
out the section of hull that had been withdrawn from the hatch.

“No equalisation,” said Sullivan. “This thing has an atmosphere.”

Vic looked down at the respirators she was holding in her hand. “Well, I guess we
aren’t going to be needing these.” She moved to stow them in a locker by her head.

Sullivan sniffed the air cautiously. If it had been toxic, Vic and he would be dead
already. If it had been a vacuum, the umbilical would have depressurised with the same
result. He moved closer to the opening, sniffing again.

“A bit stale. Otherwise, it seems fine.” He turned to face Vic. “Smells of
something, though. Can’t quite put my finger on it.”

He pointed his torch in through the hatch, straining to see more. He could make

out another set of bulkheads, either side, but they were quite unlike those on the Bogart.
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They flowed seamlessly from one to another, with no sign of how they were joined
together. Over to the right, Sullivan thought he could see an opening in the bulkhead,
but he couldn’t quite make it out. He pushed back from the hatch, leaving Vic staring
into the darkness, and then reached for his comms unit.

“You getting any of this, Theo?”

“I’m seeing, but I’m not believing,” came the reply. “What’s the plan?”

“Can you get any readings from inside this thing? With the hatch open, you should
be getting something.”

“Not much. Umbilical sensors are reading a standard atmosphere, no known
pathogens. A little oxygen rich, though. As to the composition of the hull, or anything
inside it, we’re still getting nothing.”

“How about power readings?” Vic asked.

“No,” came the reply. “We have isolated spikes, but nothing I can make out.
Whatever it is, sensors just don’t seem to be able to penetrate it.”

Sullivan sighed. “I guess there’s nothing else for it, then.”

“You’re not thinking of going in there, are you?” asked Vic.

“I don’t see that we’ve much choice.” He stared into the darkness, cutting through
it with the beam of his torch. “The Bogart isn’t going anywhere, except straight into the
sun. We might escape orbit in escape pods, but we’d die of starvation or lack of oxygen
before anyone found us. If there is any way for us to get home, then it probably lies in
here.” He indicated the hatch. “Somewhere. You with me?”

Vic took a deep breath, and then smiled at her captain. “After you, sir!” She
emphasised the last word, trying to muster some naval courage.

Sullivan picked up one of the general emergency packs and checked the pistol at
his hip. He fastened the pack over his shoulder, gripped the edge of the opening with
both hands, and with a sharp tug pulled himself through. As he crossed the threshold, he
suddenly became quite dizzy. He felt himself falling forward, and the next sensation he
had was of a sudden weight all over his body, followed by the impact of his body against
a hard surface. He lay there for a moment and then lifted himself up on his forearms,
taking a moment to look around him. Of all the things he might have expected when
charging onto an unknown ship, he hadn’t expected this.

Gravity.
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Chapter Three

Vic watched as Sullivan moved through the opening and gasped as he suddenly
plummeted from view. She heard the dull thud as his body hit the floor, and could not
stop herself from shouting out.

“Sully!” She moved right up to the opening, careful not to stick her head through.
“You okay there, Sully?”

Sullivan groaned.

“Yeah.” He sat up, looking around him. “Wasn’t really expecting that.”

He got to his feet and surveyed the chamber around him, trying to get a feel for his
newfound weight. He knew that the ship was not rotating, so what he was experiencing
was something that, to the best of his knowledge, no ship builder had ever achieved. He
stared back through the hatch towards Vic, who floated in mid-air in the umbilical.

“Artificial gravity.” He smiled, and hopped from one foot to the other. “Feels like
about one gee, t0o.”

“How is that possible?” Vic asked. “Can you see any kind of power source?”

Sullivan played his torchlight across the ceiling of the chamber. It was unlike any
thing he had ever seen, with featureless smooth surfaces that curved gently from the
deck to the arched ceiling. There was another opening in the bulkhead to the right of the
entry hatch. Sullivan could now see that it led to a corridor that headed towards the bow,
which was lodged deep in the drive section of the Bogart. He reached for his comms.

“Theo?”

“Gotcha, Skip.” The transmission was breaking up. “We’re getting a little
interference from somewhere.”

“You getting any readings yet?”

“Some sort of power spikes. What just happened?”

“There seems to be some kind of artificial gravity field. We need to know how it’s
being generated.”

“Understood. I'll get on it.”

Sullivan turned to Vic.
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“Come on in. But be careful, okay?”

Vic angled her body carefully towards the hatch. All spacers were used to moving
from zero-gee areas to the parts of the ship that used spun gravity, but then most ships
were designed to make the transition as safe as possible. This was something she had
never tried before. She swung legs first over the threshold, and then cried out in alarm
as the gravity field suddenly added weight to her mass. She released her grip on the
upper edge of the hatch, allowing her momentum to carry her through and landed square
on her feet inside the ship.

Sullivan half-laughed.

“Not bad, Vic.”

Vic performed a curtsey, wobbling slightly under her new weight.

“You should have seen me in my day, Sully.”

They took in their surroundings. The chamber was roughly square, and constructed
of a similar material to the outer hull, from the smooth bulkheads to the patterned deck.
There was only the one opening in the otherwise featureless bulkheads, the one that
Sullivan had noted earlier. The hatch they had come through was suspended from
overhead by a long, coiling, black armature. It looked almost organic, like a massive
human arm stripped of its skin. The armature disappeared through the featureless
ceiling, leaving no gaps around its coiling black length, and with no obvious means of
control or locomotion.

“At least now we know it’s a ship,” said Sullivan dryly.

“So why doesn’t it have an airlock? I mean, who would build a ship without one?”
asked his engineer.

Sullivan just looked at his navigator.

“I have no idea. But that was a human hand on the outside of that hatch. And
whoever built this breathes the same air as we do. So this has to be the work of
humans.”

“But this technology, Sully! And the gravity field?” She looked Sullivan straight
in the eye. “I’ve never heard of anything like this. Ever.”

“I hear you.” He shone his torchlight towards the corridor that led towards the bow
of the ship. “But the Bogart’s finished. At least this thing has power. We might yet find
a way to get it moving.”

He activated his comms again.

“Theo, you read me?”

“Transmission’s still weak, but coming through.”

“You got any data on the gravity field yet? Any power readings from inside?”
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“That’s a negative, skip. The spikes are all over the scale. I can’t make any sense
ofit.”

Sullivan sighed, and then looked at Vic.

“Okay, looks like we go forward in the dark. Theo — keep trying to get data. If
there’s any change in the readings, I want to know right away. And make sure that the
Bogart’s systems are still stable. We can’t afford any more disasters, okay?”’

“Sure thing, Skip. Cardinale out.” The comms fell silent.

“I wish he wouldn’t call me that,” said Sullivan.

He moved through the opening into the corridor beyond, casting his bright
torchlight before him. Vic followed closely behind, trying to illuminate as much of the
corridor around them, finding only metre after metre of gently rippling bulkhead. She
ran her hand along one of the walls. It was faintly warm to the touch.

The corridor opened out beyond the opening. It was some five metres wide, and
roughly oval in shape. It stretched at least forty metres in to the distance, curving around
to port out of Sullivan’s view. They stopped, flashing their lights around the bulkheads
of the corridor. Something suddenly caught Sullivan’s eye.

“Vie!”

She followed the beam of Sullivan’s light. There were markings on the wall. It
was a design of some sort, carved into a flat panel on the bulkhead. In the centre was a
pyramid shape, flanked on either side by some sort of winged creatures. Below was
what looked like some kind of writing — a feathery, flowing script that was broken up
into even sections. The whole design was bordered by a very narrow carved flourished
border.

“Do you recognise it?”” asked Sullivan

“I’ve never seen anything like it.” Vic ran her fingers over it, half-expecting the
design to burst into light. Nothing happened.

“It looks like some sort of insignia.” He flashed his light up the corridor to see if
there were any more of them. “Maybe this was left by the builders. To let wandering
space travellers know where they had trespassed.”

Vic was not amused by Sullivan’s humour. She frowned.

“Come on. Let’s find out where this leads,” said Sullivan.

They continued, scanning the smooth bulkheads with their bright torchlight. As
they rounded the curve, they saw that the corridor terminated sharply in another hatch.
In the centre of the hatch was another hand shaped indentation. Like the one on the
outside of the ship, it was surrounded by a series of narrow grooves. Sullivan walked

directly up to it and moved to place his hand in the indentation.
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“Wait, Sully!” cried Vic. “There was no airlock on the way in - what if that hatch
just leads back into space?”

Sullivan glanced back down the corridor, trying to gauge the distance they had
covered. It was difficult in the darkness.

“No,” he answered. “It has got to lead somewhere. Otherwise this whole chamber
would have no function.”

“Need I remind you, Sully,” said Vic. “That we have no idea who built this, much
less what they were thinking?”

“Still,” said Sullivan, placing his hand in the indentation. “They had hands, didn’t
they?”

A powerful golden light emerged from beneath his hand and leaked into the
grooves, carving out the outline of a large hatch. There was a loud hum, and then the
hatch flew backwards and upwards away from Sullivan. He looked carefully into the
space beyond. They were standing just outside some sort of chamber, but unlike the
others they had seen. They moved inside to get a better look, using their torches to
illuminate their surroundings.

The chamber was triangular in shape, and the hatch they had come through was set
into the starboard side of the aft bulkhead. In the centre of the chamber was a raised
dais, oval in shape, and upon it was a chair. It was roughly human size, and had a high
back, curving ever straighter as it rose from the base and the wide flared arms. Either
side of the dais were deep wells in the floor, each containing a chair like the one above,
but smaller in size. There also appeared to be a control panel of some sort set into each
of the wells.

“Wow,” said Sullivan.

He flashed his light around the rest of the chamber. It was all constructed of the
same material — the same dull metal that had made up the rest of the ship. He made his
way onto the raised dais, playing his light over the chair. The flared arms were smooth,
but they flared towards the front. There were a number of small protrusions; bumps that
rose from the flush surface. Sullivan sat in the chair.

“What are you doing?” asked Vic.

“If we’re going to find out if this thing still works, we’re going to have to take a
few risks.”

His navigator stared at him.

“Okay, so what do I do?” she asked.

Sullivan nodded towards the starboard well. “Jump down and see if you can get

any joy out of one of those control panels.”
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Sullivan gently pressed down on the largest protrusion with his index finger. For
an instant, there was no response, and then abruptly sections all around the bulkheads
burst into life, filling the entire chamber with a gentle golden light. Sullivan could hear
Vic gasping in surprise beneath him.

The featureless console was now covered with moving symbols and flowing script.
She held her hands above the console in alarm.

“I didn’t touch anything!” she cried.

“I think that was me,” answered Sullivan. “Can you make any sense of it?”

Vic stared down at the console. She watched for a few moments, trying to make
some sense of the swirling chaos.

“Don’t think so. There must be some kind of pattern, but I don’t see it.”

Sullivan reached for his comms and tried to raise Theo. There was no response.

“The hull must be blocking the signal,” he said. He stood up, replacing the comms
in his pocket. “Get back to the entry hatch, Vic. I want you to try and raise Theo, and
then give him an update on our situation. Tell him we’ve managed to get some power to
the ship, and we need to know if he can detect a drive system of some sort.”

Vic climbed out of the well in the floor of the chamber, nodding her assent. She
disappeared back through the hatch they had come through. Sullivan touched another of
the protrusions, expecting something to happen, but nothing occurred. He hit another
one, and the sloping bulkhead before him suddenly disappeared.

For a brief second, Sullivan anxiously thought he had opened the vessel to the
vacuum of space; then he realised that the bulkhead had not disappeared, but merely
become transparent. He was staring at the drive section of the Bogart, directly ahead of
him. The hull plating had been impacted like aluminium foil. He could see almost no
damage to the other ship — only some scoring where the sharp stern had pierced the
Bogart. He moved out of the chair, trying to see how the view port worked. He could
reach it with his hand, and did so, surprised to find that it felt just like the rest of the hull
under his fingers. This was technology he could never dream of. Sullivan had served on
some of the most advanced Navy vessels ever built, some of them even experimental,
but this was beyond any of his experience.

He moved back to examine the aft bulkhead. There was an elaborate series of
grooves, and another indentation right in the centre. The grooves seemed to form
another hatch, but one much more extensive than any of the others. He ran his fingers
through the narrow channels and then stepped back, scanning the other bulkheads for

any other hand-shaped indentations that might indicate other exits. Sure enough, there
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was another in the port side of the aft bulkhead, roughly corresponding to the starboard
hatch Vic and he had come through.

His navigator returned.

“Theo still can’t get much of anything from the sensor nets. He’s sure that they’re
functioning, so there must be something in the hull that’s blocking the power emissions.”

She stared at the aft bulkhead in front of Sullivan.

“Makes sense,” answered Sullivan. “We’re just going to have keep doubling back
to update him.”

“What have you found?” asked Vic.

“It looks like another hatch, but it’s bigger than the others.”

“Maybe it leads somewhere more important.”

Sullivan looked at her, raising an eyebrow. “The drive section?”

Vic shrugged.

Sullivan turned back to the bulkhead. “Maybe it just leads to the head.”

Vic didn’t laugh, but looked sternly at her captain. He paid her no heed, raising his
hand to the indentation.

“Only one way to find out,” he said softly. He laid his hand in the indentation, and
was greeted by the now almost familiar golden light as it flowed through the grooves.
The hatch that was carved out by the light extended some four metres either side of
Sullivan, when the light was at its most intense, the outlined sections of the bulkhead
swung backwards, splitting exactly in the centre. The two halves receded either side of
the bulkhead, revealing another chamber beyond, different again from the ones they had
seen before.

Where the others had been barren and featureless, this was positively cluttered by
comparison. Sullivan and Vic moved into the chamber, examining the objects arranged
around them.

The facing bulkhead bore another indentation in the centre of another large hatch,
while each of the flanking bulkheads bore a larger version of the crest that they had seen
in the corridor. Beneath the crests, on both sides, were a variety of odd-looking objects.
Some of them were totally alien, but others seemed all too familiar. Sullivan had seen
similar objects, many years before. It had been in one of the Naval museums that cadets
often found themselves dragged to.

There was an elaborate suit of armour, arranged upon a stand. It was constructed
of a series of overlapping plates, each one of a different colour, but as Sullivan moved,
the colours shifted across the glistening metal. Above the suit there sat a helm, full-

faced and alike in construction to the armour. To one side there lay an ornamental belt,
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encrusted with jewels, while propped above it was a similarly adorned scabbard. There
was an assortment of ceramics of various shapes and sizes — pots, cups and plates. Some
of them plain and unadorned clay, others were far more elaborate in their shape and
colour.

On the other side of the chamber, lying on a plinth, was an enormous sword. The
hilt was long enough to accommodate both of a man’s hands, and like so much else in
the chamber, adorned with jewels and edged with glistening metal. The blade, unlike the
glistening steel that Sullivan had seen in the museums as a young cadet, looked as
though it had been carved from an enormous diamond as black as night.

Neither of the Bogart’s crew spoke, but each was thinking the same thing. These
were not the objects one expected to find on a ship, drifting in space.

For a long time, they just stood and stared. Finally, Vic broke the silence.

“Sully, what the hell is going on here?”

“I don’t know.” He touched the blade of the sword. It was warm to the touch,
vibrating almost imperceptibly under his fingertips. “This just gets stranger and
stranger.”

“I don’t understand,” Vic said. “What kind of ship is this?”

“I’m not sure. But the hand prints on the hatches - and now the sword, and the suit
of armour.” Sullivan scratched his head, and laid a hand on the grip of his pistol. “This
ship has to have been built by human hand. How else can you explain all this?”

“But the artificial gravity? And the material it’s made from? It isn’t any kind of
alloy I’ve ever seen.”

“I know,” sighed Sullivan. “It cut through the Bogart with barely a scratch. And
I’ve never seen anything like this gravity field either. But which is more likely? That
we built this? Or that there are aliens out there, ones that breathe the same air, whose
hands are the same as ours?”

Vic had no answer. She just looked around the chamber, her eyes finally falling on
the hand impression on the aft bulkhead.

“Where do you think that leads, Sully?”

Sullivan looked at his navigator. She seemed ill at ease.

“No way to know,” he said. “And only one way to find out.”

“Maybe we should head back to Theo,” said Vic. “Check in with him again.”

Sullivan shook his head. “We’ve got to find the drive section, see if there’s any

way of getting this thing moving. Otherwise there’s no point in going back to Theo.”
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Sullivan placed his hand in the indentation, ready for the sensation of warmth that
accompanied the golden light. The newly formed hatch receded before them, revealing
the most extensive chamber they had seen yet.

From what Sullivan could guess, this chamber occupied most of the central core of
the ship. Golden light poured from the high arched ceiling, which sloped down to meet
the deck at the far end of the chamber, some forty metres away. The bulkheads here
seemed to follow the teardrop shape of the outer hull, but they were broken every few
metres with huge buttresses. Sullivan couldn’t shake the feeling he was standing inside
a giant ribcage.

“This isn’t the drive section,” he said.

He was staring at the centre of the chamber. There was a ring of golden light
carved into the floor, about ten metres wide, enclosing a huge rectangular object. Evenly
spaced around the ring were poles that seemed to have grown out of the floor, each one
made of a series of snaking fibres, glistening and twisting to a shining crystal some three
metres off the floor. Either side of the ring were two enormous plinths with statues set
upon them. Standing almost two metres high, they depicted some kind of animals, both
in a sitting position, their enormous heads fixed on the entrance of the chamber.

Sullivan moved for a closer look. They resembled no species of animal Sullivan
had ever seen, but bore many familiar features. Their forelegs terminated in huge
wicked claws, curling over the edge of the plinth. Their hind legs were curled beneath
them, their massive bodies topped with sleek, absolutely featureless heads. There were
no ears, no eyes, just a wide head that sat deep on the shoulders, the protruding snout
narrowing to a wicked point. They made Sullivan feel deeply uneasy. Vic had moved
closer too, crossing the threshold of light.

“Oh, Sully,” she gasped. “What is this place?”” She moved towards the rectangular
object in the centre of the light.

Sullivan turned his attention to the object of Vic’s concern, joining her inside the
circle of light to get a closer look. It was about three metres in length, a metre wide and
stood the same high. The upper surface was adorned with an intricate carving, sunk a
few centimetres into its glistening black surface. It was of a man lying at rest, his arms
folded across his chest. He wore some kind of armour, similar to the set they had just
seen, but bore even more adornments. Sullivan’s heart grew cold suddenly. He realised
why this all seemed so familiar. Fifteen, twenty years earlier, on holiday somewhere —
somewhere like Casino Cairo.

“This is a tomb,” he said softly.

“A tomb - whose tomb? What do you mean?” Vic asked.
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“I don’t know. But I’ve seen pictures, museums. This looks just like them. Even
the possessions laid out for the dead.” He gestured towards the antechamber they had
just come through.

“You think this was built on Earth?” Vic moved closer to the sarcophagus, trying
to get a better look at the carving. ‘“He looks almost human, doesn’t he?” She reached
out her hand to touch the carving, running her fingertips down the side of the finely
featured face.

“Careful, Vic,” Sullivan said. “We can’t be sure —

He was cut off by a sudden change in the background noise. The gentle humming
ceased, and for a moment there was silence. They could hear a low growl from
somewhere below their feet, the vibration flowing up through their bodies. A sharp
crack broke the air.

“Vic! Get your hand away from it,” he barked.

Sullivan instinctively began to back away from the tomb, toward the entrance. Vic
seemed frozen, staring past him to his left. He whipped around, following her gaze.
Upon the plinth, the animalistic statue seemed to be sweating. Its flanks were slick, and
as Sullivan stepped back he saw the first quiver of movement.

“Vic!” he shouted. “Move!”

His navigator was still transfixed. The golden light that streamed through the
grooves on the floor and around the ring enclosing the tomb began to grow brighter. The
lights atop of the poles followed suit, burning bright against the dark, curving bulkheads.
As quickly as it grew brighter, the light began to diminish, but now it cast an angry red
colour in place of the gentle golden light. Sullivan glanced from statue to statue. There
was no mistake — their heads were turning ever so slowly towards the sarcophagus in the
centre of the chamber.

“Victoria!” shouted Sullivan. He hardly ever used Vic’s full name, but it had the
desired effect. She snapped out of her trance and began to move out of the circle of red
light.

“It really is time to get out of here, Vic,” said Sullivan, his hand moving to his
pistol. His eyes flicked from one statue to the other. They were flexing their forelegs
now, as if trying to free themselves from some morass that held them fast. There was
another loud crack as the statue on the left broke free from the plinth, standing on all
four legs on the small square surface. Sullivan could only now appreciate the size of the
creature, as it stood a metre and a half high at the shoulder.

“They don’t look very friendly, do they?” asked Vic.
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“I’m guessing they’re not a welcoming committee,” he answered, glancing over his
shoulder at the huge entrance hatch. “We need to find a way to get these hatches closed,
Vie.”

Sullivan pulled his weapon and pointed it at the creature as it dismounted the
plinth, the impact of its landing shaking the deck clear across the chamber. Vic
examined the bulkheads either side of the hatch. The second creature was awake now,
rising to its feet upon the plinth. It cocked its head back and emitted a terrible noise, a
shriek that came from deep within the creature, as it had no mouth from which to cry.
The first creature began to move slowly towards Sullivan, its obsidian skin glistening in
the fiery red light. It fixed its featureless face on him, staring at him without any eyes.
Still, he could feel a chill in his soul.

“Vic,” he said, “Now would be a good time to figure out how to shut these things
in here,” said Sullivan, raising his voice almost to a shout.

“I’m on it, Sully,” she cried in answer.

Sullivan shifted the sights on his pistol from one creature to the other. They were
moving apart, to his left and right, trying to flank him. Their sinister shining snouts were
pointing right at him now. A shout from over his shoulder attracted his attention.

Vic had found another kind of impression set into the bulkhead, just to the right of
the hatch as you entered, resembling the mark a fist would make if it were punched into
putty. She made a fist with her hand and pressed it into the indentation. Golden light
sprang across the bulkhead, and the hatches began to descend, suspended from twisting
armatures, coiled supports like greasy black snakes writhing around each other.

Sullivan began to back up faster now. The first creature sensed his haste and
crouched down on its haunches, as the second ceased its sideways movement and began
to edge forward. Vic moved through into the antechamber, turning to call after Sullivan.

“Sully, come on!”

For a moment he hesitated. He knew what was coming. The creature sprang
forward, hurling its enormous bulk as least two metres into the air. Sullivan was ready,
and sprang backwards and to his right as far as he could. He pulled the trigger twice as
fast as he could, his sights trained squarely on the creature’s chest. The recoil from the
weapon was minimal, but aided his evasion by pushing him backwards even further.
The two shots struck the creature in its upper chest, causing it to somersault in mid air
and throwing it back seven or eight metres. Sullivan slid along the floor, crashing with
his shoulder into the ridge of the hatch. The creature landed on all four feet with the

enormous crash of stone on stone. It looked up at Sullivan, seeking him with its eyeless
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head. There was no mark on the creature, and it sprang forward, breaking into a loping
stride.

Sullivan scrambled back over the threshold, Vic tugging at his jacket. The hatch
followed closely behind, closing with a tremendous thud. A second deep crash followed
as the creature hit the hatch from the other side. Sullivan and Vic backed up another few
metres, scrambling desperately.

“We need to get out of here,” said Sullivan.

They stood, shaken, as the sealed hatch resounded again with another impact from
the other side.

“Back to the Bogart?” asked Vic. “That pile of junk isn’t going anywhere.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t know about you, but I don’t feel like ending up as food for
those things.” He moved back through the antechamber into the command centre.
“Which is assuming they even eat.”

“What were they?” asked Vic.

“I don’t know. Maybe they were guarding whoever was buried in that tomb.
Some kind of sentinels, left to protect the dead.”

“Are they machines?” she asked.

“Not like any I’ve seen,” answered Sullivan. “I hit one twice in the chest and it
barely even slowed it down.” He checked his weapon, making sure it was still
functioning. It was, and Sullivan could only wonder why the two high impact slugs had
failed to stop the sentinel. “Come on,” he said, “we’ve got to get back to Theo. Maybe
the escape pods aren’t such a bad idea after all.”

They moved towards the starboard hatch. A strange vibration rattled through the
deck beneath their feet.

“Vic,” asked Sullivan slowly. “Does this thing have more than one deck?”

Vic opened her mouth to answer but was cut off by a tremendous tearing noise.
The deck right in front of the starboard access hatch began to buckle, rising up in front of
them.

“You have got to be kidding,” said Sullivan.

The deck was torn asunder with a tremendous explosion of splintered stone. A
gigantic sleek head poked out through the floor, followed by first one black foreleg, then
another. The sharp claws screamed against the deck as the sentinel dragged itself out of
the hole it had punched through the unknown alloy. Vic began to back up, moaning
slightly. Sullivan stood his ground and trained his sights on the creature’s head.

The sentinel had gotten one of its back legs out of the hole when he pulled the

trigger. The slug hit it squarely on the head, causing the creature to howl, the sound
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coming from deep inside its massive bulk. Sullivan fired twice more. The first shot
found its mark, knocking the sentinel sideways, but the second travelled high and struck
the bulkhead with a sharp crack.

Sullivan glanced over his shoulder to find Vic. She was backing up towards the
antechamber again, paralysed with fear. He looked back to the sentinel a fraction of a
second later, only to see the gigantic creature sailing through the air towards him. He
fired again, wide and low this time, and the sentinel struck him with all its weight.
Searing pain ripped through his whole body as he was knocked back, and he fell into one
of the two deep wells that flanked the central dais, momentarily stunned.

Sullivan looked up from where he was lying on the floor of the well, expecting to
see the slick black snout, but the sentinel had not followed him in. He scrambled to his
feet, searching the well for his pistol. It wasn’t there. His left leg felt dead, forcing him
to grab onto the edge of the deck to prevent himself from collapsing again. He looked
frantically around the chamber. His pistol had flown into the corner by the sealed port
hatch, and Vic was moving to retrieve it. Sullivan could see the sentinel slowly moving
towards the centre. His navigator reached the pistol just as the sentinel sprang into a
gallop.

“Vie!” screamed Sullivan.

Vic fired at the sentinel, her shots flying wildly past the creature. It crashed into
her with a terrifying impact, crushing her against the bulkhead. It backed up, and she
sagged to the deck like a rag doll, but the creature wasn’t finished. It raked one of its
front claws across her chest, tearing deep into her body, and then backed up, using its
claws to pull its victim with it. Vic wasn’t moving, and blood poured from the deep
wounds in her chest. The sentinel nudged her body with its pointed snout and then
turned back to Sullivan. He struggled out of the well, ignoring the pain that shot up his
left arm. The leg of his overalls was wet with blood, but he didn’t dare look down to
survey the damage. He sucked in a deep breath and limped across the chamber towards
the central access hatch.

The sentinel took Vic in one of its great forelimbs and hurled her lifeless body
across the chamber. It let out another tremendous roar and moved towards Sullivan. He
rolled over the threshold of the antechamber, glancing over his shoulder. The sentinel
struggled for purchase as it tried to change angle, skidding across the sleek floor behind
him. Its claws bit into the deck with a screaming noise as it found purchase.

Sullivan scrambled backwards on all fours looking around frantically at the
assorted objects. The sentinel started to move forward, then stopped and crouched deep

on its haunches. Sullivan knew what was coming next. He reached out and grabbed the
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sword from its plinth with his right hand. The sentinel sprang, with a tremendous roar.
Sullivan pushed backwards with his good leg, raising the tip of the sword, setting the
other end into the deck. The sentinel landed on top of Sullivan, digging its long claws
into his left shoulder, impaling itself upon the long black blade.

The creature let out a terrible cry and fell silent. The skin of the creature began to
dry - gone was the slick wetness, and now it bore the same dull shine as the rest of the
material in the ship. The sword was buried deep in the creature’s chest, but its claws
were still embedded in Sullivan’s shoulder. He howled in agony as he tore himself free
and crawled out from under the sentinel. He looked down at his wounds.

The sentinel had torn the muscles in his left calf, as well as gouging great gashes in
his thigh. His arm had suffered similar damage. There were two deep puncture wounds
in the shoulder and his bicep felt like it had been almost ripped off. Blood dripped down
from under the sleeve of his jacket. He tried to dislodge the sword, but the creature had
pinned it to the deck, and Sullivan couldn’t shift its bulk. He laid a hand on the creature,
running his hand over the cool stone.

He limped back into the command centre to find Vic, lying in a crumpled heap
over by the port hatch. Sullivan knelt at her side, rolling her over onto her back. His
navigator’s lifeless eyes stared up at him.

“Oh, Vic.” A tear ran down his cheek as he cradled her body in his arms, feeling
her hot blood against his chest.

“Vic, I’'m so sorry I got you into this. We should never have come aboard this
damned thing.” The tears flowed freely along his cheeks.

A huge rumbling stirred him from his grief. He could hear the tearing noise as the
second sentinel’s head emerged from the hole in the deck. Sullivan laid Vic’s body
gently on the deck, and then used the bulkhead to get to his feet. The creature blocked
his only route back to the Bogart.

Sullivan picked up his pistol and hopped towards the port hatch. He laid his hand
into the impression there, waiting for an agonising moment as the golden light outlined
the hatch. He looked back at the sentinel. It was almost fully out of the deck now, and
Sullivan cursed the time the hatch was taking to open. When the gap was a metre wide,
Sullivan ducked underneath, wincing in agony from his wounds. He jammed his fist into
the impression on the other side and the door slammed behind him. He raised his pistol
and fired into the snaking coils of the hatch armature. It exploded in a cloud of black
liquid and fiery red current that coursed through the air.

Sullivan stumbled on, his injured leg screaming in protest. He could barely walk.

The agony of the wounds was fading; replaced by the light-headedness Sullivan knew to
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be blood loss. He was careening through an access corridor on the port side of the
vessel. He fell to his knees, and then to his side. His leg was drenched with blood. He
undid his belt and pulled it free with his good hand, dropping his pistol to the deck. He
tied the belt around his injured leg, crying out in agony as he cinched it tighter. Then he
lay back on the deck, closing his eyes for just a moment. Oblivion came almost

instantly.
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Chapter Four

And now he was here, squatting with his back to the wall in what he had figured as
some sort of aft observation chamber. Half of the aft bulkhead was transparent,
affording him an incredible view. After he had woken, he had made his way here from
the large pool of blood he had left on the floor. There had been no sign of the sentinel,
so he had searched for another way to access the starboard side of the ship and return to
the Bogart.

All he had found was a few otherwise featureless chambers, filled with all manner
of relics and trinkets. One had even contained a small library, with old leathery books in
a language that Sullivan couldn’t decipher. Eventually he had found his way to the aft-
most chamber of the alien ship. If he stood right at the end, and looked around to
starboard, he could see the Bogart.

She was losing fluid from a couple of locations, and venting fuel plasma from the
drive section. Since the sail was inactive, she was taking a lot of hits from space debris.
Sullivan could hear them striking the bulkheads of the alien ship, too. Lumps of ice,
rocks — any hit on a critical system could be fatal now. And although he wasn’t sure the
vessel he was on had any critical systems, he knew that the heat from the sun had to get
to it soon. It had already destroyed the umbilical connection to the Bogart. When
Sullivan saw that, he realised that the ship he was on was indeed a tomb. And now it
would be his.

For there was now no way back to the Bogart. Even if Theo managed to spacewalk
two EVA suits across and get past the sentinel, Sullivan didn’t think the suits would
protect them from the intense heat and radiation of the sun. They might live for an hour
on the Bogart, before succumbing to radiation sickness. Assuming either vessel survived
much more of this.

Sullivan collapsed, sliding down the bulkhead. He knew he hadn’t managed to
stop the bleeding, just slow it down. He wasn’t sure if he would live long enough to
witness the destruction of either ship. He thought about Theo. He was a good kid,
basically, maybe a little rough round the edges. A little like Sullivan had been as a
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young man. Except Sullivan had had the navy to train him. It was supposed to teach
you how to face death, but all Sullivan had ever done was kill. It had a way of knocking
the arrogance out of a young man. And as he lay there, he thought about the three more
people who were dead because of him.

His eyes began to close, their lids heavy. He stared out through the huge
transparent bulkhead at the myriad stars. Sullivan fancied he could see Earth out there, a
tiny blue light lost in the firmament. The ships spun again and Sullivan brought his good
right arm to his eyes to shield them from the glare, but for a moment he thought he could
see a dark shadow against the light. He struggled to his feet and dragged himself to the
port side of the bulkhead. A huge dark object was visible off the port bow of the tomb
ship. It had a similar teardrop shape, but was larger and less streamlined. As Sullivan
stared at it, it pitched to port. He could see now that it changed colour as the light hit it, a
thousand shades of blue and purple rippling over the thick ridges of its surface. It
stopped pitching, its underbelly pointed straight at Sullivan. It grew closer, moving
straight towards Sullivan.

There was a huge crash from the hatch behind him. The armature was still in
place, but the sentinel didn’t seem disposed to use the door control. It rammed the hatch
from the other side, its strength so enormous Sullivan could see the hatch beginning to
bulge inwards. He looked back out to space. The new ship was practically on top of
him now. It resembled the tomb ship closely, a series of contours and curves that flowed
with an incredible harmony. They caught the light, colours shifting like overlapping
rainbows.

Sullivan laughed. Maybe it was the blood loss. Or maybe it was the fact that he
knew a sentinel was going to kill him in the next minute or two. Or the knowledge that
now, in the final minutes of his life, he would see the most wondrous and beautiful thing
he had ever seen. He fell to his knees, his pistol raised at the hatch. He looked out at the
new ship as it drew ever closer. No human had ever made anything so beautiful.

An opening appeared in the underside of the alien ship. A huge tube, at least two
metres wide, shot out of it. It crashed into the bulkhead just to the side of the transparent
section, shaking the whole ship heavily. The bulkhead inside the chamber began to glow
a bright blue, the light rising to a blinding intensity before subsiding. A two-metre
section of the bulkhead had disappeared, revealing the interior of the tube. It resembled
the umbilical of the Bogart, but seemed almost organic in construction. There were a
series of ribs that held some kind of interlocking armour plating. The end of the tube
was covered in a system of gripping teeth, which looked like they had eaten their way

through the hull. All of a sudden this didn’t look like an encouraging development.
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Behind Sullivan, the hatch gave way, the armature snapping in a huge cloud of mist
and sparks. The sentinel emerged from the mist, the current playing over its glistening
skin. Sullivan could have sworn the faceless head bore a smile.

“Come and get it, you son of a bitch.”

He fired twice. The creature sprang, recoiling in mid air as the slugs struck home.
Sullivan rose, emptying the clip into the sentinel. Each slug hit it hard, knocking it back
and causing it to roar in protest. Sullivan squeezed his last round off. The creature
turned back to face him. Some of the slugs had left dull rents in its shining flanks, but it
seemed otherwise unhurt. Sullivan prepared for the inevitable charge.

The sentinel sprang forward, flying through the air at head height. There was a
flash of movement out of the corner of Sullivan’s eye as something moved to intercept
the creature mid-air. A huge noise rang out, the noise of steel on stone, and Sullivan’s
head began to spin.

There was another figure in the chamber, roughly human-sized. It looked metallic,
light glinting off the interlocking plates that covered its frame. In one of its metal hands
it held a shining sword, flashing it back and forth before the sentinel. They circled, and
the sentinel crouched, preparing to spring again. Its opponent saw the weakness and
dived forward, plunging the full length of its sword deep into the sentinel. The creature
let out a howl and was still. The metal swordsman stood up and pulled the sword from
the sentinel. Then it turned to face Sullivan, walking closer.

The chamber was getting very hot now. Sullivan felt weaker and more light
headed than ever. The strange metal creature spoke, but he didn’t understand. The
words sounded like slurred nonsense. He tried to answer.

“Sullivan,” he croaked. He couldn’t force any more words out of his mouth.

The creature spoke again, still holding the sword in its metal hand. This time the
words seemed more familiar.

“Captain of the,” he faltered, “Bogart.” He broke off, falling to one knee.

The creature sheathed the sword in a long heavily adorned scabbard. It reached up
with both hands to its head and pulled upwards, lifting the helmet free to reveal a face
below. Sullivan couldn’t believe his eyes.

She looked almost human. Her wide grey eyes were set into a symmetrical face,
with full lips and high arching eyebrows. Thick blond hair was arranged in tresses
hanging loosely from her head. And on either side of her head were small, but ever so
slightly pointed ears. There was an elegant beauty to her face that struck Sullivan dumb.

“English?” she said, in a high-pitched, singsong voice.

“English?” croaked Sullivan, too stunned to form coherent thought.
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“Come with me, Englishman, unless you wish to die on this vessel.”

She spoke with an accent that Sullivan couldn’t place, yet sounded familiar. She
grabbed him by the shoulder of his jacket and started to drag him out of the vessel and
up the tube. She was surprisingly strong, and dragged him along easily. They emerged
from the tube and she dropped Sullivan to the floor. He looked around, and the last
thing he saw before he passed out would stay with him till the end of his days. His prone
position offered him a perfect view through one of the alien ship’s transparent bulkheads
as they moved away. The Bogart was on fire, burning all around the superstructure, and
the obsidian body of the tomb ship had begun to take on a reddish hue. There was a
blinding flash, and both ships were engulfed in a massive explosion. There was no
sound to signal the death of the Bogart, but the shock wave struck the alien ship a
moment later, delivering the tidings of its demise.

Blackness took Sullivan.

He had no idea how long he’d been out when he opened his eyes again. His vision
was blurred, his head still swimming in the abyss of unconsciousness. He struggled to
remember what had happened before he had blacked out. He could feel the cold floor
against his face, his bare chest and limbs. He lay spread-eagled on the floor, dressed
only in his shorts. He rolled over, blinking in the glare of the illumination. The ceiling
had a purple hue, but a bright light shone from the centre of it, obscuring the finer
details. Sullivan brought up his arm to shield his eyes, and then realised that he had used
his injured left arm - except that it was no longer injured. The battle on the tomb ship
flashed before Sullivan’s mind’s eye. He examined his shoulder, and then turned to his
wounded leg, probing it with his fingers. The flesh on his calf was still pink and tender,
but he could hardly tell he had injured his shoulder at all. There were wide, smooth,
black bracelets around his wrists and ankles. They felt very cold, but Sullivan couldn’t
see how they had been fastened. They had no visible seam or hinge.

He was sitting on the floor of a chamber about five or six metres square. The walls
consisted of a series of shallow alcoves, divided by huge ribs that arched towards the
central light in the ceiling. The surface was smooth and flitted from purple to blue
according to how Sullivan moved his head.

He tried to stand, but his legs felt unsteady and unfamiliar. He took one step, and
then slowly took another. One after another, he planted his bare feet on the cold surface,
trying to get the blood flowing around his shivering body. All of the walls were
identical. There were no transparent bulkheads, no hatches; in fact there was nothing

even to suggest Sullivan was still on the alien ship. It was only the bulkheads’ colour

58



that seemed familiar to him so he approached one for a closer look. As soon as his ankle
got to within about a metre of the bulkhead, it stopped dead and he almost lost his
balance.

Sullivan steadied himself, and then reached out one of his hands. The closer his
wrist got to the bulkhead, the more the bracelet seemed to be pushed away. It was like
trying to push two magnets together. Neither his feet nor his hands could get close to the
bulkhead. He stepped back, and the bracelets stopped pushing against him.

“What the hell is going on here?” he shouted. His voice rang out around the
chamber. No answer came.

He tried approaching the other bulkheads but it was to no avail. He even tried
sliding on his belly across the floor to see if he could reach them that way. Still, he
could not. He sat back down in the centre of the chamber, sweating from his exertions.
The perspiration began to cool on his back, making him shiver again. He wasn’t sure
why he had been so eager to reach the bulkheads. They were identical in every way,
with no indication of any way to get in or out. Sullivan lay back and closed his eyes.
Sleep took him quickly again.

Time became meaningless for him. Periods of monotonous wakefulness were
punctuated by dreams of tombs and shining purple teardrop-shaped ships. Again and
again he saw the face of the girl. She floated in the darkness, the shining sword flashing
around her. Sullivan had never seen such a beautiful face. He thought about Yoshi, and
about Theo and Vic. Especially Vic. She had been through so much with him. The first
time he could remember meeting her was in the aftermath of the bloody battle on
Ganymede.

After the initial bloodshed of the furious battle between Sullivan’s rangers and the
miners’ militia, the rest of the facility — mostly older and younger miners, and some
women and children — had surrendered quickly enough. They had come onto the
battlefield, searching for survivors or the remains of loved ones, and the sight of women
lamenting over the broken body of a husband was almost too much for Sullivan.

That had been when Orlat arrived. On hearing of the stiff resistance that the
rangers had met, he had decided to take charge of the situation himself. He made
straight for Sullivan, and promptly ordered him to round up all the remaining miners.
He then ordered his lieutenant to execute one in three of the prisoners, in an effort to
discourage future disobedience.

But by then, Sullivan had learned of the reason for their rebellion. Pirates had
raided a supply ship destined for the facility, and when food supplies had become scarce,

the garrison had used lethal force to protect their own sustenance. These people had died
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for food. There was no way that Sullivan was going to execute people for refusing to
starve.

So he refused to carry out the order. Orlat threatened him with court martial,
warning him in no uncertain terms that his insubordination would be rewarded by a very
long time in the brig. But Sullivan stood his ground, and when the captain turned to
issue the same order to a junior officer, Sullivan drew his naval sabre and held it to his
captain’s throat.

Orlat drew his own sword and the two officers fought a furious duel, watched by
both the rangers and the shell-shocked miners. Orlat was bent on killing this upstart
officer who would dare to challenge his authority, while Sullivan took all his fury out on
the man who had used him as an instrument of terrible destruction. And although
Sullivan was a formidable swordsman, and had been champion in his class, he could not
hope to match Orlat’s viciousness or experience.

Orlat had stopped short of killing him, instead wounding him through the gut. As
Sullivan lay on the ground bleeding, Orlat had forced him to watch as the rangers
gunned down the miners. Some had seen Sullivan’s example, and refused to fire, but it
took only a handful of rangers to spill enough blood to sate Orlat. So Sullivan lay,
bleeding on the hard rock of Ganymede, watching helplessly as so many lives were lost.
As he watched, he saw the group of marines who had refused to fire being rounded up
and detained. Vic had been one of them, and Sullivan could still remember watching the
tears stream down her face as the innocents were gunned down.

He was lying to one side of the room, staring at the ceiling, when the bracelets on
his wrists and ankles began to tug at him, snatching him from his memories. He was
dragged across the room to the exact centre of the cell. The bracelets locked together,
instantly binding Sullivan’s wrists and ankles. He had almost forgotten about them since
he had stopped trying to reach the bulkheads and now he winced at the impacts. He
struggled clumsily up on to his knees. A noise from one of the bulkheads attracted his
attention. There was an opening appearing in one of the alcoves. It began as a small
vertical slit, and then grew lengthways before widening abruptly with almost no noise.
Standing in the opening was the creature that had snatched him from the tomb ship.
Sullivan could see now it was no human.

She stood about one-seventy in height, with a frame just the slim side of average.
She wore a figure-hugging bodysuit, revealing a very attractive figure, curving in all the
right places. Combined with the perfect symmetry of her face and her wide, grey eyes,

Sullivan was again struck by her beauty.
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She spoke in a strange language as she stepped into the chamber. It sounded like

music to Sullivan’s ears.
“I don’t understand you.” Sullivan spoke in the strongest voice he could.

His captor showed no reaction. She walked around Sullivan, observing him from

every angle as he fired questions at her.
“Who are you? Where am I? Why are you holding me?”
Still she showed no reaction. Sullivan noticed the ornate scabbard at her side as

she stopped and rested her palm on the pommel of her sword.

“The question is, English,” she said. “Who are you?”
Her voice had a strange lilt to it, pronouncing the word English like it was a name.

She stared at him out of her huge, oval grey eyes.
Sullivan resorted to old naval training. Name, rank and serial number — that was

all you were supposed to give.
“Sullivan, Jack. Captain, S.S. Bogart.” He stared back at her.

“What were you doing on the funeral barge?”
He didn’t reply. He knew now he was looking at one of the builders of the tomb

ship.
“Were you trying to steal it?”
He continued to stare at her.
“Sullivan, Jack,” she repeated. “Are you an Englishman?”
Her question took him by surprise. Englishman wasn’t a word you heard much

these days. The solar system was so huge no one would ever claim to be from such a

tiny corner of Earth.
“No, I’m not,” he answered.

“Yet you speak with their tongue.” She spoke this as a fact.

He leaned forward. “Including, it would

“Yeah, everybody speaks English.”

seem, you t00.”
“Do not concern yourself with how I am learned in your tongue. Instead, answer

my questions.”
She knelt down on one knee, moving closer to Sullivan.

“How did you come to board the funeral ship of Gerren the Strong? Who told you

where you could find it?”
“I think there’s been some kind of mistake. I don’t know what you’re talking

about. We hit that thing by accident.”
She stood up, her brow furrowing.

61



“You don’t expect me to believe that, do you?” She started to circle him, moving
towards the opening. “That in the vastness of space, you just happened to run into the
funeral barge? And then boarded it by accident?” She snorted and moved into the
corridor outside the cell.

“I will find out who has sent you to disturb my cousin’s rest. And you, Sullivan
Jack, will answer to the King.” The opening in the alcove sealed, leaving no sign it had
ever been. The forces holding Sullivan’s bindings disappeared and his limbs relaxed.
He sat in the centre of the floor for a long time, staring at where the opening had been.

She spoke English. She looked almost human. She had to be connected to Earth
somehow. Maybe these weren’t aliens - maybe they were some sort of unknown cult or
faction that had survived in some hidden corner of the system. Could such a thing be
possible? How could they have escaped the attention of the Navy? A thousand thoughts
flew through Sullivan’s mind. But still he sat. There really wasn’t much else he could

do.

Sullivan spent an hour or so examining his bracelets closely. They were utterly
smooth, with no seals, controls or any sign of construction — just rings of black polished
glass. They all made the same note when struck against the deck, and rang resoundingly
when struck together. He passed another hour examining the bulkheads closely, looking
for any way to create at opening like the one he had seen. It was difficult, because he
could not get closer than a metre. His search yielded nothing, so he lay back in the
centre of the cell, his stomach rumbling loudly. He had no idea how long it had been
since he had eaten.

“Hey!” he called to the ceiling. “Any chance of getting some food in here?”

The ceiling didn’t answer.

Hours later, the rumbling in his stomach had still not ceased, and his mouth was as
dry as the deserts of Mars. His manacles hummed slightly, and then flew together with a
glassy ring. He shifted his weight up onto his knees so that when his ankles were pulled
together, his legs didn’t break. The alcove opened and his captor returned, wearing the
same tight bodysuit and carrying a large silver bowl. She placed the bowl on the floor
and moved it across the floor towards Sullivan with her foot. He looked into it to find a
large silver spoon dipped into some kind of broth. It was a creamy yellow colour and
contained what looked like chunks of meat. He took the spoon and sipped the broth
gingerly. It tasted warm and salty, and his stomach howled in anticipation. He threw

caution to the wind and began to wolf down the food.
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His hunger drove him to forget where he was. He disregarded his captor
completely as he gorged himself, liquid flowing down his chin to fall to the floor.

“Hungry?” she asked.

He nodded to her.

“Then eat, Sullivan Jack. You will need your strength.”

Sullivan stopped eating for a moment. He wiped his hand across his mouth to
catch some of the juices.

“Just Sullivan will do,” he said.

She smiled, revealing a row of perfect white teeth.

“So, you do still have a tongue. I was worried you might have eaten it in hunger.”

Sullivan looked at her. He hadn’t expected her to start making jokes.

“Thanks for the food.”

He returned to the broth. A warm feeling was spreading from his stomach and his
thirst had been slaked also, so good was the food. His captor said nothing, but just stood
and watched him eat. Sullivan began to rethink his situation. He briefly wondered if the
food had been drugged somehow, but then realised that he didn’t care, not as long as it
banished the black hole in his stomach.

Maybe this wasn’t time for old naval training. He needed to know what was going
on. Scooping the last of the solid food from the bowl, and tipping the rim to his lips, he
drank deeply, slurping the last of the broth. He set the bowl down, and again wiped his
face with the back of his hand. She stood leaning against one of the bulkheads, arms
folded across her chest, staring at him intently.

“Maybe we got off on the wrong foot,” said Sullivan.

“I beg your pardon?” she answered.

“Maybe we can help each other.”

She stepped closer, arms still folded. Sullivan was conscious of the sword slung at
her side. His wrists and ankles were still bound, so he was still very much at a
disadvantage.

“What can you do for me, Englishman?” There was a sarcastic note to her voice.

“You seem to think that me and my crew,” said Sullivan, his voice faltering when
he mentioned them. He went on. “That me and my crew had something to do with all
this.”

“And?”

“And I told you. We hit that thing by accident.”

“Nonsense,” she snorted. “The barge would have seen your vessel from a great

distance. It was instructed to avoid all other vessels.”
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Sullivan had made the right call. He was learning more about his captor than she
about him. Whoever she was, she definitely wasn’t human. But he still found it difficult
to believe she was an alien.

“Well that thing didn’t avoid us.” He kicked the bowl back across the floor so that
it hit her on the shin. “It ran straight into us, destroying the Bogart in the process.”

She lowered herself onto one knee, so that she was at eye-level with Sullivan.

“Are you saying that you did not seek out the barge?”

“Are you kidding me? If we had seen that damn thing coming, we would have
gotten out of the way. And my crew would still be alive.”

The expression on her face softened.

“I’m sorry for the loss of your crew. If what you are saying is true, then they have
been the victims of another’s foul deeds.”

She stood again, and began to pace around Sullivan, one of her fingers tugging
gently at her lower lip. He noticed for the first time that her hands were as slender and
as shapely as the rest of her.

“Then you have had no contact with the Fallen? You are not an agent of Kerreg, or
anyone else?”

“No. I’m Captain Jack Sullivan, master of the cargo vessel S.S. Bogart. I’ve never
heard of Kerreg, or your Fallen.” He craned his neck to follow her around the cell,
turning from left to right to keep her in view.

“In fact, I don’t even know what you are. You aren’t human — what are you?”

She stopped right in front of him, her expression quizzical.

“You have never seen one of my kind?”

He shook his head.

“No, I don’t even know what species you are.” He smiled thinly at her. “But you
seem to know a lot about us.”

“I know much of the ways of humankind. But it is difficult to believe that you are
not an agent of the Fallen. That you are a simple human, flying through space in that
strange machine. And that you truly know nothing of my people.”

He shook his head again. He was learning more now than ever. He just had to
keep her talking. A little information could be very important.

“I don’t know anything about you. Who are you?” he asked, staring right at her.

“In our tongue, we call ourselves the Elysians. In your tongue, we have had many
names.”

“You’ve been to Earth?” asked Sullivan. He couldn’t make any sense of what she

was saying.
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“No, I have never set foot upon your world. But the oldest amongst us have. They
know your race. They have tasted your treachery, and your capacity for violence.”

Sullivan had no answer to this.

“You are not the first Englishman I have met, Sullivan Jack. I will find out what
part you played in this attack on my house. If, as you say, you are innocent, then you
have nothing to fear. If you are guilty —”

She didn’t finish the sentence. Instead, she returned to the opening in the alcove,
picking up the silver bowl as she went.

“If I am guilty — what? Where are you taking me?” shouted Sullivan. He was tired
of playing games, trying to glean crumbs of information. He wanted answers.

“To Elysium. To the Royal Court of the Elysian King, where you will answer
charges of conspiracy and treason. We will yet unlock this mystery.” She left the cell,
adding one last comment over her shoulder. “We will speak again, Sullivan Jack of
Earth.”

The alcove closed seamlessly behind her. Sullivan shouted loudly at where it had
been.

“At least give me my clothes back!”

But no answer came.

Time passed slowly for Sullivan. He slept briefly, and when he awoke he found
another bowl of broth just within his reach. His overalls were there as well. They had
been cleaned, but were still torn where the sentinel’s claws had pierced them. He pulled
them on and sat down to enjoy the food. It was just as good as the first bowl, despite the
fact that his stomach didn’t crave it quite as much. As he ate, he thought for the first
time that his situation was beginning to improve. It wasn’t the first time he had been in
cells, nor was it the first time he had faced a court. He would play along, explain how
the accident happened, and then hopefully get dropped off at some place he could get
back to Earth from. But at the back of his mind he remembered the dangers of
subjecting oneself to the mercy of any court.

His mind drifted back to the court martial that followed his duel with Orlat. The
man who would come to be known as the Butcher of Ganymede had a lot of friends in
high places. For his insubordination, and the striking of a senior officer, Sullivan should
have been sent to a penal colony. At his trial, Vic had been one of the non-comms that
had been called to testify. For her trouble, she was drummed out of the service, and only
narrowly escaped imprisonment. Sullivan had been expecting the very worst, but no one

in the top brass wanted to look too deeply into Orlat’s conduct. He was already too
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powerful. Instead, Sullivan was offered a deal. He managed to secure honourable
discharges for all of the rangers who had refused to fire, and had himself been awarded a
medal for courage. It was all a sham.

So Sullivan had found himself a civilian again. And he never thought he would
face another trial again. But now he would. It would be a trial in an alien court. And he
had no idea what fate awaited him.

It was not long before the manacles hummed into action once more. Again,
Sullivan pulled himself into a kneeling position and stared at the alcove, waiting for his
captor to appear. In due course, she stepped from the opening and wasted no time in
getting down to business.

“Tell me more about how you came to be on the funeral barge.”

She was wearing a sleeveless bodysuit now, and it showed off slim, but well
defined arms. She wore a bracelet on each wrist, similar to the ones Sullivan was
wearing, but fashioned from gleaming metal, and adorned with the same flowing script
he had seen on the other vessel.

“I told you. We were on a long-haul flight out of Tereshkova. Somewhere, high in
the Kerkerov Rings, we snagged something in our plasma-sail - your funeral barge. The
plasma flux caused a magnetic attraction that rammed the two ships together. There was
nothing we could do to stop it.”

“This plasma-sail you speak of. What is it?”” she asked.

Sullivan was surprised. Her ignorance didn’t match the kind of technology he saw
around him. Any space-faring culture should know all about plasma sails.

“It’s the method of propulsion my ship uses.” He corrected himself. “Used.”

His captor laid her hand in one of the alcoves, the bracelet around her slender wrist
flashing briefly. A large panel appeared in one of the alcoves, displaying the Bogart and
the funeral barge, locked together with the Bogart’s umbilical. The image moved,
changed, as the two vessels loomed closer. Just before the video looped back to the
beginning, Sullivan could see the aft section of the barge where he had faced the second
sentinel.

“This is what the Kelison saw before we boarded the barge. Where is your sail?”

“It collapsed when we hit the barge. The barge acted like a conductor. Our plasma
just poured right through it. That’s what caused us to collide.” She really didn’t seem to
understand what he was talking about.

“Before the collision,” she said. “How would your vessel have looked?”

“Like a big bright blue bubble - three thousand metres wide. With the Bogart
hanging in the middle.”
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She frowned, and then sat on the floor, back against the bulkhead.

“I do not understand. I have never seen such a vessel. The barge had been
instructed to avoid all other vessels. Only a seerephon of the fleet could have
approached it. It cannot have failed to see yours and should have steered well clear of
it.” She paused, sucking her bottom lip. “Unless someone tampered with it before it
passed through the Rift. And bade it to seek you out.”

Sullivan looked back blankly.

“The Rift?”

She looked annoyed, as if he had asked a really stupid question.

“The Rift that separates your realm from mine, Jack Sullivan.”

He stared at her. Every answer only now seemed to pose more questions.

“Where is it?” he asked.

She laughed, a high-pitched laugh that filled the cell.

“You fly in space, and yet you do not know the location of the Rift.” She reached
into her pocket and pulled out what looked like a small pink orange, using her long nails
to remove the skin so she could eat it. “Could it be that there’s more truth to your tale
than I thought?”

They sat in silence. She pulled a section of the fruit free and threw it to Sullivan.
He caught it in his bound hands, and placed it in his mouth. It was unbelievably
succulent, his mouth watering as his tongue tingled.

“Perhaps you are not my enemy, Jack Sullivan. Time will tell.”

Sullivan didn’t know how to make her believe him.

“I’m not your enemy. I don’t know anything about your Rift, about your world,
not even your people. There I was, flying along, minding by own business, when out of
nowhere your funeral barge crashes right through my ship.”

He was getting quite angry and gestured with his bound hands.

“And then, when I go knocking to see if I can get any help, or a find a way to get
home, I get attacked by some giant statue that kills my best friend —

He broke off, suddenly saddened by the loss of the Bogart’s navigator. Vic sure
would have gotten a kick out of this situation. She had always been more interested in
aliens than Sullivan.

“I’m sorry about your crew, Jack Sullivan.” She sounded genuine. “And your
friends. Truly."

He had calmed down a little, remembering how close he had come to dying
himself.

“Thanks. And thanks for saving my ass, too,” he said.
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She looked confused again. “Your ass?”

“For getting me off that funeral barge. I never really thanked you for saving my
life.”

“You can’t be sure I’ve saved it yet, Jack Sullivan,” she said, smiling.

Sullivan had the distinct impression she was playing with him. He was about to
answer back when the vessel rocked violently. His captor leapt to her feet, dropping a
scatter of fruit peelings around her. The ship was thrown violently again, and this time
she was thrown clear across the chamber.

Sullivan, on the other hand, had been kneeling in the centre of the cell. His
position made him less susceptible to the pitching of the ship, and he anticipated the
second movement. As his captor careened across the cell, off balance, Sullivan reached
up and grabbed her. He threw his bound wrists over her head from behind, and then
brought up one of his knees to apply pressure to her back, using his spare left leg to give
him leverage.

“Let me go!” she hissed. She was scrabbling at his forearms, but she could not
break the binding force of the manacles. She wriggled against him.

“My vessel is in danger! We will both be killed. You have to release me!” she
gasped.

“You first,” he replied. “Release me from this cell and agree to return me to
Earth.”

“This I cannot do.” Her complexion grew vivid, but her voice remained resolute.

“Then we die here together.”

She stared right up at him, her huge, oval grey eyes welling with tears. The vessel
was rocked by a huge impact, followed by a hideous, rending, tearing sound.

“Please, Jack Sullivan.” The anxiety in her face had grown. “Allow a captain to
tend to her vessel.”

He released her and she fell forward, crashing to the deck. She lay there, but only
for a few seconds. The tearing noise was getting louder.

“What the hell is that?” said Sullivan, raising his voice over the din.

His captor got to her feet, made to dust herself down, and turned to face Sullivan.

“I will deal with you later,” she said. “But I don’t suppose I can blame you, all
circumstances considered.” She drew her sword and pointed the tip at Sullivan’s chin.
“Just don’t ever try anything like that again.”

“What’s going on? What’s happening to the ship?” he asked.

She stared at the opening in the alcove. Her expression didn’t fill Sullivan with

hope.
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“That was the sound of an attack spur, piercing the shell of the Kelison.”
“What?”
Her voice was icy cold as she answered.

“Darklings.”
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Chapter Five

Sullivan watched as his captor made her way to the opening in the alcove, peeking
out towards the corridor.

“What the hell are darklings?” he shouted.

She put a finger to her lips.

“Hush, Englishman. Now is not the time for such foolish questions,” she
whispered. “I suppose you would have me believe that you know nothing of darklings,
either.”

Sullivan could hardly hear her. The screeching noise was getting louder, but there
was something else as well. Something coming closer. From where he knelt in the
centre of the chamber, he could see a dark shadow moving in the corridor beyond.

“Look out!” he cried.

The dark shadow burst out of the alcove, suddenly illuminated in the bright light of
the cell. It was a creature about a metre or so long, covered in black, leathery looking
skin. As it flew past his captor, her sword flashed up. The creature crashed to the floor,
coming to a halt right in front of Sullivan. It reminded him of an ape he’d seen in a zoo,
but the features were vague somehow, as if not fully formed. Where the sword had torn
the darkling, Sullivan could see that it was solid inside, made of the same material as the
skin.

“Remain here,” said his captor as she slowly stepped through the opening.

Sullivan proffered his bound wrists in answer.

“It’s not as if I’'m going anywhere.”

Left alone, Sullivan took a closer look at the darkling. In all the millions of miles
of space he had covered, he had never seen anything like this. He poked the skin. It was
cool to the touch, but not cold. The interior of the creature was indeed identical to the
skin. The darkling seemed to be solid matter right the way through. It had no weapon or
possessions, but all four of its limbs ended in wicked talons that looked sharp, and
diamond hard. The dead eyes stared vacantly up at him as he shoved the carcass away.

Behind him, his captor returned through the opening in the alcove.
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“They’re all over the Kelison.”

She was out of breath and across her bare right shoulder there was a deep scratch.
Bright crimson blood flowed from the cut as she probed the injury with her hand.

“And your crew?” asked Sullivan.

“There isn’t any crew.”

“This thing is unmanned?” The ship Sullivan had seen from the funeral barge had
been very large.

“The Kelison is normally crewed by five. It is possible to launch it with one, or
even none. But for this journey, discretion was required. So I came alone.” She was
glancing back up the corridor as she spoke.

“Then let’s just get the hell off this thing!” cried Sullivan. Surely a ship this
sophisticated would have some kind of escape pods.

“What was your vessel constructed of, Jack Sullivan?” she asked.

“What?” Sullivan couldn’t see how it mattered.

“The Bogart. From what was it constructed?”

He thought for a moment. He wasn’t really well rated on engineering.

“Polycarbon alloys. High-grade plastics. I’m not sure.”

“Well, the Kelison is not like one of your vessels. And not easily constructed. I
cannot leave her to the mercy of the Darkling Lord. It is not a fate I would wish on any
creature.”

Sullivan was still struggling to understand what she was saying.

“This ship is alive?” he asked.

“Not as you and I live, Jack Sullivan. But not as that foul creature lives either.”
She gestured toward the carcass of the darkling with the point of her sword. ‘“No, the
Kelison is —”

She broke off, and looked at Sullivan. ‘“Perhaps this is not the time for such
questions.”

She stared dead ahead and began to breathe deeply, her chest rising and falling as
she gathered her courage.

“If you’re thinking of going back out there, then you’d better think again,” said
Sullivan.

She looked at him intently, her wide grey eyes unblinking.

“You might be pretty good with that sword,” he continued. “But I don’t fancy your
chances against that many of these things. And if you liked the odds, you’d never have
come back here.”

“What are you trying to say?”
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“That if you want to save your ship — your vessel,” he said, raising his bound
wrists. “Then you’ll have to release me.”

She frowned, and continued to stare into his eyes.

“How can I be sure you won’t turn on me? That it is not you who has brought the
darklings here?”

“You have to trust me. If those things kill you, then what will happen to me? I
can’t fly your ship. How will I get home?” He stood up, trying to look at her on even
ground, not an easy feat with bound ankles. “It’s in my best interest to help you.”

But still she frowned, unsure of what to do. After a pause that seemed to Sullivan
to last for hours, she sighed, touched her bracelet and Sullivan’s wrists were released.
His ankles followed suit and with some relief, Sullivan moved his feet apart. He let out
a loud groan, and then laughed.

“Sorry.”

They stood and stared at each other. Sullivan smiled.

“If ’'m going to help you, I’ll need to know your name.”

“I am Calliya.”

“Jack Sullivan.”

“Can you fight, Jack Sullivan?”

“If you mean with one of those,” he said, pointing to her sword, “then yeah, I can
fight. But I have a better idea.”

“And what would that be?” she asked, her narrow features wearing a dubious
expression.

“When you took my things, what did you do with my gun?”

“Your possessions are in my quarters.” She raised an eyebrow. “Right at the other
end of the Kelison.”

“Can we see a layout of this thing?”

Calliya touched the bracelet on her left wrist and a vivid plan of the Kelison
appeared in a nearby alcove. It curved slightly with the bulkhead but Sullivan could see
no device displaying the image. Part of the alcove had simply transformed to carry the
plan view of the alien vessel. Looking at it, Sullivan realised just how different this
vessel was from any he had ever seen.

The various compartments were spread around in a haphazard fashion. No two
were alike in shape or size, and a great deal of the vessel was just blank. There didn’t
seem to be any pattern to it. Sullivan was reminded of a medical diagnostic display. It
had the same lopsided symmetry as an insane kind of organ system.

“How did you say you built these ships?”” he asked softly.
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“I didn’t,” she said curtly. “What is your plan?”

“I have a weapon that might be able to help us. My pistol fires molten metal slugs.
They were useless against that Sentinel, but maybe they can do some damage to our little
friends here. They look a little softer,” he said, poking the darkling. “If we can get to
my gun, we can take back your vessel.”

“I confess I have no idea what this pistol of yours can do, but I doubt that it can aid
us so much as to warrant travelling the length of the Kelison,” Calliya replied, tilting her
head to one side doubtfully.

“Trust me. It’ll do the trick. But you said the darklings were headed for the power
chamber.”

She nodded her head. “So?”

“Then we just stay as far away from it as we can. Skirt round the edges.” He
pointed at the display.

“I am not sure this is a good idea, Sullivan but very well. We will fetch your
weapon.”

They moved through the opening in the alcove. The Kelison had grown eerily
quiet since the appearance of the darkling in the cell. The hair stood up on the back of
Sullivan’s neck as he followed Calliya out into the corridor. He wasn’t so sure he
wanted to leave the sanctuary of his cell.

Calliya paused briefly at the end of the short curved corridor and then moved out
into a spacious connecting chamber. Corridors branched out in from every corner, some
leading upwards, others downwards. The walls and ceiling were of the same material,
but of a different hue. They had the same shades of purple and blue, and to this a
glorious warm gold was added, shining through from underneath. The effect was
stunning.

Sullivan couldn’t speak. He stood and stared at the technicolor bulkheads around
him, sure that he could see the colours shifting ever so slowly. Calliya called him from
one of the corridors on the opposite side of the chamber.

“Come on, quickly!” she said in a loud whisper.

Sullivan hurried after her. The bulkheads here were only of a dull blue, and gently
rippled as they snaked through the vessel. At some length they arrived at the prow of the
Kelison, without encountering any resistance.

“I do not understand this,” said Calliya softly. “When I left you to scout for
darklings, I saw many. They were all over the vessel. Now they have withdrawn to
somewhere.”

“You said they’d go for the power chamber,” replied Sullivan.
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“Yes. They will try to corrupt the Kelison, to make it their own. But I had hoped
not to confront them in such large numbers. When they are gathered so, they are at their
strongest.”

Sullivan smiled. “Or at their most vulnerable.”

Calliya threw him a puzzled look. They reached her quarters and she tapped her
bracelet to open the door. They quickly slipped inside and sealed the bulkhead behind
them, just as the Kelison lurched heavily to one side. A loud wail resounded through the
deck beneath their feet and Calliya cried out.

“They have breached the power chamber. We must hurry!”

“Then get me my pistol,” Sullivan replied.

Sullivan had rarely seen such large quarters in all his life in space. Maybe Captain
Orlat’s, aboard the Genghis Khan, but they had seemed such a foul place. This was
simply ethereal. The fore bulkhead was transparent, and Sullivan saw the stars for the
first time in days.

But something was very wrong. He couldn’t see the sun, or any constellations he
recognised. He frowned, trying to make familiar shapes out of stars that just didn’t seem
to fit. There were so few of them. At first Sullivan thought it was a trick of the light, but
then he realised that he could only make out thirty or forty stars. He should have been
able to see thousands, from anywhere in the galaxy.

Calliya moved to the console by the large bed and touched one of the symbols. A
small panel in the bulkhead slid aside, revealing Sullivan’s navy service pistol and
holster. She removed it, along with his battered flight jacket.

“Calliya,” said Sullivan, transfixed at the view. ‘“Where are all the stars?”

“What are you talking about?” she replied, without looking up.

“How far have we travelled?”

“We have travelled four days, through the Rift and beyond,” replied Calliya,
joining him where he stood. “Here is your weapon, Jack Sullivan,” she added, handing
him his pistol.

Sullivan removed the weapon from its holster and checked the power levels. They
were good, almost seventy percent. But the solid supply was gone - no solid, no slugs.

“I need metal,” he said. Calliya didn’t seem to understand. “This pistol,” he went
on, “is a field loader. It needs two things. First — power. We have plenty of that. But it
also needs metal to make the slugs. You feed it in the solid supply converter, here.” He
turned the pistol over, showing the tiny little hatch in the butt of the pistol.

“So you just need some metal?” she asked.
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Sullivan nodded. Calliya moved across the room as the Kelison let out another
blood-curdling wail, pitching to port violently. She touched another control and a
drawer shot out of the bulkhead. She reached in and removed a box and pushed the
drawer gently. It shot back in, disappearing flush with the bulkhead.

“Will these do?” she asked, opening the box for Sullivan. Inside was a magnificent
collection of jewellery. Most of it was gold, but a couple of pieces bore such gems as to
outshine the precious metal that completed them.

“Perfect,” replied Sullivan. He selected a few small pieces; a ring and two
earrings, ignoring any that bore gems, and opened the hatch in the pistol, placing the
jewellery inside. He closed the hatch and activated the solid conversion cycle. The
pistol hummed for ten seconds or so, then a small green light blinked on. The
conversion was complete, sixteen shots of pure gold. Sullivan reached into the box for a
few more pieces, and then stuffed them into his pockets. This would be the most
expensive clip he ever shot. Calliya watched what he was doing with a look of
fascination.

“I have never seen such a device,” she said.

“Really?” asked Sullivan, as he adjusted the pistol, checking its sights.

“I have heard Titus speak of pistols and such like — weapons that spit fire and
smoke. But I have never seen one.”

Sullivan picked up his holster, slotted the pistol into it, and belted it around his
waist.

“Titus?” he asked.

“An Englishman, like you. It was he who versed me in your tongue.”

Sullivan smiled. “He did a pretty good job.”

“Thank you, Jack Sullivan.”

“Just Jack, please.”

The vessel pitched violently beneath them and Calliya was thrown towards
Sullivan. He caught his footing a split-second quicker, before catching her easily in his
arms. She looked up at him with her wide grey eyes. Sullivan suddenly felt that all the
stars in the firmament were not as beautiful as those eyes. She flushed slightly and
pushed his arms apart, getting her balance back.

“We must hurry, Jack,” she said. “If the darklings corrupt the heart of the Kelison,
then we are surely lost.”

They stood for a moment, neither speaking, just looking at each other. Sullivan
drew his pistol.

“Let’s get your ship back,” he said.
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Sullivan was surprised at how eager he was for battle. He had spent so much of the
past few days in a state of frustration - staring at the inside of the cell, with nothing to fill
his mind but how he had failed his crew, and how far he might be from home. He had
decided then, that no matter what, he would get back to Earth. And nobody, not this
angelic alien, or the swarm of vicious creatures that had attacked the Kelison, was going
to stop him.

They slipped back through the hatch into the fore access area, heading for the
power chamber. They made their way back along the port access corridor, still inching
along, wary of being surprised by one of the foul creatures. Sullivan still found himself
staring at the walls as brilliant tones of purple and blue swirled gently over the
bulkheads. They returned to the aft access area and this time Calliya led him down a
different corridor.

With no warning, a dark shape careened around a corner in the twisting corridor. It
clung to the wall, hurtling along in a blur. Sullivan drew his pistol, but long before he
could draw a bead on the creature, Calliya’s sword flashed out, nearly cleaving the
darkling in two. Its carcass hit the deck with a thump.

“Quickly,” whispered Calliya. “They will know we are coming.”

Sullivan moved behind Calliya as they raced down the corridor, her dark blade
glimmering in the half-light. Sullivan pointed his pistol dead ahead as they rounded
another corner. He could see the open expanse of the power chamber at the base of the
corridor now, but before it lay a horde of darklings. They thundered up the corridor,
huddled together into a dark mass. Sullivan trained his pistol on the mass and began to
fire.

Six metres. Each shot tore into the assembled darklings, stopping one stone dead
in its tracks. A horrific shrieck would accompany the abrupt demise. Five metres.
Sullivan kept pulling the trigger. Four metres. Calliya let out a loud battle cry. Three
metres. Some of the horde had slowed up, thrown into disarray by the molten metal
slugs tearing through their ranks, but they were almost upon them. Sullivan dived
forward, striking out with his free hand. Calliya’s sword flashed in the narrow confines.
At her first stroke, two of the remaining darklings fell dead. Sullivan caught one of the
creatures by the throat. He rolled on top of it and straightened up to face the other
creatures. He fired twice, striking two of the darklings that threatened Calliya’s rear.
The arm that pinned the creature down burned as the darkling raked his arm with its long
claws. He pressed the muzzle of the pistol to its forehead and pulled the trigger. The

darkling’s head disappeared in an explosion of powdered black clay.
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Calliya dispatched three more with short strokes of her blade, scattering the
remaining darklings scattered shrieking up the tunnel. She had been wounded slightly,
grazed on her cheek and her sword arm. Sullivan looked down at his left arm. There
was a fair bit of blood, but none of the cuts were deep. He removed another piece of
jewellery from his pocket and inserted it in the grip of his pistol.

“Many more down there?” he asked, nodding towards the power chamber.

“I fear so,” sighed Calliya.

They moved carefully inside. The darklings inside didn’t seem to expect them.
Perhaps they were confident of their raiding party’s ability to track down their dead
scout, or were simply too intent on corrupting the Kelison.

The power chamber of the Kelison was the largest chamber within the vessel’s
shell. It stretched thirty metres into the distance, and was about half as wide. The
bulkheads pulsated with energy as they arched and curved to the high ceiling. In the
centre of the chamber lay the heart of the Kelison. It was a gigantic crystal lattice, fully
six metres wide, suspended in a bony framework. It spun slowly, a huge stream of
energy that flowed lengthways down the chamber churning around it. The energy
stream shone with a brilliant blue light, as currents of darker shades mingled with
impossibly bright ones. Darklings were clustered around various arteries that led from
the framework around the heart, biting and clawing at their pulsating lengths.
Occasionally, spurts of blue fire would spring from a ruptured artery as the darklings
managed to disrupt it. Sullivan began to pour slugs at them.

Calliya rolled under the energy stream and sprang to her feet on the other side.
Darklings flew before her, so furious was her attack. Sullivan continued to fire, driving
the foul creatures back, the shrieking threatening to drown out the humming and
cracking of the energy stream. Sullivan found two suddenly on his left. He kicked one
hard, sending it flying upwards into the energy stream. The darkling was consumed in
an instant, but the other one seized his leg, digging its wicked claws into his thigh.

Sullivan put the muzzle of his pistol to the creature’s head and pulled the trigger.
As the carcass fell limp, he grabbed it by the arm and started to swing it before him. He
risked a glance across the chamber, searching for Calliya. She was cutting a swathe
through the darklings, scattering them high and low. Sullivan smashed another darkling
with his makeshift club. He fired at two more that came at him from high on the right.
The slugs hurled them backwards, but something else caught his eye. There was
something moving at the back of the chamber, but the bright light of the energy stream

made it difficult to make out exactly what it was. The darklings were scattering in all
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directions now, their assault on the heart of the Kelison brought to an end. Sullivan
called to Calliya, pointing towards the back of the chamber.

“Quickly!” she cried. “Stop it!”

They ran to the end of the chamber, the huge black shape clearly visible. It had the
same basic shape as the other darklings, but was at least twice their size. Its massive
claws dug into the bulkhead, propelling it up the sheer, arching surface. Sullivan pulled
his trigger twice, striking the creature with the second slug. It roared and almost lost its
grip, but regained its purchase and broke through the ceiling of the power chamber.
Smashed pieces of bulkhead fell to the floor around them.

“What the hell was that?” wailed Sullivan.

“A more elaborate form of construct,” Calliya replied. She was panting, her bare
arms and face covered in a mixture of sweat and the black darkling clay.

“You know, sometimes I wonder if you really do speak English,” said Sullivan.

Calliya looked back blankly.

“A more elaborate form of construct?” he asked. “What does that mean?”

Calliya threw him an impatient look.

“It means, Jack,” she said, “that while it can be likened to the darklings, it is larger,
smarter and harder to destroy.” She looked around the power chamber, surveying the
damage. There were darkling carcasses littered all around them.

“And,” she continued, “it will probably head for the command chamber, to try and
corrupt the Kelison from there. We must destroy the alpha construct.” She turned to
Sullivan. “Are you hurt?”

Sullivan shook his head.

“Then we must make haste for the control chamber. We have little time,” said
Calliya, staring at the jagged hole in the ceiling.

They moved back out the way they came, stepping over the scattered remnants of
the horde of darklings. As they moved, Sullivan could see that like him, Calliya had
been wounded. There were several large gashes about her back and thigh, but she
appeared not to notice.

They traversed a circle through the centre of the vessel, heading back to the fore
access area at a run, taking the few darklings lurking there by surprise. One was
destroyed by a molten slug tunnelling through its frame; two more were dispatched by
Calliya’s blade as they continued their run up through the narrow corridor. More of the
foul creatures lurked in the tunnel, some of them charging at Sullivan and Calliya, others

howling a retreat to warn the others.
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Those that lingered in the tunnel did not survive long. Sullivan’s pistol continued
to spit deadly fire at them as Calliya’s black blade bit through their tough hides. Calliya
burst into the command chamber first, sword flashing as Sullivan followed closely,
diving through the opening. The chamber swam with darklings, scuttling over every
surface, leaping in four-legged bounding strides, careening over each other as they
surged towards him. He fired into where they were concentrated heaviest, scattering the
darklings. Calliya moved ahead of Sullivan, striking at those that evaded the gunfire.

The command chamber echoed the chamber from the barge, with a raised central
dais that bore the command chair. It was larger and more elaborately decorated on the
Kelison, and it was also flanked by two deep wells in the deck of the command chamber.
They were significantly larger here, and each had two console and chairs. The main
difference from the tomb ship’s control centre, apart from the size, was that in front of
the dais, sitting a metre off the ground was a plinth, with a smooth, dark, perfectly
spherical stone sitting on top. The darklings swarmed over the control consoles, tearing
and gouging at them with their long wicked talons.

Sullivan could see the alpha. It stood on all fours upon the command chair,
snarling and howling at its minions milling around it. Calliya wasted no time. She
hurdled the well in the deck and in a flash was upon the alpha. The darklings turned,
scuttling to aid their leader. Sullivan fired at them, rolling to avoid being crushed by a
leaping assailant. His slugs stopped two of them from scaling the dais that bore the
command chair, but others swarmed all around Calliya.

To and fro her blade flashed, cutting at the alpha darkling. Sullivan could hear the
ring of metal on metal as the huge black creature warded off her blows with its gigantic
forearms. She cut at it again and again, but the creature was getting the better of her. It
struck out with one of its massive limbs, striking Calliya square in the chest. She was
knocked off the dais, leaving Sullivan a clear bead on the alpha darkling. Two slugs hit
it in the upper torso, smashing it back off the dais.

The other darklings shrieked as the alpha fell crashing into the port well,
scrambling towards the port and aft hatches. Sullivan kept firing, ducking to avoid wild
attacks from the panicking horde. Each time he felt the bite of a darkling claw, he would
turn and fire towards the direction the pain had come from. He fought towards the
starboard well, where he had seen Calliya fall, leaving a trail of shattered carcasses
behind him. She lay at the bottom of the well, battling three darklings. She had driven
her sword through the first, and was using the exposed point to keep the second at bay.
She had the third by the throat, but couldn’t free any of her limbs to strike the creature.

She winced as its long talons raked her arm. Sullivan fired, destroying the second
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darkling, and reached down and grabbed the third darkling by one of its flailing limbs,
hurling it across the chamber. It hit the deck hard, and then sprang up and made for the
starboard hatch.

Calliya freed her sword and then took Sullivan’s proffered hand, pulling herself out
of the well. Both of them were breathing heavily, and bleeding from a variety of shallow
wounds.

“Is that the last of them?” panted Sullivan.

“I do not think we are out of danger yet,” replied Calliya.

The last of the darklings scurried through the exit hatches, as Calliya surveyed the
command chamber. Carcasses littered the floor, none moving. Sullivan heard the
distinctive ring of metal striking the deck from the other side of the dais. If he had
remembered his naval training better, he would have checked to make sure the primary
target was eliminated, but it was too late now.

The alpha scaled the dais once more. Sullivan raised his pistol, but the creature
hurtled into them, driving his shot as he was thrown backwards across the chamber.
Calliya was knocked in the other direction, but rolled and sprang to her feet. The alpha
was upon her in a flash. She tried to use the open spaces to her advantage, but it
anticipated her movement and struck a thundering blow to her chest. Calliya fell, as if
struck dead.

“No!” cried Sullivan.

He brought his pistol up again and began to fire at the alpha’s back. The slugs
bounced off harmlessly as it turned to face him. He could see it now clearly for the first
time. Its body looked similar to the smaller darklings, but was three or four times the
size. The back and forelimbs were covered in dull black metal armour, the broad flat
head covered by a helm of a similar material. Sullivan checked his pistol. Two shots.
He aimed at a point in the centre of the head, trying to avoid hitting the armoured helm,
but as he fired the creature sprang forward and upwards and the slug flew beneath
harmlessly.

The alpha landed and sprang again, knocking Sullivan to the floor, pinning him
with its massive bulk. Its massive forearm crushed down upon his chest, the huge talons
of its left hand closing around Sullivan’s gun-hand. His trigger finger was compressed,
discharging the final slug. It tore through the hand of the alpha darkling, severing two of
its fingers and the creature howled and withdrew, cradling its wounded left forelimb.

Sullivan scuttled backwards on the floor, his chest burning from his broken ribs.

The alpha moved forward again, and Sullivan froze as it approached, lowering its head.
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It brought the tip of its featureless, blunt snout to his bare foot, sniffing back and forth.
Sullivan shifted backwards, his free hand closing around something on the deck.

He brought his hand round slowly, risking a glance. It was the talon of the alpha
that had been severed by his final slug. He closed his hand around it. It felt cold. Like
metal. The alpha had its snout pressed to the blood running from his wounded knee. It
seemed intrigued by Sullivan, like it had never encountered his like.

Sullivan slid the talon across the floor behind his back and stopped it with the butt
of his pistol. He placed the field-loader on the deck and placed the five-centimetre talon
inside the solid supply chamber. The alpha’s head was moving towards his chest now.
He pressed the activation control. The gun hummed. The alpha started, slowly raising
its head level with Sullivan’s.

“Eat this,” said Sullivan.

He brought the pistol up to the alpha darkling’s face and pulled the trigger in a
swift motion. The head exploded, the slug driving against the helm with such force as to
drive a hole in the back. Sullivan rolled to avoid the massive bulk as the alpha fell to the
deck with the tremendous crash of falling masonry. He stared at the pistol in his hand.
He had no idea what kind of metal that was, but it packed one hell of a punch.

Sullivan slowly rose to his hands and knees and crawled across the floor towards
where Calliya lay. Vic had died in the command chamber of the funeral barge. Now he
could see Calliya’s body lying just as Vic’s had, and his heart wrenched. This woman
had kept him prisoner for days aboard this ship. She was taking him to face a trial on an
alien world. For all he knew, she might be willing to take him to his doom. But she had
saved his life. And he wasn’t going to let anyone else die. Not if he could help it.

He finally reached her. It wasn’t as bad as he thought. She was breathing, and she
opened her eyes as he drew closer. She tried to speak.

“Sullivan.” Her voice faltered.

“It’s okay,” said Sullivan, “I gotit. It’s dead.”

“No,” she said, as a coughing fit racked her slim frame. Her body relaxed, and she
tried to sit, bright crimson blood trickling from the corner of her mouth as she spoke.

“The darklings will return. We must sever the invasion spur.”

Sullivan helped her to her feet, feeling her weight as she leaned heavily on him.

“I must take the helm,” she whispered nodding towards the chair on the dais.

Together they limped towards the dais, scaling the steps at its rear. Calliya
collapsed heavily into the chair and gestured towards the starboard well.

“I need you to take the forward seat, Jack.”
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Sullivan climbed down and sat into the foremost chair. Before him lay a control
panel unlike any he had ever seen on any ship. It was waist height, and inclined towards
him gently, and resembled a thick piece of rough cut glass. It clouded over in sections,
obscuring the patterned deck. The peculiar flowing script that he had seen on the barge
appeared briefly, then shifted and changed to a display of the two interlocked vessels.
Around the display, various symbols appeared, floating on the smooth surface.

“Uh, I don’t really know what I’m doing here,” he said, craning his neck to look at
the command chair. Calliya was slumped in the chair, but at his words, she drew herself
up and spoke.

“Look to the left of the console. You will see a grouping of four icons. When I
give you the command, you will press the bottom-most one.”

“Okay,” replied Sullivan, “but what am I actually doing?”

“I will try to roll the Kelison very quickly, breaking the invasion spur. I will then
turn back towards the Nightwing and you will activate the lance. It will engage in the
forward position, and I will destroy that foul thing.” Speaking seemed to take a lot out
of Calliya, and Sullivan could see more blood leaking from the side of her mouth.

Sullivan looked back to the console. He could see clearly the symbol that
controlled the lance.

“I guess I’m ready,” he said.

Calliya touched the controls on the arm of the command chair. The two access
hatches to the chamber began to hiss and close, moved by great writhing arms that
stretched from the ceiling.

“We must isolate the ruptured chamber,” Calliya said, her voice fading to a
whisper.

All through the Kelison, hatches began to shut as the vessel responded to the
commands of its pilot. Colours shifted on the bulkheads, moving from deep shades of
deep purple to bright shades of cobalt blue. Deep in the power chamber, the energy
stream flickered and grew, filling the chamber with blinding light. Close to the aft of the
vessel, the darklings still milling around in the ruptured chamber began to shriek as they
clambered over each other, gouging and kicking their way towards the invasion spur. It
had broken an opening in the bulkhead about two metres in diameter, edged with a
horrific assembly of curling teeth, long talons and hooked claws. It bit through the
surface of the Kelison, creating an airtight seal against the cold vacuum of space. The

darklings were scurrying back up the spur towards their own vessel.
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In the command chamber, Sullivan checked over his shoulder, making sure that
Calliya was still conscious. She was, and looked down at Sullivan with a very faint
smile.

“Ready?” she said.

Sullivan nodded and turned back to the console. Calliya closed her eyes, and both
of her bracelets began to emit a gentle blue light, characters flowing over the surface of
the shining metal. Sullivan could feel a vibration through the base of his spine as all
around him, the bulkheads took on more vivid colours.

On the outer shell of the Kelison, a ring of blue light appeared around the widest
edge of the vessel. Then she pitched violently to port, and although Sullivan could see
the few stars rotating in the fore display he could feel no movement in his body. There
was no sensation of motion at all as the vessel flipped one hundred and eighty degrees,
but he did feel the shudder as the Nightwing’s invasion spur snapped.

The Kelison peeled off backwards, moving in a slow loop. Sullivan could see the
darkling vessel for the first time in the display as the Kelison came about, bringing its
nose round to face its enemy.

The Nightwing resembled the Kelison, but was much smaller, only some forty
metres long. It was the same basic teardrop shape, but wider and flatter, with curling
blades that stretched from its widest edge. All over its dull black surface were a variety
of invasion spurs and smaller protrusions. Sullivan could see darklings floating in space
near the broken spur. Some even seemed to be clinging to the breached hull. The
Kelison inched closer.

“Activate the lance, Jack,” whispered Calliya.

Sullivan pressed the bottom symbol. A bright shaft of light sprang from the
Kelison, extending some thirty metres out into space, finishing at an infinitely sharp
point. Calliya moved the Kelison ever closer to the darkling vessel. The lance pierced
the horned carapace in the belly, the overlapping plates boiling and buckling inwards.
Sullivan watched as the hull gave way and the lance began to cut through the interior.
The escaping atmosphere began to expel bodies and shattered fragments of the
Nightwing.

Just as the wounded enemy filled the display, the Kelison started to veer to port.
Again, Sullivan could feel no sensation of acceleration or their course change. Calliya
touched another control and a different section of the forward bulkhead became
transparent. Sullivan watched as the new, smaller section clouded. Another image

formed, and he realised that he was looking at an aft display of some sort. He could see
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the darkling vessel rolling now, propelled by its lifeblood leaking through its shell at an
uneven angle.

Streams of gas began leak to out, illuminated by shafts of deep red light leaking
through the shell. In an instant, the Nightwing became a ball of rolling red gas, churning
as it was fuelled by the energy contained deep within. It exploded violently, throwing
jagged sections of hull in every direction, but the Kelison effortlessly shot away,
outrunning the expanding crimson cloud of fire and debris.

Sullivan looked back to the fore display. They were making way through clear
space, the same few stars visible once more. He turned back to Calliya to congratulate
her, but realised that she was slumped very unnaturally to one side in the chair. Her eyes
were closed and a trickle of blood ran from the side of her mouth.

“No,” said Sullivan, moving quickly out of his chair.

The colour had drained from her face, her arms hanging limply over the sides of
the chair. He scrambled up out of the well and onto the dais. There was no way he was

going to let her die. Not after what they had just been through.
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Chapter Six

The colour had drained from Calliya’s face, her arms hanging limply over the high
arms of the chair.

“Come on, don’t you dare,” Sullivan scolded her.

She didn’t respond. He picked her up, surprised at how little she weighed, and then
laid her very delicately on the deck. He pressed his fingers to her neck, feeling the faint
beating of her heart. He watched as her chest moved almost imperceptibly.

“Don’t you dare die on me,” he said. “Calliya, I can’t fly this ship without you.”

Sullivan undid Calliya’s short jacket. He could see the vivid bruising on her
shoulder where the alpha had struck her. There would be massive internal damage.
Even if he had a medipac, or access to medical facilities, he wasn’t sure he would be
able to help her. Not like she had helped him. Calliya had said that there was no crew,
but when he had come on board he had been badly injured. He looked down at the new
pink flesh on his arm. Somehow she had been able to heal his wounds.

There had to be some kind of technology on board - something that might be able
to help Calliya. He lent over her, drawing his face close to hers.

“Calliya, you have to wake up. I know you have technology that can help you.
But you need to open your eyes,” he pleaded. “You can’t just rescue me from the brink
of certain death, bring me all the way out here and then die on me.”

He sat back on his haunches, his stomach churning — it was like being back on
Ganymede, cradling one of his wounded rangers in his arms. There was only so much
death a man could take. He was trapped on an alien vessel, under attack from creatures
so mindless that they seemed purely evil. And his one chance of getting home was about
to die in front of him. He reached out, taking Calliya’s delicate hand between his own.
His eyes wandered to her bracelet, which fitted snugly around her narrow wrist.

It resembled the manacles he still wore, but where his were of blackest glass, hers
were fashioned from shining silver. They were embossed with the same alien script, but
they also bore some of the symbols that Sullivan had seen on the control panel. He slid

his fingers down her hand and touched the bracelet. For the briefest moment, there was
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nothing, but then a voice exploded in his head. It was an unnatural tone, an androgynous
echoing voice that came as both a whisper and a roar; a rolling babble from which
Sullivan could make out only one word, repeated over and over again.

Calliya

He drew his hand back as if it had been burned, his head ringing from the noise.
He wasn’t sure what had just happened, but there could be only one explanation. It had
to be the voice of the Kelison. But this was way beyond anything Sullivan had ever been
trained for. It was way beyond anything he had ever dreamed of. He took a deep breath,
and then gently touched both of her bracelets. The voice returned, louder and clearer.

Calliya

Sullivan spoke aloud, unsure of whether the ship could hear him or not.

“You have to help her.”

Not Calliya

“No,” Sullivan replied, “I’m not Calliya, but she’s going to die if you don’t help
her.”

There was no reply.

“What’s wrong with you?” Sullivan shouted. “I need to know how to get to your
medical bay, or your medical chamber, or whatever you call it!”

There was another long pause, and then the voice came again.

Calliya?

This was a question. Sullivan was puzzled. The ship, or artificial intelligence, or
whatever he was talking to, didn’t seem to understand what he was saying.

“She’s hurt. She’s dying.” He directed his voice towards the bulkheads, towards
the ceiling, even towards the strange spherical stone in the centre of the chamber,
searching for any clue as to how to communicate with this thing.

Calliya hurt?

“Yes,” he called back. Maybe simpler ideas would work, thought Sullivan. They
would be easier to communicate, anyway. “Repair Calliya?” he asked hopefully.

Repair Calliya

The reply came more as a statement than a question, accompanied by a loud hiss as
the armature opened the starboard access hatch. Sullivan understood the invitation and
gently lifted Calliya’s limp body. He held her close, still grasping her bracelet with one
hand, trying to make himself heard again.

“I don’t know the way. You’ll have to lead me. Do you understand?”

Repair Calliya

“I will, but you have to show me the way.”
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As he approached the fore access area, the lights dimmed over all the ship. Across
the area he could see one corridor still shining with a gentle blue glow. He stumbled
towards it, struggling to keep his footing in the darkness.

“A little more light would be nice,” he said, but there was no reaction from the
ship.

He checked on Calliya as he moved into the soft light of the corridor. She was
pale, and Sullivan could see no sign of life.

“Hang on, okay?” he said softly. “I owe you.”

The corridor moved into a part of the ship he had never been in before. He figured
he was roughly underneath Calliya’s quarters, just under the nose of the Kelison.
Further down the corridor he thought he could see what he guessed to be the lance
housing, but the light faded beyond the entrance to another chamber. The hatch hissed
and disappeared back into the gloom.

He ducked as he moved beneath the hatch, checking again on Calliya’s condition.
It wasn’t good. Even in the dim cobalt light, he could see her face was deathly pale. He
surveyed the chamber. It was bare, save for a jagged, rectangular formation of stone that
rose a metre and a half out of the deck right in the centre of the small space. It was
topped by a huge glass surface, absolutely smooth, about two metres in length and
maybe half as wide, with a small control panel jutting out of the stony side of the table.
He carried Calliya over to it and laid her gently on the cold glass surface. He looked
down at the control panel and quickly realised he could make no sense of it whatsoever.

Once again he placed his hands upon Calliya’s bracelets. He spoke aloud, while at
the same time trying to concentrate on the words in his mind.

“I don’t know what to do,” he called. There was no response. He looked down at
the injured Elysian. Her colour had not improved and Sullivan knew time was running
out.

“If you don’t do something, she’s going to die,” he said. No answer. “And I can’t
fly this thing, so you and I are going to be stuck out here too.” Still nothing. “You want
to die out here?” It didn’t dawn on him that he had no idea where out here even was.

Repair Calliya, came the voice, resounding through Sullivan’s head.

“I know, I know,” he shouted in reply, “but how?”

He stared down at the panel. The symbols were unlike the ones he had seen in the
control chamber, so he had not the slightest inkling which one might control the table.
Or even what the table did. For all he knew, he had just laid the wounded Calliya on the
galley table.
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The hair on the back of his neck stood straight up as he felt an electric current pass
through his body, bringing no pain, just a vague tingling. There was no voice, but he
could feel the presence of the entity that was the Kelison. He had the overwhelming
urge to press one of the scattered symbols on the panel. Then his fingers glided to
another symbol, and then another. The table began to hum, passing a gentle vibration
through the control panel and up through Sullivan’s fingers. A representation of
Calliya’s body appeared on the display.

The healthy parts of her body were depicted as cool blue areas, but her injured
shoulder and internal organs were a dark red, overlaid with the numerous red streaks
scattered over the rest of her body representing the many cuts and gouges. Sullivan’s
fingers were drawn to a line of symbols that surrounded the graphic of Calliya. He
pressed one in the very middle.

The hum shifted pitch abruptly, as the entire surface of the table began to blaze
with a powerful blue light. The light grew brighter and brighter, forcing Sullivan to
recoil from the table, shielding his eyes as it filled the whole chamber. Sullivan peered
through the gap between his arms. Beams of blinding azure blazed upwards from the
table, surrounding Calliya. She began to float gently up off the table, her golden hair
transformed an icy blue in the intense colour, her tresses waving gently about her head.
She floated upwards, her legs crossed at the knees, arms splayed and hanging slightly
beneath her. Her head hung at a gentle angle, as if two invisible arms were lifting her
from under her body. To Sullivan she looked like an angel ascending into heaven. But
Calliya hung there, half a metre off the table, suspended in the curtain of light. Sullivan
moved back to the table again, reaching out to touch the light with his hand. It was cool,
but caused the ends of his fingers to tingle pleasantly.

He looked at Calliya, sure he could see her chest moving again. She was alive.
And improving too, by the look of it. Suddenly he felt very tired, and his limbs grew
almost too heavy to carry. He found himself a nice spot against one of the bulkheads
and sat down heavily, surveying the damage to his own battered body.

There were great rents in his overalls, shifting as he moved, revealing claw marks
and great gouges on his flesh beneath. None of them were too deep, and they didn’t
seem poisoned, but they hurt like hell. When the alpha had hit him, he was sure it had
broken a few of his ribs. At least none of them had punctured anything vital. He rested

his weary body against the bulkhead, his exhaustion overwhelming him.

Sullivan lost all track of time as he sat watching Calliya, his back resting against

the gently curving bulkhead. He wasn’t even sure if he had passed out or not. He
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looked over towards the stone table. The curtain of blue light still rose from the edges of
the glass surface, but it was much softer than before. Calliya no longer floated off the
surface, but she still lay asleep, curled slightly to one side. Sullivan struggled to drag
himself to his feet, using the bulkhead to aid him. Once upright, he lurched towards the
table.

The nasty bruising that had covered Calliya’s upper chest was gone. She was
breathing normally and appeared to be sleeping peacefully. Sullivan let out a sigh of
relief. For the first time in a very long time, something had gone right. It gave him the
hope that he would get back to Earth after all. He limped out the door, trying to
remember the way back to the command chamber. If there were any answers to be had,
then it would be there.

Through countless corridors he hobbled, his eyes swimming with the endless
purple bulkheads, until he finally reached the familiar command chamber, still littered
with the carcasses of the fallen darklings. It was only when he sat in the command chair
that he realised that without Calliya’s bracelets that he had no way to communicate with
the Kelison. He didn’t dare touch any of the control panels, or approach the ominous
looking spherical stone that sat upon a stone plinth in front of him. He delicately
touched one of the controls on the high arm of the chair, and was rewarded with a
scattering of displays across the sloping forward bulkhead. In any direction, he could
only make out a handful of stars, and none of them were familiar. He couldn’t
understand it. How far could they have travelled?

Sleep came again to Sullivan.

He awoke, gently shaken from his slumber.

“Jack Sullivan, are you dead?” It was Calliya.

“No,” he croaked. “I’m not dead yet.”

He opened his eyes. She was standing in front of him on the dais. She looked in
perfect health, and was actually smiling, wearing no sign of the ordeal they had endured.

“Well,” she laughed, “you look absolutely frightful. You should get yourself to the
regenerator.” She paused. “It was you who carried me to the healing chamber, wasn’t
it?”

He nodded.

“But how?” she asked. “I didn’t tell you how you were healed after I brought you

aboard. How did you know what to do, or even where to go?”
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“Your bracelets.” His voice was a hoarse rattle. “When I touched them, I heard a
voice. I think it was this — thing.” He waved his finger at the bulkheads around him. “It
told me what to do. At least, it showed me what to do.”

Calliya looked at him in shock. “You heard the song of the Kelison?”

“I wouldn’t have called it a song, but I definitely heard something.”

“That is most unusual. I have never known the Kelison to sing to anyone but its
master.” Calliya shrugged and then nodded her head ever so slightly towards Sullivan in
gratitude. “But, thank you, Jack Sullivan. For saving my life.”

She jumped down off the dais, heading straight for the carcass of the alpha. It
terminated abruptly at the shoulders, the thick head destroyed almost completely by
Sullivan’s slug. She turned the body over and examine it, poking it and prodding it this
way and that. Sullivan limped down from the dais.

“What are you looking for?” he rasped.

“An alpha construct should bear the mark of the one who raised it,” she said,
peering under the plates of armour. “The Fallen who is his master.”

“And?” replied Sullivan. His head was starting to swim, his feet unsteady beneath
him. “Who was it?”

“There’s no way to know.”

“Why not?”

“Because sometimes it would bear the mark upon its head,” she said, pointing at
the destruction that sat atop the alpha’s shoulders.

“Sorry,” he said.

She laughed in reply. “Do not apologise, Jack Sullivan. You did well to kill the
beast. It was a formidable alpha. But I will find whoever is responsible for this attack.”
She paused, lost in thought for a moment, and then looked at him. “I think it’s time you
got some rest. Come, let me return the favour.” She reached out one of her hands.

Sullivan wobbled and looked down at himself. Dried blood covering most of his
overalls, and he could barely move the right side of his body as every breath brought
shooting pain. He winced in agony and grasped Calliya’s outstretched hand, letting his
weight fall onto her. She was surprisingly strong, catching him as he fell.

“Time for the regenerator, Jack,” she laughed.

Together they struggled down to the regeneration chamber, deep in the prow of the
ship. Sullivan groaned in agony as he climbed onto the cold glass surface of the
regenerator. He looked up at Calliya’s kind face as the soft azure light fell across it.

“Where have all the stars gone?” mumbled Sullivan.
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“Sleep, Jack Sullivan,” she said softly, tapping the symbols on the control panel in
front of her.

Sullivan saw the curtain of light around him grow brighter, and felt as if a thousand
tiny hands bore him up from the table’s surface. He felt warm and weightless, his skin
tingling all over his body as slowly his head grew heavy and sleep quickly overtook him.

Calliya watched as the human floated in the healing field of the regenerator. He
wasn’t the first human she had ever met before. But she had never met one that could
travel in space. She had heard her aged cousin speak of such things before he passed,
but she had never given them much credence.

She left the healing chamber and made her way back to command. Along the way,
she kicked a few of the darkling carcass. They were starting to revert to the raw
materials they had been fashioned from. By the time they reached Elysium, they would
be all but dust. The alpha in the command chamber was the same. Again she checked it
for the marks of the Fallen who had raised it, but there were none. It had been a
ferocious beast, she thought. All of the Fallen could raise such a powerful creature, but
very few would risk the wrath of the Elysians by attacking the Kelison openly. And
there was still no way to explain a Nightwing evading the patrols this close to the Rift.

She sat into the command chair, closing her eyes, and letting her mind open to the
vessel around her.

Calliya Calliya Calliya

The voice bore waves of happiness with it. The bulkheads around the chamber
glowed in warm shades of vermilion and purple. Calliya smiled, as the waves of joy
flowed over her.

Not Calliya?

He is healing. And he is a human, named Sullivan.

Human? Sullivan?

The Kelison was clearly confused.

Like Titus, Kelison. Titus is a human too.

Human. Sullivan human.

The Kelison seemed satisfied with that. Calliya instructed it to make directly for
home as fast as it could in its wounded state. The vessel changed heading slightly. She
then asked after the Kelison’s health. It was unable to give her specifics, but instead
communicated its general state of being so she hopped off the dais and down into the
port well. The aft control panel gave detailed displays of the damage done to the vessel.

It wasn’t too severe. The darkling spur had pierced one of the aft dorsal power

chambers. The Kelison had isolated it from the rest of the vessel and sealed off the
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chamber, but it would need quite some time to repair, once they returned to Elysium.
Calliya sat back in the chair, thinking deeply.

If Sullivan was telling the truth, and she had very little reason to doubt him, then
the funeral barge must have sought out the human ship. Which would mean that
someone had intercepted the barge after its launch, but before it reached the Rift. But
who would dare to do such a thing, and why?

She briefly toyed with the idea of using the touchstone that stood in front of her to
relay what had happened to Elysium. She stared at the spherical stone. Perhaps not, she
thought. It would only cause more panic than she had already. When she had emerged
from the Rift, and been challenged by the patrols, she had used the touchstone to join her
mind to that of the other masters, on board the patrol vessels. She knew that the news of
her prisoner would have spread faster than starlight, all the way to Elysium.

She reached into her pocket and pulled out a piece of fruit. She chewed it, still

musing on what to do. She had to see Titus. He would know what to make of all this.

Sullivan awoke some time later, his body whole again. He jumped down from the
table, marvelling at the wonder of this alien technology. Not only did he feel well, he
couldn’t ever remember feeling better. His overalls were ruined from the two battles
that had nearly seen the end of their owner, but somehow, he had survived. He bounced
out of the healing chamber, determined not to get lost this time. At least the Bogart had
signs, he thought. He hadn’t gotten very far when he met Calliya coming the other way.

“I see you’re awake,” she said.

Sullivan smiled.

“I seem to spend a lot of time asleep lately.”

Calliya laughed. “Well, you look well rested. Actually, I was just about to eat
something, and I thought you might like to join me.”

“That’s the best offer I’ve had in ages,” he replied.

She turned and he followed her back up the corridor, but after a few steps, she
stopped and turned to him.

“You still look rather frightful, Jack.”

Sullivan looked down at his ruined overalls. “I see what you mean.”

“Might I offer you a change of clothes?”

She led him to a small chamber located near her own. Inside were similar
furnishings to hers, but simpler and less lavish somehow. From a small drawer in the

bulkhead, she removed a bundle of clothing and then laid it on the bed.
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“I’ll be waiting for you in the aft observation lounge.” She smiled over her
shoulder as she walked out of the chamber.

Sullivan examined the bundle lying on the bed. There was a loose fitting white
shirt of some gloriously smooth fabric, and a pair of trousers of a thicker material, a dark
earthy brown hide. He removed his overalls, tearing the last few seams in the process,
and donned the alien clothing. They fit surprisingly well.

He made his way to the back of the vessel. On the third attempt, he located the
observation chamber where Calliya was waiting for him. She had changed clothes too,
and was now wearing a shimmering translucent shift, which glittered in the starlight that
flooded through the transparent aft bulkhead, echoing the shades that shifted slowly
around the chamber.

“I’m not late, am 1?” asked Sullivan.

“No, not at all,” she answered quickly. “Please, sit.” She waved her hand towards
the long black glass table that occupied the centre of the chamber, and the two chairs
situated at either end. He sat in one, and Calliya took her place at the other.

No sooner had they seated themselves than a small hatch opened in one of the
bulkheads. Sullivan hadn’t been aware of it at all before it had opened, and now he
watched in surprise as a small creature scuttled out of the opening.

It was about a metre high, and shaped like a portly simian of some sort, its potbelly
hanging towards short, bandy legs. It had clearly defined features, which looked a vague
approximation of a human’s, but they seemed unfinished. Sullivan instantly thought of
the darklings, and started suddenly.

“What the hell is that?” he cried.

“Do not fear, Jack. It is just a construct.” Calliya seemed totally unfazed.

“A what?”

“A construct.” The creature was carrying two steaming bowls on a tray, and it
walked briskly up to the table and deftly placed the tray upon it. Calliya took one of the
bowls for herself and gestured to Sullivan to take one. The construct scurried back the
way it had come, the opening vanishing seamlessly into the bulkhead behind it.

Sullivan reached for the bowl and discovered it was full of his favourite stew. The
alluring aroma caused his hunger to suddenly swell. He began to eat hungrily, forgetting
all about the strange little creature until the construct reappeared, carrying two goblets
and a large ceramic carafe. It poured two glasses of rich red liquid and then disappeared
through the bulkhead again. All the time it was in the chamber, Sullivan stopped eating
and stared at the odd-looking creature. It was sandy coloured, and at close range its skin

seemed to bear almost a grainy texture.
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Calliya sipped the ruby red liquid. Sullivan tried his own. It was some kind of
wine, warm and refreshing, and he drank deeply. The clear sweet flavour was a far cry
from the synthetic wine they served in most spacer’s bars. For some time, they ate in
silence. Then Sullivan decided now was as good a time as any to get some answers.

“You want to tell me again what just served us dinner?” he asked.

“A construct. All of our kind utilise constructs. They build our houses, harvest our
crops, and whatever else we require of them.”

“So they’re not like the darklings?”

Calliya laid her spoon on the table and took a long sip from her goblet.

“No, not like the darklings. They are foul creatures bred for war, and destruction.
These constructs are no good for war. They are only to serve us.”

“What about the sentinels? Are those to aid you?”

“No. The sentinels are different. The Elysians still have the power to make
constructs of war. At least, some among us can craft them.”

“You craft them?” asked Sullivan, still eating hungrily. “You mean you
manufacture them?”

“No. They are raised from base materials, using the Lore of the Titans. Like this
one.” She indicated the construct that had returned bearing a fruit dessert of some sort.
“It was raised from the sand near my home on Elysium,” she added, smiling at the
thought of her world.

Sullivan was still unsure of how it could have been constructed. Maybe it was
some kind of advanced organic technology. That might explain the incredible living
ship he was on.

“Is it intelligent?” asked Sullivan, watching the small creature scurry to and fro
across the chamber.

“No, not intelligent. It can only do what it was constructed for. In this one’s case,
to clothe and feed myself and the crew, and any guests I might be — entertaining.” She
began to eat her dessert.

“How do you control it?”

Calliya waved one of her bracelets.

“It is similar way to the way I communicate with the ship, but it will respond to
verbal commands also.”

Sullivan nodded and tried his dessert. It was light and fluffy, and fabulously sweet.
His palette turned somersaults as the food melted in his mouth. He made noises and
pointed towards the dessert with his spoon.

“This is delicious!” he exclaimed.
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Calliya smiled. “You like Elysian food?” she asked, laughing.

Sullivan nodded enthusiastically and they sat, eating their desserts in silence. After
the construct had refilled both of their goblets, Sullivan leaned back from the table, his
appetite sated. He had no idea whether the construct had refilled his goblet at Calliya’s
behest or not, and he really didn’t care. The wine was too sweet nectar to refuse. He
gazed out through the expansive transparent bulkhead at the dark void. The few stars
hung like pinpricks in a vast black curtain.

“I still don’t understand where all the stars have gone,” he said.

Calliya looked confused. “They haven’t gone anywhere, Jack. From here, you can
see almost half the stars in the Realm.”

“The Realm? How many stars are there in the Realm?”

“This is the Finite Realm, Jack. It is not like your realm. Here, there are one
hundred and eleven stars, and each and every one is known to my people.”

Sullivan tried to make sense of what she was saying.

“Your world,” he asked. “How long will it take us to get there?”

“We will be there tomorrow. The Kelison is one of the swiftest of all seerephon.
The journey from the Rift takes only two days,” Calliya answered.

“And what’s going to happen when we get there?” he asked.

Calliya looked suddenly solemn.

“You will stand before the King of Elysium and answer the charges against you.”

“That doesn’t sound like much fun,” answered Sullivan. “Can’t you just take me
back? You know I’'m innocent.”

“I believe you, Jack. But I have already told the fleet that I have a human prisoner.
I cannot let you go now. And besides, I was lucky to pass into your Realm unnoticed
once. The patrols would not let it happen again.”

“So you’re just going to throw me to the wolves?” said Sullivan.

“I’ll do all I can, Jack. I owe you that much. So we will make for my estate first,
instead of the Royal City. We will talk to Titus, and then we shall see what must be
done.” She drank the last from her goblet. “Undoubtedly, you will have to appear
before the court eventually. But we cannot know what might happen there.”

Her words did not fill him with confidence.

“Who is this Titus?” he asked.

“A friend,” she answered. With that, she stood up. “Now, if you excuse me, the
hour grows late. And I have a damaged seerephon to tend to before I see my bed.”

“If you don’t mind, Id like to stay here a while. I feel like I’ve been sleeping

forever.” He flashed a wry grin.
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Calliya smiled back. “Stay as long as you like. The construct will keep your
goblet full. And when you tire, you may rest in the crew quarters where you found the
clothes. The construct will help you if you lose your way.”

She turned and left the compartment. Sullivan turned back to gaze at the sparse
starfield. Ever since he had been a young cadet, taking his first few voyages in space, he
had found the stars a source of great tranquillity. Some spacers complained about the
boring monotony of the void, but Sullivan liked to think of it as looking back in time.
Stars that were so far away they might not even exist anymore. There was no way to
know if they were even real. He laughed to himself. He wondered what some of those
spacers would think if they were in his boots right now. Hurtling along in an alien
vessel, held captive by a beautiful mysterious creature, witness to a technology beyond
anything he had ever seen.

He sat for hours, counting the stars over and over, but rarely reached forty-two
before losing count. He couldn’t make any sense of what Calliya had said about the
Finite Realm. Had they left Earth’s galaxy? Travelled to some remote intergalactic
constellation? Was it possible that the Elysians could travel faster than light? That
would be the most incredible revelation yet, if it were true. He wasn’t sure if what he
was drinking was intoxicating or not, but after countless glasses, his eyelids grew heavy.
With the construct’s help, he made his way aft to the quarters he had found the clothes in
and lay, fully dressed, on the large comfortable bed. As he slept, he dreamed of huge
teardrop shapes, floating in the darkness. Of swirling colours and snarling shadows.

And of Calliya, her angelic face pushing all other images aside.

Sullivan awoke once again feeling strong and refreshed, with no ill effects from
imbibing large quantities of the wine he had been drinking at dinner. If he ever got out
of this, he would have to take a bottle back to Earth. He left his quarters and peered in
through the open hatch into Calliya’s. They were empty.

He searched almost the entire vessel before he found her. He was sure he had had
to backtrack on several occasions but at length he had come to the power chamber that
held the heart of the Kelison. Calliya was there, with several constructs, which busied
themselves with the removal of the remains of the slain darklings. She called to him as
he approached.

“Good morning, Jack Sullivan! Are you well rested?”

“Very,” he answered.

She was trying to reattach some of the arteries that the darklings had torn from the

lattice. She had a wooden bucket full of a viscous green liquid one hand, and was using
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the other to spread it over the wounded areas. She had repaired almost half of the
damaged arteries. Sullivan was going to offer to help, but he realised he had no idea
how to.

“I don’t suppose I can be of any help?” he asked.

Calliya shook her head. “There’s no need. I will be finished soon. If you like, you
can wait in the command chamber for me. We should be nearing Elysium.” She
resumed what she was doing. “I will join you as soon as I am finished here.”

Sullivan left the chamber and made his way back towards the prow of the Kelison.
He was beginning to get to know the layout now, and had made this journey at least once
before. He entered the command chamber through the port entrance, his eyes suddenly
drawn to the display. It was almost entirely filled a fantastic nebula, one unlike any
Sullivan had ever seen. He sat in the command chair, staring in amazement.

Everywhere that Sullivan looked, he could see an explosion of colour — blues,
greens, reds and pinks mingled in an endless swirl. The nebula crackled with energy,
great founts of light spilling from its depths, arcing across its surface. The Kelison was
heading directly for it, and as he stared, Sullivan realised he could make out a planet
within the nebula itself. It was difficult to make out the exact features with all the gas
that obscured it, but he fancied he could make out an Earth-like array of continents and
oceans. The nebula was drawing inexorably closer now. He wished Vic had seen this.
Maybe she would have known what to make of it.

Calliya entered through the port hatch, her face lighting up as she saw the nebula
dead ahead of the Kelison.

“Elysium!” she cried, bounding up on to the dais.

Sullivan vacated her chair, nodding towards the nebula. “So that’s your world?”

“Yes,” she replied. She tapped some of the controls on the chair. Numerous
displays appeared on the skin of the bulkheads. Sullivan stared at the various views
around Calliya’s home system. He could see the star now, connected to the planet by a
long diaphanous finger of gas. The same nebula seemed to surround the star as well. He
had never heard tell of a solar system like this. A lone planet orbiting a star, sharing the
same micro-nebula?

The Kelison hurtled towards Elysium, plunging into the velvet folds of the nebula
at what seemed to Sullivan a tremendous speed. Calliya closed her eyes, communicating
just one word to the Kelison.

Home.

97



98



Book Two

The Fields of Elysium
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Chapter Seven

The homeworld of the Elysians loomed large in the display as the Kelison shifted
course and began to slow down. Sullivan marvelled at the lack of inertia. If the Bogart
had slowed in the same space of time, it would have taken them a week to scrape the
crew off the forward bulkheads. But this vessel could accelerate and decelerate at will
and suffer no ill effects, something Sullivan had always thought was impossible. The
more he saw of Elysian technology, the less he understood.

The Kelison slowed further and moved into a gentle orbit, the nebula thinning as
they descended through its lower layers. Sullivan could see the gentle purple clouds
rolling through the overhead display, highlights thrown across them by the violet
sunlight. Below, he had his first view of Calliya’s world, and two things aside, it
reminded him a lot of Earth. The first was that the landmasses looked unfamiliar, and
there seemed to be more ocean than back home. The second was that there was no sign
of the sprawling metropolises that covered much of Earth’s surface, just endless rolling
countryside.

The Kelison jarred slightly as they encountered the planet’s atmosphere.

“You might want to take a seat, Jack Sullivan,” said Calliya.

Sullivan tore his eyes from the display long enough to hop down into the starboard
well, taking the same seat he had taken during the assault on the darkling vessel. He
could see one of the continents looming closer, a lush green island that lay in the centre
of a crystal clear azure sea. The southeast corner loomed closer and closer as the
Kelison began to come out of its dive and skim the surface a few kilometres up. Sullivan
got his first good look at the world of Elysium.

The sky was almost the same blue as the Earth’s, but he could see wisps of the
violet nebula threading their way through it, beyond the rolling white clouds. He shifted
his gaze to the aft displays, watching as the terrain flew past at great speed. He could
make out mountain ranges; huge snowy peaks that erupted from the rolling plains around
them. There were lakes and rivers cutting their way back and forth across the land in

every direction. The Kelison slowed further and descended, the terrain changing
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gradually as islands of thick forest interrupted the rolling hills and grasslands. There
was no sign of any habitation — no roads, no cities, no industrial zones. It wasn’t a sight
Sullivan was accustomed to, as there wasn’t a planet left in the solar system that didn’t
bear some trace of man’s hand.

They were now low enough for Sullivan to see the horizon through the giant
forward display, and he could make out another massive range of mountains in the
distance. The Kelison banked and turned again. It was very hard to judge the speed at
which they were travelling, but Sullivan figured it was sub-sonic at most.

They slowed further, turning in a tight circle as Sullivan shifted to try and see what
they might be descending towards. There was a structure below them, the first sign of
habitation he had seen on this world. He barely had time to make out the basic shape of
the structure before the Kelison dropped vertically at an astonishing rate, coming to a
halt only a few metres from the surface. It gently floated down the last few metres,
before shuddering slightly as it touched the ground, giving Sullivan a better view of the
structure out of the forward display.

The Kelison had landed in a grassy field a few hundred metres from the building,
which looked like it had grown out of the ground. Great, earthy spires spun out of the
soil like massive smooth roots, joining to create high arches that crossed here and there.
There was only a rough symmetry to the building, in that it consisted of four tall spires
that surrounded a set of softer, smaller ones; these were so closely packed they formed
the central bulk of the building.

“Come on, Jack Sullivan,” called Calliya, as she leaped from the command chair.
“Come and see my home.”

Sullivan climbed out of the well and followed Calliya back through the starboard
hatch, down to the forward access area, and then down the corridor that descended at the
steepest angle. It was a dead end, but as they neared the far bulkhead, a hatch the width
of the corridor opened. It was lowered from the Kelison by three, writhing armatures
until it formed a ramp onto the green grass outside.

Sunshine blazed in the hatch, and it took Sullivan’s eyes a few seconds to adjust as
they emerged from the vessel. Then he looked back at the Kelison wondering again at
its construction. It stood upon three great spikes that protruded from its belly, piercing
the ground as they supported the giant bulk of the seerephon. No human hand could
ever have made such a vessel. The sunlight glinted upon its shell, and as Sullivan
moved, the hull appeared to change colour. He turned to ask Calliya about it, but she
was already striding purposefully towards the building.

“Come!” she called.
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Sullivan broke into a run to catch up to her. He could see a figure approaching
from the direction of the building. It was small, but didn’t look like a construct. As they
drew nearer, Sullivan could see it was man-sized, and dressed in long brown flowing
robes. The figure broke into a waddling run, pulling his robes up to his knees. When he
reached Calliya, they embraced warmly.

They held the embrace for a moment, and then parted as Calliya turned to Sullivan.

“Jack Sullivan, may I present Dr. Titus Kendall-Scott.” She smiled broadly, her
whole face lighting up.

Sullivan could see that he was indeed a human. There could be no doubt. He
appeared to be of about sixty years of age, with short grey hair only around the sides of a
shiny pate. He wore small gold-rimmed glasses and smiled broadly as he proffered his
hand, his mischievous blue eyes twinkling behind the polished lenses.

“Good heavens! I mean, this is quite a surprise, Mr. Sullivan,” he said.

“Sure,” said Sullivan numbly as he took Titus’s hand, which squeezed his own
with a powerful grip.

“I had quite given up hope of ever meeting another man of the Empire in my
lifetime, 1 can tell you!” Titus beamed. “But Sullivan is an Irish name, is it not? Or
perhaps you are one of our colonial cousins? Boston or Philadelphia maybe?”

“The Empire?” asked Sullivan. “Boston?” There was something odd about the
way Titus spoke.

“Worry not,” said Titus. “But forgive me. This is all quite unusual. And you must
be exhausted from your journey. Where are my manners?”’

“I think it is my manners that are at issue,” interrupted Calliya. “The last time I
checked, this was still my homestead.”

“Of course, my child,” laughed Titus. “Let us get inside, so that you may tell me

”

what has befallen you. The court is alive with rumour.” As he spoke, Titus’s eyes fell
upon the damaged section of the Kelison’s shell. “Clearly, there is a great deal for you
to tell me.”

Calliya looked back towards the damaged seerephon.

“We were set upon by a Nightwing, Titus, barely two days from Elysium. I do not
know how they managed to evade the patrols, or reach so close to the Rift, but they were
intent on corrupting the Kelison. We were fortunate that Sullivan managed to slay the
alpha, or neither of us would be standing here.”

“Good grief,” replied Titus, visibly shocked. He kept staring at Sullivan, his eyes
flicking down to the pistol on his hip.
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They walked towards the entrance to the homestead, Sullivan’s boots crunching
upon the loose stone apron that skirted the reddish stone steps. They scaled the steps,
and Titus shoved the two large, heavy looking wooden doors aside.

“Welcome home, my lady,” he said, bowing with a flourish.

Sullivan followed Calliya through the doorway into a cavernous entrance hall. The
floor was covered with huge, polished stone tiles of a hundred different shades while
either side of the hallway stood suits of exotic armour, displayed in a similar fashion to
the one he had seen on the funeral barge.

At the end of the hall were two massive spiral staircases that spun gently away
from the ground in either direction, reaching towards the upper expanse of the house.
Sullivan craned his neck to get a look at the ceiling, where an enormous dome sat atop
the entrance hall. Alternate sections were transparent, and the brilliant sunlight streamed
through, carving patterns of light on the floor.

“It’s good to be home,” said Calliya, stretching her arms out high above her head.

“Are you tired?” asked Titus. The concern upon his face was clear. “Do you need
to rest?”

“No, we have rested enough,” she replied. “But we have much to discuss, Titus.”

“I don’t doubt that for a moment,” he answered, gesturing towards a door in the
corner of the entrance hall. “Let us take some refreshment on the veranda.”

Sullivan listened to this exchange with interest, following them as they made their
way through the house. He had many questions to ask, not least of which was who this
quaint little man was.  The ground floor in the centre of the building consisted of a
series of great halls, each more elaborately decorated than the last, while myriad arms
littered the walls, some familiar to Sullivan’s eyes, others utterly alien to him. There
were tapestries spun in shimmering threads, statues of golden figures, and all over the
house blazed more islands of natural light, flooding down from skylights high in the
scattered domes.

They moved out onto a wide veranda, overlooking a lush pasture that sidled into
the distance until it was overcome with thick forest. Sullivan could see a long
translucent canopy that sheltered a table and some comfortable-looking chairs. Titus
raised his hands and clapped twice.

They sat into the chairs as a construct appeared from somewhere inside the house,
bearing a delicate teapot and china tea service, balanced upon a tray. The creature stood
still, holding the tray high as Titus poured three cups of tea. Sullivan had seen his
grandmother make tea once, as a very young boy, but he couldn’t remember seeing a

teapot outside a historical vid since then.
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Titus took a cup for himself and sat heavily into his chair with an audible sigh.

“My dearest Calliya,” he asked. “What in heavens has befallen you these past few
days?” He sipped his tea, and then looked at Sullivan. “And who the devil, my dear sir,
are you? Calliya’s message to the fleet merely said that she had discovered an intruder
aboard the funeral barge. How did you come to be on board?”

“By accident,” replied Sullivan.

Titus looked puzzled. “I see,” he said uncertainly. “Or rather, I don’t. But we
should start at the beginning.” He turned to Calliya. “What have you gotten yourself
into this time?”

Calliya smiled. “I’m not sure yet. But I have some ideas.” She stood up and
walked to the edge of the veranda, gazing out upon the rolling fields and thick green
forest.

“How did you know there was an intruder on board the barge?” asked Titus.

“I didn’t. I only knew that for some reason, it had not completed its voyage. I
believe that somebody tampered with the funeral barge of my cousin Gerren. That they
instructed it to seek out a human vessel,” she added.

Titus looked aghast.

“Is that possible?” he asked.

“I myself instructed the barge. It was to cross through the Rift and make directly
for the Fires of Helios and to avoid contact with any other vessels. I know the
instructions were understood, Titus, I’'m sure of it,” said Calliya, growing more excited
as she spoke.

“But who could do such a thing, if indeed it was done?”

“Oh, it was done,” interjected Sullivan. “That barge could not have missed the
Bogart. It made straight for us.”

Titus looked at Calliya. “So, the rumours are true?”

She nodded.

“And men truly travel in space in vessels of their own construction?”

She nodded again.

“Oh mercy,” said Titus, sweating suddenly. He removed a handkerchief from the
folds of his robe and mopped his brow. “I had not dreamed that such that thing was even
possible.”

Calliya turned out towards the forests. “Very few of us have the power to override
another’s instructions, Titus. So whoever did this had to be strong — very strong. And
had to want the barge to fall into human hands for some reason.”

Titus looked at Calliya sternly.
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“My child, you’re not suggesting a prince of one of the Royal Houses would —

“Tayfen,” interrupted Calliya, “would stop at nothing to bring about his ends. You
have heard him speak. You know how he views humankind. He would do anything to
bring about the return of the Golden Age.”

Titus shook his head.

“What do you mean?” asked Sullivan. He had been trying to follow the
conversation as best he could, and now he wanted to know more. “What’s the Golden
Age?”

“Prince Tayfen has often spoken out in the Royal Court,” replied Calliya. “He
believes that we should once again rule over all of humanity, and over the Worlds of the
Fallen. That we should use our strength to grow powerful again, and return to our
domain in the Infinite Realm. He believes that humanity exist only to be dominated by
us.”

“Does everyone think that?”

“No,” she went on. “Many, including the King, believe we should continue to
remain here. That it is our duty to protect the Rift from the Fallen, as we have done for
five hundred generations. As we have, ever since the Exodus. But if Tayfen can expose
the Finite Realm to mankind, then we would be forced to act.” She stopped, looking
right at Sullivan. “Titus,” she added, “take care of our guest, would you? I am sure he
has many more questions, but I have a damaged seerephon to tend to.”

“Of course,” said Titus. He stood, and bowed ever so slightly as Calliya
disappeared inside the house. He turned to Sullivan. “Would you care to take a stroll in
the grounds, Mr. Sullivan? I’m sure I can answer some of your questions, at least.”

They stepped down off the veranda and onto a rough gravel path that led around
the homestead. On one side, they skirted small copses of dark brush, while on the other
the polished stone of the house stretched skywards. They walked in silence for some
ways before Sullivan elected to start asking some of his questions.

“Just who are you and how did you get here?”

Titus laughed.

“The second part of your question is a difficult one to answer indeed. As to the
first, that is somewhat simpler.

“My name is Dr. Titus Kendall-Scott. I was born in the borough of Hammersmith
and Fulham, in the city of London, in the year 1841. I was raised as one of three
children, and read Greek and Latin at Oxford. I travelled extensively as a young man,
searching for truths in the legends of the ancient past. From the Great Pyramids at Giza

to the lost city at Tihuanaco, I made my life’s work the debunking of myths and fantasy.
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Ultimately, my studies led me here, and I have lived here in Eden for almost fifty years
now, by my tally.”

“Eden?” queried Sullivan.

“Forgive me. It is my own, private, name by which I refer to this world. As you
will no doubt soon discover, Mr. Sullivan, you have found paradise, whether you call it
Eden, Elysium or Avalon.”

“Where exactly am [? How far have I travelled from Earth?”

“I have no idea,” answered Titus. “The World of Elysium lies in the Finite Realm,
at the very heart of the cosmos. According to the Elysians, at least. Earth lies on the
other side of the Rift, many days flight from here.”

“And how did you get here?”

“I regret that I cannot divulge the exact details of how I came to be here. I took an
oath many, many years ago, and I intend to honour it.”

“Okay, I understand. But can you at least tell me how long you’ve been here?
When did you leave Earth?”

Titus thought for a moment. “Oh, fifty or so years ago. June thirteenth, 1882, in
fact. It was a Tuesday, I believe.”

“And you think fifty years have passed since then?” asked Sullivan incredulously.

“Well, I suppose my tally might be off by a little. I had wondered when I first
heard that men had learned how to travel amongst the stars, something I had never
dreamed of seeing in my lifetime. But I have counted the summers and winters ever
since I arrived.”

Sullivan stared straight ahead, unable to process what Titus was telling him.

“Titus, I was born in the year 2167. When the Bogart left Tereshkova, the solar
calendar read March 17" 2208. That’s over three hundred years since you were on
Earth — you cannot have been here only fifty years.”

Titus looked puzzled for a moment, and then shook his head in disbelief.

“Three hundred years? Is it possible? I must admit, it would not be the strangest
thing I have seen since I came to this place. But for so many years to have passed on
Earth?” He broke off, mopping his brow with his handkerchief, and sought out a
rounded stone bench they had just passed, sitting down heavily.

“I’m sorry,” said Sullivan, sitting down on the bench next to Titus. “How is any of
this possible?”

“In my experience of the Elysians, Mr. Sullivan, almost anything is possible.”

“Even being nearly four hundred years old?” asked Sullivan.
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Titus laughed. “No, no, my boy. I am quite sure my counting is not that bad. 1
have seen but fifty winters in this place. There has to be another, rational, explanation.”

Sullivan thought for a moment. “Then the solar year must be longer. For every
year that passes here, four or five must pass on the earth.” Sullivan knew at first hand
the disorientation that came with living off-world. All the planets had different solar
years, as well as confusing calendars. Mars was close to that of Earth’s, as was Venus,
but Mercury’s year was just two days long. It made it difficult to remember anyone’s
birthday without using the standard solar calendar and a computer.

“But that doesn’t explain me, Mr. Sullivan.”

“Sorry?” Sullivan said, breaking from his mental calculations.

“Are there many Victorian gentlemen living in your century?”

Sullivan shook his head.

“Even by my own reckoning, I am over ninety years old. And I neither feel nor
look my age. And by your reckoning, I have lived for nearly three hundred and fifty
years. Which I certainly don’t feel.” He stood up again. “I had long suspected
something on this world prolonged life. I had thought that it might not affect me, as [ am
not a native, but it would appear that it has. Even Calliya, in all the fifty years I have
known her, has grown from but a babe into the young woman you see today.”

“She’s fifty years old?” queried Sullivan, following Titus as they resumed their
circuit of the grounds. “That’s impossible.”

Titus stopped, his head dropping with a sigh.

“Mr. Sullivan, you must forget everything you ever thought you knew, about what
is possible and what is impossible. Look around you,” he said, gesturing at the giant
sienna spires.

Sullivan stopped for a moment, staring at the delicate stone towers, stretching
towards the velvet-spun sky. He had seen incredible things in all the millions of miles of
space he had traversed. The mammoth deep space station orbiting Pluto, the most
distant of all man’s colonies. The gas converters in the seas of Venus, big enough to
swallow the entire atmosphere. But he had never seen the likes of this. Or a technology
that resembled all he had witnessed, from the funeral barge to this fantastic palace.

“Have you ever read the bible, Mr Sullivan?”

“Some. When I was at school. Why?”

“Perhaps, in those days of your youth, you may have read some of the Old
Testament. It speaks of a God who involved himself in the lives of men. Who would
rain down fire and brimstone on any who incurred his wrath. But by the time I was born,

there was no sign of God’s hand, except in the deeds of men. I began to look back
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further in history, examining the ancient texts of all of the ancient civilisations. What
fascinated me most was that there were commonalities between them, far too many to be
pure coincidence. These commonalities pointed towards the existence of an advanced
culture on Earth, long before we began to create our own history.” Sullivan nodded,
listening intently. “These beings have lived among us, Sullivan. On Earth.”

“Calliya mentioned something about that,” Sullivan replied.

“It surprises me that she did. The Elysians are very untrusting when it comes to
humans. Why, it was years before they granted me my freedom, and even then only on
condition of complete secrecy. I was taken very good care of, mind you. The King was
kind enough to allow me to stay here, with the young Calliya and her cousin Gerren.”
He turned to Sullivan. “Don’t be surprised if the Elysians treat your words with
mistrust, Mr. Sullivan, for they have had a very long time to become set in their ways.
Immortality can make one quite intractable, I can tell you.”

“Immortality?” asked Sullivan. Such a thing was pure fantasy. It couldn’t be
possible.

“Well, virtually. They don’t seem to age like us. Their physical age would appear
to reflect their psychological age. The oldest of them have grown quite weary with the
passage of years, and seem quite elderly, but it doesn’t always hold true. Some who
appear young are very old indeed, and are amongst the most powerful.”

They walked along in silence as Sullivan was tried to soak up this latest revelation.
An immortal race of powerful beings, which lived on a world that Earth, and its Navy,
had never detected, but was within a couple of weeks travel. It was simply too much to
take in, too much to believe.

“But now, Mr. Sullivan, I must beg your leave to ask some questions of my own,”
said Titus, his hands clasped behind his back as he walked.

“I can only try to answer,” replied Sullivan, with a lame grin. “To be honest, I'm
having trouble taking in what you’re telling me. These people lived on Earth?”

“Every ancient culture has some mention of them. The epic of Gilgamesh, the
book of Genesis, the Mahabharata — they all speak of a race of shining people, who
walked the Earth long before the historians of the Middle East began to record the course
of their civilisations. And every one of those legends, those prehistoric tales, ends with
the tale of a great flood, which wiped out all that mankind had built. After that, very
little mention is made of the shining people. Some rumours are recorded, such as the de
danann of the Celtic myths, or the Atlanteans of Plato’s Timaeus, but as time went on,

they faded into history. But these are the very people, Mr. Sullivan. Their presence on
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Earth may well have given rise to the deities of the ancient world, like Ra, or Zeus.” He
gave a little chortle. “You might say we walk amongst the gods.”

They walked on, Sullivan lost in thought.

“And what of my own ancient culture?” asked Titus. “Do you know what became
of the Empire?”

“The Empire?”

“The British Empire. Reigned over by her glorious majesty Queen Victoria.
Surely, even in your century something of the mighty empire still stands.”

“All of the old empires were destroyed in the World War.”

“The World War?” asked Titus.

“Look, history’s not really my forte,” replied Sullivan, looking down at his booted
feet. “But I think that the twentieth century put paid to all the empires of the old world.
They just built bigger and bigger armies, until they had nothing to do but destroy each
other. The space age began just after, so we don’t learn much about what happened
before.”

It was Titus now who struggled to absorb the information.

“But you still speak English. And your name — are you not an Irishman?”

“Actually, I was born on a naval base in western Siberia. My father was stationed
at the weapons yard there. I think he was born on Mars, though.”

“On Mars?” Titus’s voice was nearly a shriek now. “I have missed much, I think.
Tell me, how did you come to travel amongst the stars? Are you an explorer?”

Sullivan laughed. ‘“No, I’m no explorer. My father was in the Navy, so as soon as
I was old enough, I joined up, eager to follow in my father’s distinguished footsteps. He
had been one of the most decorated junior officers in naval history, so great things were
expected of me.”

“So it was a naval ship that collided with the funeral barge?”

Sullivan shook his head. “It didn’t take me long to discover that the Navy and I
didn’t really have much in common. I joined, thinking I was going to get the chance to
protect the innocent, and make the solar system a safe place to live. But all we did was
kill. Sometimes the enemy would be trying to kill you, and others would just be running
away. But it didn’t make any difference to the Navy. They just kept rolling on.”

“Mercy,” answered Titus. “The Earth has changed beyond anything I would ever
recognise. | am sure there is more history to learn than I have learned my entire life.”

“Don’t worry, Titus,” said Sullivan with a smile. “I’m sure you’ll get a chance to
catch up. And maybe then we can exchange stories, like how you managed to get here.”

Titus became very serious.
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“Please do not ask me that Mr. Sullivan. Perhaps one day it will be otherwise, but
for now I have been forbidden to speak of it.”

Sullivan was about to ask why when they rounded one of the flattest, widest roots
of the homestead, his eyes catching another structure, nestled close by in the thick forest.
It looked as if it had actually grown from the trees, such was its construction. The walls
were trunks of rich brown mahogany, topped with a flat roof woven from a tangle of
living branches, hiding it amid the thick forest. Calliya was striding towards the
building, bedecked in full armour, her sword slung at her side, bejewelled helm upon her
head.

“Calliya!” shouted Titus. “What are you doing, my lady?”

He began to walk at the double towards the tree building, with Sullivan matching
his stride. As they neared it, Sullivan could make out a pair of large double doors, open
at the side of the building. Calliya headed through them, out of sight. Titus almost
broke into a run as he rounded the corner.

They moved through the double doors into the building. It was a single expansive
room inside, with four paddocks located at each corner. They had high, polished
wooden fences, and supporting beams that curled all the way up to the ceiling, where
narrow shafts of purple-hued light cut through the living blanket, illuminating the dim
stable. Each of the four paddocks held a similar occupant — a huge four-legged creature
that resembled a horse, but only in the vaguest fashion. Their hair was longer; their gaits
wider and in place of hooves were large flat paws. Both of the wide brown eyes were set
into the front of the broad, flat, almost feline head, just ahead of the large pointed furry
ears. But the one feature that really grabbed Sullivan’s eye were the extra limbs that the
creature had situated halfway along its spine. Two gigantic wings were held folded
tightly up off the ground, almost touching at a point over the creature’s shoulder blades.

Calliya was busy fastening a saddle to the nearest creature, one slightly smaller
than the others, and covered in rich white fur. She was whispering in the creature’s ear,
reaching into her pocket to find it a piece of fruit.

“Don’t try to stop me, Titus.”

“What are you talking about, Calliya? What are you doing?”

“I’m going to pay someone a visit.” She adjusted some straps on the ornate bridle
that she was fitting around the creature’s head.

“Who?” asked Sullivan, still staring at the fantastic beasts milling around in their
paddocks.

“Prince Tayfen. He is one of the few who would be strong enough to tamper with

the barge, and would have the will to do it. He has long sought to end our exile from the
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Infinite Realm. And everyone at court knows how closely his house is connected to the
Fallen. His own uncle rules many of the Darkling Moons.” She said the last few words
with a snort.

“Hush, my child,” said Titus, looking around him nervously. “You know it is not
so wise to say such things of the head of one of the Royal Houses.”

Calliya simply snorted again in reply. Titus stepped into the paddock.

“It is even less wise, my child, to confront the Prince of the Royal Citadel about
such things. Even the King would be slow to openly challenge Tayfen’s power. The

EL)

time will come when we will get our chance to speak.” He laid a hand on Calliya’s
shoulder. “You know I’m right, Calliya.”

Calliya stopped fixing the bridle and let out a sigh. She stuck out her lower lip.

“I hate it when you’re right, Titus.” She turned back and reluctantly began to undo
the straps on the saddle.

“What are these — things?” asked Sullivan.

“These are drakan,” answered Calliya. “They are simply the most wonderful way
to travel. This one,” she added, patting the neck of the white drakan, “is called Harl. He
has been my steed for my whole life.”

Calliya’s eyes filled with joy as she spoke of the beasts. Titus ambled outside as
Sullivan asked if he could take a closer look. He wasn’t used to seeing such large
animals up close. Animals were pretty few and far between in the solar system - about
the only place you could see them was in old history discs, or theme parks. He ran his
fingers through the thick white fur on the drakan’s flanks. It was soft and luxurious, and
the drakan purred as he stroked it.

Titus called to them from outside the stables.

“Calliya! Mr. Sullivan! I think you might prepare yourselves.”

They ran out to see Titus gesturing towards a large shape approaching through the
evening sky. Gigantic wings beat a slow rhythm as the flying beast drew closer.

“I think we have a visitor,” said Titus.
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Chapter Eight

The gigantic drakan reared up in mid-air as it approached, beating its giant wings
to soak up the excess velocity as it descended towards the clearing where the three
figures waited. Sullivan could feel the air propelled by the huge wings on his face as the
creature beat them one final time, before gliding the last few metres to the ground. The
huge claws of the drakan carved furrows from the earth as its bulk hit the ground. A
figure sat nestled in an ornate saddle atop the drakan, clad in shining silver armour, the
polished overlapping plates glistening in the evening sun. The bejewelled helm, much
like the one that Calliya was wearing, bore a thick white plume that rose from the
elaborate crest. Sullivan could make out no features of the visitor as he stared at the
helm, as it covered most of their face, but he could see the rich dark curls that flowed
from beneath.

The drakan let out a roar as it ground to a halt, flicking its head against the reins
and splaying its paws to spread its weight. The figure jumped down from the saddle and
walked towards them, removing the helm. The drakan’s rider was another Elysian
woman, but older than Calliya. She was tall and graceful, and her face had a harsh
beauty about it. Narrow set dark eyes looked out from either side of a prominent nose,
while beneath them a wide mouth curled into a half-scowl.

“Bellanis!” cried Titus. “What a pleasant surprise!”

“Dr. Kendall-Scott. I should have known I’d find you here,” replied Bellanis, in
perfect English, her voice flat and cutting. She looked pointedly at Calliya’s armour.
“Going somewhere, Calliya?” she asked, in her own tongue this time.

Calliya removed her helm and walked towards Bellanis, answering her in the
language of the Elysians. As they spoke, Titus whispered a rough translation into
Sullivan’s ear.

“No, Bellanis, I have just returned.”

“I had heard. How dare you cross the Rift? Your oath as a Fleet Master expressly

forbids it. His majesty will not be pleased,” Bellanis sneered.
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“He will be even less pleased when he hears what I have to tell him,” retorted
Calliya.

Bellanis squinted slightly at that, her gaze falling upon Sullivan, who stood behind
Calliya, Titus whispering in his ear. The Elysian Princess regarded the Earthman.

“So, it’s true!” She moved past Calliya, eyeing Sullivan closely before speaking in
her own language again. “I cannot believe that you would dare bring a human to
Elysium, Calliya — it has been forbidden for a thousand generations. The King will not
be pleased. You know he has no love for mankind.”

“But the King is wise, and I have every faith in his judgement. It is the feelings of
others in the court that concern me,” replied Calliya.

Bellanis shot her a withering stare, before poking Sullivan in the chest with an
armoured finger.

“And you, human. What have you got to say for yourself?” Her voice was cold
and icy.

“Jack Sullivan, at your service.” Sullivan stuck out his hand, but Bellanis just
stared down at it.

“It talks,” she said, in English, for Sullivan’s benefit. She looked him up and
down, and then turned back to Calliya, speaking in the Elysian tongue again.

“I have to admit, Calliya, that your rashness has surprised even me this time. First
you cross the Rift without permission. Then you bring back a human, against our most
sacred commandment. And now the King wonders why you have not brought your
prisoner to the Royal City.”

“He does? Is that why you’re here?” Calliya answered, turning back towards the
homestead. She removed her bejewelled helm, shaking out her golden locks as she
walked.

“His majesty officially requests your presence, Calliya,” called Bellanis. “And that
of the human, too. I was sent to bring you to him with all possible haste.”

EH

“But it has grown late,” interrupted Titus. “We cannot make the journey to the
Royal City before nightfall. Stay with us tonight, Bellanis, and we will make the journey
first thing in the morning.” The portly Victorian’s voice had taken on a placating tone.

Bellanis frowned and watched Calliya as she walked idly back towards the delicate
spires of the homestead.

“That girl’s impudence will cost her, Titus. She must bide her tongue before the
Royal Court,” said Bellanis, her expression softening. “But I am weary from my
journey. And the hour does grow very late. Perhaps it is a good idea to rest for the

night.”
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She followed Calliya towards the homestead, calling after her in the Elysian
tongue.

Titus grabbed the reins of Bellanis’s drakan and led it inside the stables. There was
an empty paddock at the end of the stable, and Sullivan opened the gate so that Titus
could lead the huge winged creature inside. Together they loosened the straps on the its
bridle and saddle, Titus leading Sullivan by example.

“So who is this Bellanis, anyway?” asked Sullivan.

“She is the only daughter of the King. And thus one of his most trusted advisors.
It would do us the world of good to count her as an ally,” replied Titus.

“She didn’t seem to like me much.”

“Perhaps not. Certainly, like many of the Elysians, she has no love for our kind,
but she is a fair woman. She may even help our case.” Titus sighed as he hung the
saddle on its ornately carved peg. “But even she will not dare speak out against Tayfen.
The Prince of the Royal City has far too many friends in the court.”

“But isn’t she the King’s daughter?”

“The monarchy here is different to that of Queen Victoria’s. There is no right of
accession as such. Here, the crown goes to whoever wields the most power. Of course,
the near immortality of the King changes things as well. He has reigned for centuries,
with endless usurpers lingering for a chance at power that never comes. It makes the
politics of the court somewhat — thorny.”

Sullivan pulled the bridle from the large squat head of the drakan as it looked back
at him with deep brown eyes. He thought he could hear it purring gently, a low rumble
emanating from the drakan’s torso.

“And Prince Tayfen,” continued Titus, “has the strongest claim to the throne. He
heads one of the oldest and most powerful of all Elysian Noble houses, and has waited a
long time for his chance.”

They finished stowing the tackle and left the stable, making their way across the
deep lush grass towards the homestead. As they neared the entrance, Titus stopped
Sullivan.

“Do try to remember, Mr. Sullivan, that Bellanis may not be entirely open to your
version of events. Do try and watch what you say around her.”

Sullivan nodded in understanding

“I’ll see if I can remember my navy manners,” he replied with a grin.

A little while later, in one of the homestead’s grandest chambers, the uneasy dinner

party sat around an enormous circular table. It was carved from smooth grey stone, and
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as soon as they sat down various constructs milled around, covering it with all manner of
food. Great urns of steaming broth were flanked by platters bearing cuts of roast flesh;
there were baskets of bread, skewers of delicate morsels, and an aroma rising from the
food that was enough to make Sullivan’s mouth water.

He sat facing Calliya, with Titus to his left and Bellanis to his right. The two
women had changed their clothes, swapping their polished armour for long flowing
dresses. Calliya was clad in a heavy gown of deepest emerald, echoing the verdant
forests that surrounded her homestead. Bellanis, on the other hand, wore a high-necked
dress of purest white, which formed a sharp contrast with the raven curls that fell around
her head, softening the harsh lines of her face.

The Elysian Princess helped herself to some of the thick broth. Sullivan had
discovered from Titus that it was called shaeshian, and was made from the meat of a
small animal that the constructs trapped in the surrounding forests. When Bellanis had
filled her bowl, Sullivan reached out and greedily filled his own.

Calliya took some of the skewers of meat for herself, soaking up the succulent
juices with a large chunk of soft bread, while Bellanis spoke to her in the language of the
Elysians. Titus was too far away to whisper a translation in his ear, so Sullivan had to
watch their faces for some clue as to what they were talking about. The language flowed
musically, the cadence of their voices rising and falling. It was difficult to distinguish
individual words, let alone decipher any of them.

“I could not help but see some damage to the Kelison as I approached. Just what
have you been up to?” asked Bellanis. Her eyes narrowed as she sipped her broth.

“Two days from the Rift, we ran into a little trouble,” answered Calliya.

Bellanis raised one eyebrow. “Trouble?”

“We were set upon by a host of darklings. The Nightwing breached the Kelison on
the aft quarter and they came through the seerephon like a plague.”

Bellanis stopped eating, laying her spoon delicately on the table.

“A host of darklings? Between Elysium and the Rift?”

Calliya nodded in reply.

“The Fallen have grown bold, Calliya. Time was, none of the Darkling Lords
would dare stray so close to Elysium. They would fear the hand of the King.” Bellanis
paused for a moment before resuming her meal. “Have you any idea which of the Fallen
spawned them? Or why they sought out the Kelison?”

“No,” answered Calliya. “The alpha was destroyed, and bore no markings. And I
was forced to destroy the Nightwing before I could discover who had sent them.”

“Destroyed? How?”
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Calliya pointed at Sullivan across the table. Bellanis had trouble accepting this.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Calliya. No human could destroy an alpha.”

Calliya smiled. “He’s unlike any human I have ever heard about.” She stopped,
staring down at her food. “I found him on the funeral barge of my cousin, Bellanis.”

“That’s impossible,” hissed Bellanis. “How could he have gotten aboard?”

“I have seen it with my own eyes. They can travel the stars, in ships of steel and
glass.”

Bellanis turned to Titus, throwing him a sarcastic look, speaking to him in English.
“And you, Titus. Do you believe that humans travel the stars?” She looked at Sullivan.
“Or is it an agent of the Fallen, snatched from the darkness of the Fold and sent to
meddle in our affairs? Perhaps that is how he came to be aboard the barge.”

“I fear that the future may hold many things that are difficult for us to believe,
Bellanis,” answered Titus.

“Believe it or not, I am a human,” quipped Sullivan. “And I do travel the stars,” he
added, waving his hand in the air. He had listening to Calliya and Bellanis,
understanding nothing, but now he had an idea of what they had been talking about.

“And it talks, too!” retorted Bellanis in mock surprise.

“Yeah, I can talk. English, anyway. And I’m no agent of the Fallen, whoever they
are.”

Titus raised his hands. “Friends, friends!” he cried. “Let us not speak so harshly
over such a fine meal.” The portly Victorian looked imploringly at his companions.

“Mr. Sullivan,” he continued, “is indeed from Earth. That much I can vouch for
myself. And I sincerely doubt he is an agent of the Darkling Lords. An English
gentleman of any standing would surely be able to spot such a spy in our midst. And, he
has also aided Calliya in her safe return. For that, I shall be eternally grateful.” He
stood, raising his glass.

“To Captain Jack Sullivan, master of the Bogart.”

Calliya stood quickly, but Bellanis was much slower to stand, grudgingly raising
her goblet.

“Your customs still confound me, Titus. Even after all these years.”

Sullivan rose last. As he raised his own goblet, he decided to add his own toast.

“And to Calliya, for rescuing me from — certain death.” He smiled, trying to
lighten his morbid comments.

The four diners drank deeply from their glasses, and then took their seats once

more. The constructs continued to mill about, refilling a plate here or a goblet there.
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They filled their bellies with the rich fare, washing it down with the glorious wine and,
for a time, they ate in silence.

“So, Mr. Sullivan,” said Bellanis, as she pushed her bowl back from her. “What is
your tale? How did you come to travel the stars, and trespass where you should not? Do
many men explore the Infinite Realm?”

“Not much exploring left to be done,” replied Sullivan. “My father was a navy
man so [ was raised on one base after another. I always dreamed of following in my
father’s footsteps, so as soon as I was old enough, I signed up.”

“A familiar tale, even in my day,” added Titus.

Sullivan nodded. “Yeah, and I’m sure it worked out just as well for them as it did
for me.” When his companions returned only blank stares, he continued. “Let’s just say
that the navy didn’t exactly work out for me. When I joined up, I thought I’d have the
chance to see the Solar System, to serve Earth and make a difference. But things didn’t
work out quite as I had planned.” He let out a wry smile.

“What do you mean?” asked Calliya.

“Let’s just say that I thought we were supposed to be the good guys. Trouble was,
the other guys always thought they were the good guys too.”

“So the vessel you travelled on was not a navy vessel?” asked Calliya.

Sullivan laughed. “That hunk of junk? No, the Bogart was a cargo ship. Long
haul, moving machine parts, supplies. She’s nothing like a naval frigate.”

“What do you mean?” asked Bellanis. Her attention had peaked when Sullivan had
begun to speak of his past, and his career in the navy.

“The Bogart carried four crew, and maybe two kilotons of cargo, depending on the
journey’s length. And it would still take her a month to make the Earth-Mars run. A
naval frigate, she can be up to a thousand metres in length. She can carry two hundred
crew, and maybe another few hundred marines. And she’ll be fast, too. Earth to Mars in
a week.”

Bellanis looked puzzled for a moment, and then turned to Calliya for a translation.
Calliya replied quickly in her own language. Bellanis threw her head back and laughed.

“I have never heard such a story! A vessel that can carry hundreds of men? Such a
thing is impossible.”

“Perhaps, Bellanis,” countered Calliya, “if you had seen Sullivan’s vessel for
yourself you would not dismiss his tale so quickly.”

“Perhaps. But I am still more interested in why a host of darklings would attack

the Kelison. The Fallen know well they are forbidden from venturing so close to the
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Rift. It is many a year since they have troubled us so close to home. And who would
send them?” She looked across at Sullivan. “Maybe they were looking for something.”

“That’s ridiculous. What would the Fallen want with Sullivan? And how would
they have known he was there? Unless someone told them?*

“Come now, Calliya,” said Titus. “We cannot possibly speculate on motives the
Fallen might have had for attacking the Kelison. It may just have been coincidence.
Random raids are rare, but they do occur.”

Calliya bit her lip, staring at Bellanis, who returned her gaze form steely dark eyes.
Titus continued to speak, trying to ignore the tension.

“I am sure there will be time enough to discuss all this when we arrive at court
tomorrow. Tell us, Bellanis, how fares your father the King? It is some months since I
visited the Royal City.”

Bellanis stared a few moments longer at Calliya, before taking her goblet and
turning to Titus.

“His majesty is very well, thank you Titus. Of course, Prince Tayfen still
harangues him endlessly, but I think my father has made his mind up.”

“Tayfen still pushes for re-emergence?” asked Calliya, her voice suddenly much
softer.

“My cousin will never cease in his quest for the golden years. He will always
believe that the key to the future of the Elysians lies in the reclamation of our dominion.
And who knows? Perhaps he is right. And with each passing year, his influence in the
court grows stronger. More and more, people are listening to what he has to say.”

“And who knows to what lengths he might go to — to convince those who do not
see things his way? Perhaps he is willing to match his words with action,” said Calliya.

Bellanis shot Calliya a withering stare.

“You would do well to watch your tongue, child. That is the Prince of the Royal
City you speak of. A mere Fleet Master should know her place.”

Calliya looked visibly angered at the slur, but kept her silence. When Bellanis
didn’t relent, Calliya tried to make up for her digression.

“Forgive me, Bellanis. I meant no disrespect. I was simply trying to —”

“I know exactly what you were trying to say,” snapped Bellanis. “All of the court
is aware of your views. And this latest — adventure — will do nothing to improve your
standing.”

The Princess stood up, turning to first Titus and then Sullivan. “I find I am tired,

and desire to rest for the evening.”
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As she turned, another diminutive construct appeared to lead her to her room. She
strode away, shouting over her shoulder.

“We fly at dawn for the Royal City!”

The three remaining diners picked at morsels that sat on their plates.

“That could have gone worse,” said Sullivan. Titus and Calliya began to laugh.
“She’s not very friendly, is she?” he added.

“No,” replied Titus, “but I fear she may be one of the friendliest faces we see
tomorrow.”

Calliya stopped laughing, but still bore a broad smile.

“Cren will hear us, Titus. I’m sure of it.”

“I hope so, my lady,” Titus replied with a sigh. “I hope so0.”

They sat for a time, picking at the remains of the feast on the table, before Titus
summoned some constructs. When they arrived, Titus bade them goodnight.

“When you are ready, Mr. Sullivan, one of our little friends will lead you to your
room. Do try and get some rest. Tomorrow will be a very tiring day.”

With that, Titus turned and left the dining room. Sullivan and Calliya were left to
sip the last from their cups. It was the same glorious wine that he had drunk on board
the Kelison, and it was just as beguiling now as it had been then. He let the nectar slip
down the back of his tongue, savouring the flavour.

“What’s going on, Calliya?” asked Sullivan.

Calliya looked confused. “What do you mean?”

“Why were you on the other side of the Rift? What possessed you to go after the
funeral barge of your cousin? You couldn’t possibly have known what was happening.”
Sullivan swirled the liquid in his crystal goblet.

Calliya said nothing for a minute, but bit her lip as she thought.

“Some of our kind are so old, Sullivan, and have seen the dawn of so many days,
that their perception of time becomes somewhat elastic.” When Sullivan looked utterly
confused, she tried to explain. “They have a way of seeing things that have not yet come
to pass.”

“And one of them told you to go after the barge of your cousin?”” he asked.

“Not in so many words,” replied Calliya. “He simply said that I should find out
what had befallen the funeral barge. That he had a feeling that something was wrong.
And that I should prepare myself.”

“Prepare yourself?”” queried Sullivan.
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“For a difficult test. 1 suppose he was speaking of the Nightwing, but there’s no
way to be sure. Lennat can be notoriously vague. I may yet have to face the test that he
spoke of.”

Sullivan said nothing at this, but drained his goblet. A construct emerged from
nowhere to refill it, but Sullivan used his hand to cover it.

“No thanks, little guy. I have a big day tomorrow.”

The construct didn’t appear to understand him. It tried to pour more wine from a
large carafe, but spilled it when Sullivan began to block its movements. Calliya laughed.

“They don’t speak English, Mr. Sullivan.”

“Call me Jack, please,” said Sullivan, pushing himself away from the table to avoid
the sloshing carafe.

Calliya closed her eyes for a moment and the construct withdrew. Another, smaller
one appeared in the doorway.

“This one will lead you to your room, Jack,” said Calliya with another smile.

The Earthman got up and followed the construct out of the dining room. Calliya
sat for another while, replaying the events of the preceding days. Her eyes wandered
around the elaborate decorations adorning the walls from the ceremonial armour, to the
tapestries that told the tales of days long past. They depicted shining figures, standing
atop towers and pyramids, memories of when her kind walked in the Infinite Realm, and
ruled mankind like gods. She stared at them, wondering how it would have been if she
had lived during the golden years, and had a hand to play in the affairs of men. Perhaps

now she would get her chance after all.
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Chapter Nine

Early the next morning, shortly before the Elysian sun had crept above the distant
horizon, Sullivan was awoken by a construct knocking loudly on the heavy wooden door
of his bedroom. He had spent the night in very luxurious surroundings, in a room that
contained a large comfortable bed, bureau, and sizeable wardrobe, all carved from the
same dark wood that appeared throughout Calliya’s homestead.

The construct entered unbidden, closing the door behind it, before making its way
to the heavy curtains that ran the length of one side of the room. They had been closed
when Sullivan had gone to bed the night before, and for some reason he had never even
checked behind them. Perhaps it had been the amount he had drunk at dinner, but he had
felt completely at ease, and he couldn’t recall having slept so deeply for a very long
time.

For the first few moments, just as he opened his eyes, he had forgotten where he
was and all that had happened to him. There were a blissful few seconds of ignorance
before the reality of his situation dawned on him. He sat bolt upright, just as the curtains
were pulled apart by the ebony construct, the violet sunlight filling the room. The
construct scuttled out the way it had come in, leaving Sullivan to prepare for the journey
to meet his fate.

Someone, or something, had left fresh clothes for him, folded on top of the bureau.
There was a formal looking shirt, collarless and embroidered with gold thread at the
cuffs, and fastened by way of a row of shining golden buttons. He donned the shirt and
the tight black trousers, which were fashioned from the hide of some animal, and had
been tanned and finished to a dull sheen. After he put on his boots, Sullivan picked up
his belt and holster from the pile of discarded clothes by the side of his bed. He checked
the charge and the solid supply chamber on the field loader.

He had noticed Bellanis staring at the pistol over dinner yesterday, but she didn’t
seem to recognise what it was. The field loader’s power cell was still almost two-thirds
full, and the darkling talon still had another seven slugs to yield, but as an afterthought,
he checked the tiny display on the side of the grip. The display usually told the pistol’s
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user the exact composition of the solid supply, but at the moment, it simply bore a red
error message, signalling that the pistol’s sensors could not identify the metal that the
slugs were made from.

Strange, thought Sullivan. The pistol’s spectrographic sensors were capable of
distinguishing all known metals, and the basic elements of the universe shouldn’t be any
different, no matter how far he travelled. He shrugged and belted the holster to his hip.
As long as it still had the power to destroy armoured creatures like the alpha, he didn’t
care what metal was loaded. He briefly thought about leaving the pistol behind. Calliya
had failed to mention it at dinner the night before, and he couldn’t be sure there wasn’t a
good reason for it. He was sure Titus would know what a pistol was, but he would never
have seen anything like the field-loader, and Sullivan hadn’t seen anything like a firearm
since his arrival.

He finished dressing and left the room to make his way downstairs. He had been
quartered in one of the high towers, and the ebony construct was waiting to guide him
down the smooth stone stairs to the ground floor of the house. He made his way round
to the stables, where his three companions were already waiting for him.

Titus and Bellanis had each saddled one of the drakans, Bellanis already astride the
huge black one that she had arrived on the day before, and Titus securing the bridle on
another, called Pegasus, with a long grey coat. Calliya was still fitting a large tandem
saddle to her own, slightly smaller white drakan. The two women were dressed in full
armour, unlike Titus, who was dressed in a very sedate three-piece suit. All three wore
long heavy flying cloaks.

“So glad you could join us,” snapped Bellanis, her drakan flicking its wide head
beneath her.

“Good morning to you too,” replied Sullivan. He ignored the pointed stare of
Bellanis and joined Calliya as she made the final adjustments to the tandem saddle.

“You will ride behind me, Jack. Drakans are not difficult beasts to master, but
today is hardly the time for riding lessons.”

“No problem,” answered Sullivan, eyeing the huge creature warily.

Calliya helped Sullivan mount the saddle by way of a series of stirrups, guiding
him into the hindmost seat of the huge saddle. It was raised above the level of the
forward seat, affording him a very good view. The drakan moved beneath him, its great
flanks rising and falling gently with every breath, while either side of him, gigantic
wings were folded tight in, enclosing him almost completely. The skin of the wings was

translucent, and the forward edge covered with a very fine fur.
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Calliya climbed up into the seat in front of him. She craned around and pointed at
the straps of a harness that emerged from beneath Sullivan’s seat.

“You might want to fasten your harness. We wouldn’t want you falling out of your
seat,” she said, letting out a little smile.

“No,” cried Bellanis from the back of her own drakan. “That wouldn’t do at all!”

“Come now, ladies, let us not squabble,” clucked Titus. “We have quite a distance
to travel today.”

Bellanis turned her drakan away from the stable and kicked its flanks. The beast
bounded forward into a gallop, its wings extending slowly out from its sides. Once they
were fully unfurled, the creature sprang into the air, beating them quickly to lift it
upwards. Titus moved his large grey drakan around to follow, cajoling and urging it
forward, before the creature sprang into the air with effortless grace.

Calliya looked over her shoulder one more time, pulling the drakan’s head round to
follow the others.

“You ready, Mr. Sullivan?”

“I told you — call me Jack!” cried Sullivan, gripping the sides of the saddle as the
white drakan bounded forward. He was pressed down hard into the saddle as the drakan
leapt from the ground, the huge wings stretching out to catch the air, propelling the beast
and its two riders smoothly into the air.

Sullivan’s stomach sank as the drakan soared upwards, but as they climbed he
risked a look backwards over his shoulder. The stone spires of Calliya’s magnificent
homestead were shrinking quickly, blending with the thick forest that surrounded them.
They climbed to what Sullivan guessed had to be about a thousand metres, and then the
drakan levelled out, picking up speed.

Sullivan looked forward. They were following their companions from a distance,
with Bellanis leading the way. Calliya drove her heels against the flanks of the beast,
urging the drakan to close the gap.

“This is incredible!” shouted Sullivan, the wind whipping at his words.

Calliya looked over her shoulder, beaming broadly.

As they flew, Calliya explained about the drakans. They were native to a world far
across the Finite Realm, but there had been a time when they also travelled the skies of
Earth, before the time of the Exodus. When the Elysians left, they brought the last of
Earth’s drakans back through the Rift with them. They had always been the traditional
method of transportation for her people. The one they were riding upon was called Harl,

and Calliya had raised it from a pup.
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Sullivan did his best to listen through the whistling wind, though he found his
attention wandering as he surveyed the stunning landscape that surrounded him. To the
north, he could see a vast, dark mountain range rising up out of the lush pastures that
skirted their feet, while far off to the south he thought he could make out the blue line of
the sea. As they hurtled west, he marvelled at the glorious sky, where mauve highlights
played on the edges of voluminous white clouds, while underneath, grassy plains
alternated with patches of thick forest.

Onwards they flew, for much of the day. After a few hours, when the wind had
chilled him almost to the bone, they stopped for a break. The drakans rested, drinking
deeply from a lake they had spied from the air, as Titus distributed some provisions he
had thought to secure from the kitchen before they had left.

Sullivan munched hungrily on some kind of sweetbread and drank from a clay jug
that Titus handed him. It was not wine, but some kind of earthy brew; one that both
warmed his stomach and slaked his thirst. They did not tarry for long, but instead
resumed their journey with barely a word of conversation. The closer they drew to the
Royal City, the more Sullivan thought he could sense the tension rise amongst his
companions.

All through the sunny afternoon they soared above Elysium before the forests
below gave way to rolling hills and grassland. Here and there, Sullivan could see a
homestead, much like Calliya’s, although some were even larger and more majestic than
hers. For every kilometre they travelled, the structures became more commonplace.
And still they flew on. Just as he was thinking the journey was endless, Sullivan caught
his first glimpse of the Royal City.

It was not a large city, at least not by human standards. In his many years
travelling the solar system, he had seen cities of gargantuan proportions. The Eastern
American Urban Zone was nearly a thousand miles in diameter - a thousand miles of
slums, ghettos and barrios. You could see the black stain on the Earth from Mars. But
as he stared at the fast approaching Royal City, he realised he had never seen anything so
beautiful, or elegant, anywhere in the Solar System.

It lay in the centre of a vast plain, a circle of blue stone dominating the rolling
grasslands, a vast sheer wall, topped with a series of impossibly high, narrow
watchtowers. Around the top of each of the towers ran a wide balcony, but otherwise the
city wall was featureless, as if it had been hewn from a single stone. As they drew
closer, Sullivan was able to see over the wall and into the city beyond. Wide cobbled
avenues, lined with trees and watercourses, stretched back and forth across the city,

winding their way between buildings of every shape and size. Tiny figures bustled about
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their business, collecting in the plazas, leaping out of the way of the odd drakan as it
loped past. But Sullivan’s eye was quickly drawn to the centre of the city.

There stood an enormous structure, one that dwarfed every other building in sight.
It was roughly hemispherical in shape, and rose out of the ground like a huge cut
gemstone, the facets glinting in the setting sun, set like any other jewel amidst a ring of
stone walls and towers. The crystal dome was transparent, but the effect of the
refraction was to make it impossible to see inside the building.

Up ahead, Bellanis banked her drakan into a slow descent. Titus and Calliya
followed closely behind, as Sullivan continued to survey the city from the air. As they
descended, he could better make out the Elysians going about their business in the streets
below. Everything he could see appeared to be made from the same bluish stone, from
the smallest cobble to the highest spire.

The drakans swooped low towards the jewel at the heart of the city, which Sullivan
guessed to be the royal palace. The sunlight shone through the dome as they approached
it, blazing through the faceted surface, striking the riders like a hundred suns setting
behind the palace.

They landed their steeds in a wide-open area in front of the stone structure that
surrounded the palatial dome. An elaborate fountain sat in the centre of the plaza, with
snaking shapes rising out of the water, each one propelling a foamy jet high into the air.
Sullivan felt the impact all through his body as Harl landed with a crash on the stone
surface. Calliya helped him dismount the beast, his legs numb from the long flight, and
he rubbed his thighs vigorously, trying to restore the circulation.

They stood before the principal entrance of the royal palace, a set of palatial glass
steps that led to a cavernous doorway. As Bellanis and Titus dismounted their drakan,
an entourage arrived to greet them. At its head walked an enormous, corpulent figure,
dressed in dark blue robes; he was surrounded by a variety of constructs, each one
fashioned from a different material, and of a different shape. Some were sandy in
colour, and had four legs, while others appeared almost wooden, and walked upon two
legs. They bustled around the Elysian as he waddled towards them.

“Cren!” cried Calliya in delight, rushing forward to embrace him. He smiled
warmly and returned the embrace, speaking softly in the language of the Elysians.

“It is good to see you, Calliya. Although I wish the circumstances could be
different.” He looked over her shoulder at Sullivan. “I would not have believed it
possible, not without seeing it with my own eyes.”

Calliya broke from the embrace and stared at Cren. “What do you mean?”

“A human. And a spacefaring human, no less. I had never believed those stories.”
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“Well, I'm afraid it’s true,” interrupted Titus, shaking Cren’s hand warmly.
“Strange times are upon us I fear, my old friend.”

Bellanis had stayed mounted on her drakan.

“I must return to my city residence,” she called to Cren. “I will join you at court
presently.” She wheeled her drakan around and it loped off along the blue stone streets,
scattering Elysians as she did, its wings tucked in tightly either side of its rider.

Cren turned to Calliya.

“The King is angry with you indeed,” he scolded. “Flying off through the Rift with
scarcely a word to anyone. What were you thinking? You know it’s forbidden to cross
the Rift without his majesty’s permission.”

“I was warned not to tell anyone, but I fear I didn’t manage to keep it secret
enough,” answered Calliya. “I am sure one of the Fallen knew of my mission.’

At this, Cren’s eyes narrowed.

“How can you be so sure?” he asked.

“We were attacked by a host of darklings as we returned from the Rift. Were it not
for Sullivan’s help, the Kelison would surely have been corrupted.”

Cren looked aghast.

“Darklings? Who sent them?”

“We can’t be sure. When Sullivan destroyed the alpha, there was too little left to
be identified.”

Cren raised an eyebrow in surprise when he heard of the destruction of the alpha,
looking at Sullivan.

“Mr. Sullivan, I presume?” he asked, in perfect English.

Cren’s question snapped Sullivan out of his reverie. He had not understood a word
of what Calliya and Cren had said; instead he had allowed his attention to wander,
gazing at the wondrous sights of the royal palace.

Its construction was like nothing that Sullivan had ever seen. The palace really did
appear to have been fashioned from a gigantic jewel. As he scaled the glass steps and
crossed the threshold, he could see sunlight streaming through dozens of facets. The
centre of the jewel was hollowed out, forming a gigantic hall, while corridors ran off
either side of the entrance, snaking their way around the circumference of the crystal
dome.

“Does he speak?” whispered Cren, leaning towards Titus, who laughed in reply.

“He does talk, but I fear the sight of the Palace of a Thousand Suns has had

something of an effect on him.”
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“I had forgotten,” replied Cren. “It is many years since fresh eyes have looked
upon the house of our glorious King. Fifty, I would guess. And if I remember correctly,
Titus, you were struck almost as dumb as our new friend here. I did not think another
human would ever marvel at it again.”

Titus chortled. As they moved inside the first entrance hall, Calliya asked Cren
what had been going on in court that morning. When Cren replied, he spoke in English,
assuming that although Sullivan said little, he would still have enough sense to listen
carefully.

“It has all been quite exciting, for a change. Many of the Fleet Masters sensed the
Kelison crossing the Rift, and by the time the news arrived that you had returned
carrying a human, the entire court was on the verge of exploding. There was talk of
despatching the fleet, of refusing to let you return home, and there were even rumours
that the Kelison had been taken captive by bands of marauding humans, escaped from
The Fold.

“But the King would hear none of it. He was determined that we should wait for
your return, and find out what really had taken place. But that became even more
difficult when Tayfen arrived at the Palace.”

“Has he been here long?” asked Calliya.

“He has been addressing the court since early this morning. His usual diatribe, of
course.” Cren pulled in his chin, trying to impersonate Tayfen. “Another golden age is
upon us! Now is the time to reclaim our birthright! He is full of nothing but an endless
supply of hot air.” His brow furrowed as he considered the Prince of the Royal City.

“I wish that were true,” said Calliya, without a hint of humour in her voice.

The party stopped for a moment, as Cren turned to Calliya.

“What do you mean by that?” he asked.

“Someone tampered with the funeral barge of Gerren. It did not travel into the
Fires of Helios. Instead it intercepted the vessel of a human. And then somehow a host
of darklings seemed to find us all too easily, in the space between here and the Rift.”

Cren looked every bit as serious now. “Are you suggesting that Prince Tayfen had
something to do with it?”

Titus broke in. “We’re not suggesting anything, old friend. But there are many
questions that remain unanswered.”

Sullivan looked around him at the entrance hall. It was like standing inside a giant
crystal goblet, nestling inside the giant gemstone heart of the palace. He could see
shapes moving behind the glass facets, but it was impossible to tell where exactly he was

seeing. For every few steps taken, the shapes and colours beyond the walls would shift
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and change. The party made their way across the glass floor, passing huge twisting
crystal corridors that spiralled gently downwards, carrying them into the heart of the
structure that lay a little below ground level. After Sullivan had completely lost any
sense of which way they had come, Cren stopped before two obsidian doors set into the
crystal wall. There were an elaborate series of deep carvings gouged into them, a whole
array of crests arranged around the central motif, surrounded by the flowing Elysian
script. Cren raised his hand, signalling them to stop.

“Mr. Sullivan, you and the others must wait here until I introduce you.”

With that, he pushed open the two doors and moved inside, closing them behind
them.

Sullivan looked nervously at Titus and Calliya. Despite all of his life’s
experiences, he had never encountered anything like this. This didn’t feel like the court-
martial he remembered all too well. They had held that in a sterile, grey room. Nothing
could have prepared him for this. For the fifth time in as many days, Sullivan felt alone
and confused. Titus must have seen something of this on his face, for he spoke some
reassuring words.

“Don’t worry, my boy. The King will give you a fair hearing.”

Calliya smiled. “Of all our kind, he is the wisest.”

Sullivan just nodded. His stomach was churning, and he could feel a cold sweat
beading on his forehead. He wished he could just get it over with. These were more
familiar sensations, and they brought with them the memory of standing, waiting for
judgement, before the Naval Tribunal. He could only hope that what he was about to
undergo had a better conclusion than that had done.

Cren reappeared, opening the double doors inward. He looked at the three of them
in turn, and then turned back to face the Great Hall. Sullivan could only get a vague idea
of what awaited him, shielding his eyes against the refracted sunlight that squeezed
around the substantial figure of Cren. The portly Elysian turned his back on them and
addressed the court as Calliya made her way in.

“May I present,” Cren cried, using the tongue of the Elysians once more. “The
Lady Calliya, Fleet Master of the seerephon Kelison, Princess of the House of Gerren.”

Titus waited a moment, and then squeezed Sullivan on the upper arm.

“See you inside,” he said quietly, winking behind his gold-rimmed glasses, and
moving inside the Great Hall.

“And may I also present, for the enjoyment of the Royal Presence, the eternal
friend of Elysium, the honourable Dr. Titus Kendall-Scott, of Earth,” cried Cren.

Sullivan waited for a few moments before walking through the double doors, resting his
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hand on the butt of his pistol for reassurance. Any Navy man would feel naked without
his sidearm.

He found himself at the top of a flight of glass steps. Cren stood to one side at
first, but then closed the doors behind Sullivan and placed a hand on his shoulder. The
level of noise in the Great Hall had dropped the second Sullivan had set foot through the
door. From outside, he had heard the steady murmur of the assembled court, but now, as
he looked down on the large circular space, it was quiet enough to hear a pin drop. Cren
spoke again in the unfamiliar tongue, but Sullivan recognised his own name.

“And last, by the request of His Royal Majesty, the Earthman Sullivan.”

Cren walked him gently down the glass steps as the crowd began to part, the
assembled Elysian nobility withdrawing towards the edges of the Great Hall. Sullivan
let his eyes wander around the sun-filled chamber. Light seemed to penetrate the hall
from every angle. He could only guess at the number of facets, perhaps somewhere near
a hundred, but he had no idea what trickery was employed so that he could see the sun
through practically every one of them. It was like standing in the centre of an enormous
diamond. The floor, like the steps, was of black glass, and the centre of it was sunken,
forming a shallow pit that could be viewed from the tiers that ran around the edge of the
hall. Looking around the chamber, he could see the crowd withdrawing up onto the
sides of the room, forming into distinct groups. Many of them wore armour like Calliya
and Bellanis, with scabbards slung heavily at their sides, while others wore robes of a
dazzling array of colours and designs. Above each group of Elysians stood a standard of
differing design, which Sullivan could only take to represent the ruling families of
Elysium.

Directly opposite from the glass steps, on the tier on the other side of the hall, sat
the raised dais that held the throne of the King. Sullivan could clearly see the Elysian
monarch upon the throne as he neared the open area at the bottom of the steps. He wore
robes of glimmering silver, and where they fell away from his body, Sullivan could see
he was clad in close-fitting armour underneath. He wore no crown, but long straight
white hair, parted in the middle, framing a face that seemed to wear a thousand years.
The King looked up as Sullivan reached the sunken circular pit of the Great Hall. It was
almost completely silent, save for the very faintest of murmurs echoing around the
assembled nobility.

To Sullivan’s right, a figure emerged from the crowd. He was tall and clad in
glistening blue armour, the colour of midnight, with long straight ebony hair that fell
around his shoulders. He shouted something in Elysian, causing uproar amongst the

court. Sullivan looked around frantically for Calliya or Titus.
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“How dare,” cried Tayfen, for it was he that Sullivan saw come to the front, “this
creature come before this court free and unfettered? Have we lost our minds?” When no
definite answer came from the crowd, he continued. “Who knows what evil the Fallen
have culled from the Fold? Humans have always been easily swayed by our darkling
kin. Even in this, or most sedate of ages, do we feel so safe that we would let an agent of
darkness into his Royal Presence, with no consideration for his safety?”

Various heads nodded around the Great Hall. At first, Sullivan still couldn’t make
out his friends, but then he saw them. They were working their way around the tier at
the edge of the pit, making for the Royal Dais. At his side, Cren spoke up, and Sullivan
could only hope it might be in his defence.

“Tayfen! Hold your tongue! Have you grown so mistrustful that you would doubt
the word of a man who has come here of his own free will?”

“It is precisely because of his willingness to come here that I mistrust him,”
snapped Tayfen, his black eyes staring out from his sharply angular face. “What better
way to win the trust of the court than to come with open arms? And if his intentions are
so pure, than what is that he wears at his side? You or I would carry a sword there,
Cren, but what is that that he bears? Some sort of primitive weapon?”

Cren looked around to Sullivan. He glanced down at the holstered service pistol.

“Perhaps you should give that to me,” he whispered to Sullivan in English. “For
the time being,” he added.

Sullivan reluctantly unbuckled the belt and handed it to Cren, who gathered it in
one hand and held it behind his back. Tayfen stepped down from the edge and
approached them, drawing a long blue-black cloak around him as he walked. He moved
his face close to Sullivan’s and spoke in his own language.

“Well, I still do not trust this — human.” He almost spat the last word, such was his
clear disdain for Sullivan.

Sullivan held his tongue. He knew he was in a potentially lethal situation. The
Midnight Prince held his gaze for what seemed an age, then turned with a flourish and
resumed his place on the tier at the side of the hall. Cren moved Sullivan into the exact
centre of the hall, and then moved towards the Royal Dais. The King signalled for Cren,
who leaned in closely to hear the whisper of the ancient monarch.

Up on the tier, Titus turned to Calliya, whispering, “We can’t leave him out there
to stand on his own!”

“I know, he won’t be able to understand a word that is said,” she hissed in answer.

“You have to help him.”
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Titus moved forward, stepping down into the pit and joining Sullivan in the centre
of the chamber.

“And what is this?” cried Tayfen. “The accused should stand alone!”

“Might I remind you,” answered Titus as calmly as he could. “That anyone who
stands before this court has the right of a second. And that as the sole native of this
man’s world present today, I take it upon myself to stand with him.”

Tayfen sneered in answer, and was about to speak when Cren stood tall and called
out, using his most official tone of voice.

“The King will hear from the Princess Bellanis, Fleet Master of the seerephon
Orisa, and Daughter of the Royal Line!”

There was a rise in the noise level around the hall. Some of the assembled nobility
bent their heads, talking to each other quietly. The double doors crashed open behind
Sullivan and Bellanis strode down the crystal steps.

She had exchanged her armour for an even more elaborate variety, with polished
silver plates overlapping from the shoulders down. Tiny tusks and horns sprang from
the gleaming metal, and under an armoured arm she carried a great plumed helm. She
carried her head high as she walked, ignoring Sullivan and Titus completely as she
passed them.

“The Royal Presence welcomes the Princess Bellanis,” said Cren with a bow.

“Thank you, Cren. It is always an honour to appear before the Houses of
Elysium,” replied Bellanis, returning the bow deeply towards her father and King. She
stood straight again as Cren requested that she make her report. The princess turned to
the assembled crowd.

“It was six days ago that I first sensed something was wrong. I had taken the Orisa
far to the south, to visit the domain of the Duke of Cohloc, when I felt a strange
sensation. It was as if one of the fleet had been destroyed, or corrupted. I had never felt
this sensation before, but it was not until I returned to here, to the house of my father, did
I discover what it meant. The Kelison had crossed the Rift.”

Some of the other Fleet Masters in the Great Hall nodded, as if they too had felt the
same sensation.

“By the time I learned this, the Kelison had returned, and the fleet felt whole again.
And then the King called me to his presence, and told me that he had received a message
from the Kelison’s touchstone. That the Lady Calliya had returned from the Infinite
Realm, and had brought someone with her.”

Bellanis waited for the last few words to sink into the eagerly listening nobility,

pacing a slow circle around the edge of the pit.
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“When I asked where she might have brought someone back from, the King told
me only that she had crossed the Rift.”

Uproar broke out amongst the crowd, and the quiet murmuring was replaced with a
loud rabble. Titus had been whispering a rough translation of Bellanis’ words in
Sullivan’s ears, but he stopped as shouts echoed around the Great Hall.

“She crossed the Rift?” cried one elderly man from behind Sullivan. Others voiced
similar sentiments, but Titus could only manage to translate the odd snippet. Cren raised
his arms, trying to quiet the crowd.

“Please, please, my esteemed friends! Let us allow the Royal Princess to complete
her report!” The noise began to die almost as soon as Cren spoke, and Bellanis was
wearing a smug smile when she began to speak again, enjoying the attention.

“I travelled for almost a day until I reached the domain of the Lady Calliya. As I
neared her homestead, I caught sight of the seerephon Kelison, and thus I knew that the
Lady had indeed returned from whatever journey she had taken. But as I drew closer, [
could see that the Kelison had suffered a grave wound, one that bore all the hallmarks of
a darkling assault.”

Another wave of noise broke out amongst the assembly. Once again, Bellanis
waited until it had subsided before continuing.

“When I landed, I discovered that the Lady Calliya had truly crossed the Rift to the
Infinite Realm, and had brought a human back here, to the shores of Elysium!”

This final revelation was greeted with the greatest noise of all, and it took several
minutes and a great deal of gesturing from Cren before it began to die away. Bellanis
turned with a flourish, flicking her brocaded cloak out in a wide arc and took her place
on the Royal Dais. The King had barely moved during Bellanis’s whole report, and
Sullivan began to wonder how aware of proceedings the white haired figure was. He
leaned closer to Titus.

“Why does the King look so old? I thought you said these people were virtually
immortal.”

“It’s not quite so simple,” whispered Titus. “The great weight of years eventually
takes its toll on their spirit. Then their bodies follow suit. Eventually, the most ancient
just fade away. Then a barge arrives to bear them back to the flames of Helios, where
their bodies become one with the Infinite Realm. But don’t allow appearances to
deceive, Mr. Sullivan — the King is still powerful, perhaps the most powerful of all the
Elysians.”

The noise eventually dropped to a level where Cren could make himself heard.

“The King will hear from the Lady Calliya!” he cried.
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Calliya made her way down from the dais. To Sullivan she looked defiant and
confident, but inside her stomach was churning. She would have to tread carefully here
to avoid serious censure from her King. She joined Titus and Sullivan in the centre of
the shallow pit. She gave each of them a quick glance and then turned to face the court,
arranged on the tier around her.

“Seven days ago, I paid a visit to the Whispering Woods. It was the anniversary of
the Kelison’s raising, and I wished to pay my eternal gratitude to Lennat. I dined with
the esteemed shipwright that night, and he made of me a very odd request.

“He said that he felt I should search out the funeral barge of my cousin. I asked
him why, but he was not forthcoming. I knew the barge had been a full two seasons in
flight, and had surely been consumed by the Fires of Helios. I told him this, but he
simply repeated his request and shrugged. He said that he felt sure something was
amiss.”

Several of the crowd murmured and nodded in assent, as if they were all too aware
of the famed shipwright’s wisdom. Calliya continued to speak.

“I could not simply ignore the words of Lennat. I asked him why we would not
bring the matter to the Court, or to the Fleet, as I was not about to cross the Rift lightly.
He said that it might yet be a trivial matter, and not worth concerning the King. But he
cautioned me that it might equally be an event of great significance, and could not be
ignored. And so I took the Kelison to flight, and bade it to make for the Rift as swiftly
as it could. We crossed scarcely three days later. Once on the other side, the Kelison
felt the presence of the barge immediately. It had not yet made its final journey into the
heart of Helios.”

Calliya bowed her head briefly as she spoke the last word, and many of the
assembled Elysians did the same. Calliya gave them no more pause for thought before
resuming.

“But something else was amiss. We made best speed for the barge, and when we
arrived I discovered that someone else had gotten there first. The barge had rammed a
human vessel, and both of them were on the point of perishing in the flames of Helios.”

This time, the crowd fell very silent, save for Tayfen’s voice, which rose from
Calliya’s right.

“A human vessel? Are we now to believe that the humans have raised seerephon?”
His tone was mocking and incredulous.

“No, not seerephon,” answered Calliya defiantly. “Machines of steel and glass,
like nothing I have ever seen before. So I was curious, and went in for a closer look. It

was then that I realised that the sentinels on board were hunting.
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“And as my glorious majesty will no doubt understand, I was curious to know the
nature of who had trespassed in the tomb of my cousin. So I breached the barge, and
rescued this man from the clutches of death at the claws of our sentinels. Moments after
I withdrew the breaching tube, the barge and the human vessel were destroyed.” She
paused for a moment, allowing her words to sink into her rapt audience.

“And thus I found myself in the company of Mr. Jack Sullivan, captain of the cargo
vessel Bogart.”

Sullivan’s ears perked up when he heard his name, and that of his ship. Titus had
been trying to translate what Calliya had been saying, but he had had trouble keeping up.
The crowd also reacted, many of them gesturing angrily at Calliya. He couldn’t
understand what they were saying, but he had a fair idea of what they meant.

Tayfen came to the edge of the tier and stepped down into the pit.

“Do you mean to tell us,” he sneered, as he approached Calliya, “that you found
this — creature — on a vessel in space?”

“This — man,” answered Calliya, “was the master of his own vessel. Until it was
rammed by the funeral barge of my cousin.” She stared at Tayfen as she spoke,
unblinking.

“Rammed?” laughed Tayfen. “What are you talking about, girl?”

Calliya started at the slur, stepping forward towards Tayfen aggressively.

“Now, now, friends,” cried Cren from the royal dais. “The Prince Tayfen will
show the Lady Calliya due courtesy, and allow her to finish.”

Tayfen smiled wanly at Cren and retook his place on the tier. Cren looked
witheringly at him and then addressed Calliya in a soothing voice.

“And now, my dear Lady Calliya, continue. You were saying something about the
human vessel being struck by the barge. But surely,” he smiled, “that is impossible.
Why, you yourself instructed the barge, did you not?”

“I did,” she answered, “as the court well knows. Many of you attended the Lord
Gerren’s Rite of Passing, and watched me instruct the barge to bear my cousin through
the Rift and to the Fires of Helios. But somehow, after the barge left Elysium, the
commands I gave were changed.”

“But who could do such a thing?” asked Cren in disbelief. Many of the nobles
were anxiously talking amongst themselves. “And what of the damage to the Kelison?
How was that sustained?”

“Not a day’s flight from Elysium, we were set upon by a Nightwing, and a host of
darklings filled the Kelison.”
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At this, an outcry broke out around the Great Hall. Many of the Elysians were
shouting angrily, and waving at various other houses arranged around the hall. To
Sullivan the noise was both deafening and disorientating, such was the babble. Tayfen
again raised his voice.

“This is an outrage!” he cried. “How long have we suffered the assaults of these
foul spawn of the Fallen?” Voices rose in support from other houses around him.
“There was a time when they would not dare venture so close to our swords, lest we cut
out their black hearts!”

Some of the Elysians had crossed the floor to remonstrate more strongly with those
of other houses. To Sullivan, it seemed complete disarray. He turned to Titus, who
simply shrugged in reply. He looked just as bewildered as Sullivan felt.

Calliya strode to the edge of the royal dais.

“My lord — if this man, this Jack Sullivan, had not been aboard, the darklings
would surely have overwhelmed the Kelison and I would not be standing here today. It
was he who slew the alpha.”

Her voice was urgent, imploring the King for calm. Tayfen appeared at her
shoulder, also seeking to appeal to the King.

“We cannot let this human wander freely over our soil! He has brought the
darklings on us — and I do not believe his story. No human can travel in space; those are
just stories parents tell to scare their children. And now we are to believe that he has
slain an alpha?”

The King halted Tayfen’s rant with a raised hand, and Calliya and the Prince
withdrew from the dais, their heads slightly bowed. The King raised his head and spoke
quite slowly, and very clearly, in English. His voice was soft and deep, and carried the
wisdom of thousands of years.

“I wish to hear from this — Sullivan.”

The crowd had fallen deathly silent the moment the King had begun to speak. Now
they all turned to look at Sullivan, expectantly. He shifted nervously and stepped
forward towards the dais, coughing to clear his throat.

“It’s an honour, your majesty.” He looked straight at the Elysian monarch. “What
do you wish to hear from me?”

The King smiled.

“The truth. Of how you came to be on board the funeral barge of Lord Gerren the
Strong. Of the host of darklings. And of how you slew the alpha.”
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Sullivan looked down at the black polished glass floor for a moment, shrugged his
shoulders, and then began to speak. He didn’t see much point in holding anything back.
He was very much at the mercy of this court.

“About a month ago, I got an offer to take a cargo of machine parts to Aldrin
Outpost. Now while a trip to Mercury isn’t everyone’s dream job, the money was too
good to resist.” He looked around him, wondering how many of the Elysians spoke
English, and of those, how many could follow what he was talking about.

“It was what we spacers call the End Run. That means that we take an extremely
high velocity trajectory the long way around the sun, which gives us the extra speed to
reach the furthest planets at awkward times. It’s not the most popular journey, but I
managed to find myself a crew and we set sail. About six weeks into the journey, our
sensor nets picked up an object fast approaching. We tried to tack out of its flight path,
but the ship came straight at us.”

A rumble echoed around the Great Hall. This was the part of the story that the
Elysians were interested in hearing.

“It collided with our plasma sail, causing some kind of conductive magnetic
current with the injectors on the Bogart. Before we knew it, the damn thing had smashed
right into the side of us, rupturing the drive section and killing my engineer.”

Sullivan stopped, not sure of whether or not even Calliya or Titus would
understand what he was talking about. He tried to explain things in even simpler terms.

“When the barge struck the Bogart, it ruptured the metal skin. The vacuum of
space killed Yoshi, who was my engineer, and also my friend. And the damage done to
the Bogart meant that there was no way to escape the sun’s gravity well. We had only
hours before the heat of the sun melted the outer skin of our ship, giving us no choice.
We had to investigate the other ship, so my navigator and I boarded the barge.

“But I can assure you all — our priority was survival.” As he said this, he turned in
a circle, trying to address the entire court. Tayfen was still sneering at him from the
head of his house.

“We had no idea to whom the barge even belonged. We assumed that it was built
by human hand at first, but by the time we realised that someone else might have built it,
the sentinels had come to life, and we were running for our lives.”

Sullivan’s voice was almost breaking as he recounted the traumatic events on the
barge.

“We managed to kill one of them, but the other one got to Vic, and nearly tore her

apart. It forced me back towards the stern of the barge, and trapped me. I guess it was
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waiting for me to bleed to death, or maybe it just couldn’t get to me. Either way, I knew
I was dead. And then I was saved.”

Sullivan looked across at Calliya, thanking her again silently.

By now, those of the Elysians who could understand Sullivan were hanging on
every word and those many that couldn’t were trying to catch a few words whispered in
translation. Tayfen had come to the edge of the pit again, but this time spoke English.
His voice was flat and hollow as he sneered at Sullivan.

“Do you honestly expect us to believe, human, that you travel in a vessel in space?
That the barge simply crashed into you? That you trespassed in one of our sacred tombs
only in an effort to save yourself? And not only that you slew an alpha, but a sentinel,
t00?”

Tayfen’s mocking tones rang in Sullivan’s ears, but he simply stared levelly back
at the prince, trying to control the anger in his voice as he spoke.

“That is the way it happened. You only have to ask Calliya. She saw my ship. We
fought the darklings together. I’m not your enemy!”

“The Lady Calliya?” laughed Tayfen. “We are supposed to take the word of she
who crossed the Rift with no regard for the laws of her people? Perhaps she too has
been corrupted by the Fallen!”

At this final, unbearable slur, Calliya leaped from the tier and into the shallow pit,
her hand on the hilt of her sword, the black blade halfway out of its scabbard. Prince
Tayfen was quick to react, flicking back his cloak to reveal a jewelled scabbard. Other
members of his house surged forward, spilling into the pit to shield him from Calliya’s
fury.

“Enough!” roared the King, halting Calliya as she raised her sword to strike. “You
will not raise arms in the Great Hall!”

Calliya sheathed her sword and bowed deeply, her face still flushed with anger.
“Forgive me, your majesty. But I have no tolerance for lies.”

The King ignored Calliya’s lack of respect for the Prince of the Citadel. The dark-
clad nobles of Tayfen’s house glared at her as they retook their place on the tier.

“Although, I must confess I am curious as to how the alpha was slain,” said the
white haired monarch. “By a human who doesn’t carry a sword.”

He stared pointedly at Sullivan, who returned the stare without flinching.

“Perhaps you would care to demonstrate this weapon you wield,” the King said
softly.

Sullivan sighed. He wasn’t sure at all how the Elysians would react to the power

of the Ingram .50 field-loader. Calliya had been impressed, but Sullivan had the feeling
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she was very open-minded when compared to her people. He looked over at Cren, who
dismounted the dais and handed Sullivan’s gun belt back to him.

“I’ll need something to demonstrate with,” he said, looking around the Great Hall.
An object hit the floor behind him. He turned, to see a jewelled helm thrown by one of
Tayfen’s house rolling across the black glass. He picked it up.

“T guess this’ll have to do,” said Sullivan. He threw the helm high into the air and
drew his pistol. In one smooth motion he brought the sights to bear on the helm and
squeezed the trigger, the silence in the hall shattered by the discharge.

The ornate helm fell to the floor, split in two by the molten slug, the edges of the
rent steel still smoking.

There was a moment of absolute silence, followed by an eruption of howls of alarm
and outrage all along the tier of the Great Hall. Sullivan holstered his pistol and watched
the chaos unfold around him. Nobles were screaming at other nobles, or crying for the
King to take action while Tayfen stood, a smug grin hanging beneath his cold eyes.

He turned and marched across the floor to the King, speaking again in his native
tongue.

“My Lord, this human should be cast into the Fold. He has obviously drawn the
darklings down upon us, and we can give no credence to his story. Look at the weapon
that he carries! Have you ever seen the like? He must be dealt with swiftly, so as to
dissuade any more of his kind from soiling our tombs. This is proof that, as I have long
suspected, humanity is in league with the Fallen.”

“No,” cried Calliya, coming forward. “You cannot condemn him to the Fold! He
would not survive a single day. You must have mercy, my King.”

They both continued to plead with the King, each striving to be heard over the
other while the uproar from the court grew and grew. The King raised his hand,
signalling for silence, but to no avail. He reached behind the simple throne and took a
long staff from one of his attendants. It was made from dark, gnarled wood, and bore on
top a glittering gem the size of Sullivan’s fist. He dug the end of the staff into the floor
and drew himself to his feet. Sullivan was surprised at how tall he was, and Calliya and
Tayfen backed up as the King glared down at them.

“Silence!” The King did not shout, but such was the force of his voice as to silence
the Great Hall in an instant. When the quiet was absolute, the King began to speak
slowly and deliberately in Elysian.

“I have heard much here today that interests me. And I have seen behaviour that I
greatly wish I had not. I will take some time to consider all that has happened. Lady

Calliya, I release the human into your caring. You will be responsible for what befalls
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him until I send for him again. As for his unusual weapon, he has not tried to harm us
yet, and may not betray our trust. And you, Prince Tayfen, will temper your enthusiasm
for the past, and your thirst for conspiracy. Times may have changed more than either
you or I can imagine.”

“But my King, that is why we must stretch our hand once more beyond the Rift.
We -~

“Enough!” snapped the King. “I will hear no more today. Ages have passed since
we forsook the Infinite Realm. If mankind has indeed learned to walk amongst the stars,
then strange and difficult times may be upon us. Return to your domains,” he said,
waving his staff around him to indicate all of the assembled Elysians. “I will send for
you soon, so be ready.”

He stepped down from the dais and made his way across the pit. As he passed
Sullivan and the others standing in the centre of the Great Hall, he stopped and
whispered briefly in Calliya’s ear. Then he carried on across the floor, his tall frame
stooped as he rested his weight on his staff. Once he had made his way up the steps and
out of the hall, flanked by his daughter and his attendants, the assembled nobles relaxed
and began to talk amongst themselves again.

“What did his majesty want?” asked Titus, turning to Calliya.

“He wishes to see the memory fragment from the Kelison. The one that shows
Sullivan’s vessel entangled with the funeral barge.”

“Well, that’s got to be a good sign,” joked Sullivan. “At least he almost believed
me.”

“It did not go as badly as I had feared,” said Calliya. “Although next time you
might leave your weapon with the drakans.”

They were barged out of the way as Tayfen and his entourage stormed past. None
of them spoke to Calliya as they passed, but a few of them threw withering stares at her.

“Not everyone round here is so friendly, huh?” asked Sullivan, grinning. He felt
greatly relieved by the King’s pronouncement. After the demonstration of his side-arm’s
power, he had half-expected to be thrown into the Fold, wherever or whatever that was.
He could stay another little while at Calliya’s magnificent homestead. Maybe what he
needed was some shore leave. After they realised he was no harm, they might take him
back through the Rift and drop him somewhere. Somewhere he could get home from.

Cren arrived from the dais, almost breathless from hauling his massive frame

across the hall at speed.
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“I trust, my Lady Calliya, that I do not have to warn you about making any more,”
he paused for a second, scratching one of his pointed ears. “Ill-advised or rash
decisions?” he added, hopefully.

Calliya smiled in reply.

“You don’t have to worry, Cren. 1’1l keep my nose out of trouble.”

Cren looked relieved. He nodded to Titus and Sullivan, and then moved quickly
out of the hall. As they stood in the middle of the hall, they became aware of a number
of the Elysians staring at them from various little groups dotted around the tier of the
Great Hall.

“I think,” said Titus, “that this might be an excellent time to withdraw.”

Sullivan and Calliya nodded their assent, and they made their way out of the hall in
search of their drakans, saying very little.

Later, as they soared away from the Royal City, Sullivan took one last look back at
the glittering jewel that lay at its centre. He had no idea what might happen the next
time he laid eyes on the delicate structure, but he was in no hurry to find out. He clung
tightly to the saddle as Harl sped onwards across the evening sky, following Pegasus
beneath the shimmering purple shroud. Calliya had decided it would be best to fly at
night and rest in the morning, and Sullivan and Titus had both been in agreement.
Sullivan found himself looking forward to the comfortable lodgings of Calliya’s
homestead in the forest. He had never come across such a comfortable prison, or such

an intriguing warden. Maybe he could wait a little longer to see home again.
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Chapter Ten

The balmy Elysian days passed quietly for Sullivan, and he spent much of his time
wandering in the gardens around Calliya’s homestead, enjoying the idyllic landscape.
Titus would often accompany him, and they would talk about either the Earth of days
gone by, or the colonised solar system that Sullivan had left behind. The Victorian was
fascinated by Sullivan’s old navy stories, and by the adventures he had had as a junior
officer, travelling all over the new human domain.

Calliya had given him the freedom to explore the homestead, but it was only after
hours of wandering did Sullivan realise the full size of the structure. He found room
after room, filled with books, tapestries, ornaments and relics. Many of them, Sullivan
was told, had belonged to Calliya’s cousin, who had passed away two years earlier.
Titus had recounted much of what had happened.

Death amongst the Elysians was rare. Lord Gerren the Strong, Calliya’s cousin,
had ranked amongst the eldest before his passing. According to Titus, when they
reached a very great age, some of the Elysians grew weary of their eternal existence.
Their hair would whiten, and their bones grow brittle, until eventually, the spark of their
soul would fade and leave their bodies. Exactly three days after their death, a funeral
barge would arrive from the Shoal of Shades, and the body would be laid in state within
it. Then the barge would be instructed to bear the remains to their final resting place, the
Fires of Helios — the yellow sun of the Earth. While they were on the subject of
Calliya’s family, Sullivan thought to ask about her parents. If she was relatively so
young compared to the rest of the Elysians, then what had become of her parents?

Titus sighed as he answered, his voice growing heavy with sadness. Years ago,
before Titus had come to the Finite Realm, Calliya’s parents had been lost in battle
against the Fallen. No one would ever speak of what had happened, save to say that they
fell on some distant world, far on the other side of the Realm. They left their young

daughter to be raised by a distant relative, Gerren the Strong, here in this homestead.
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Almost a week after they had returned from the Royal City, Calliya woke Sullivan
early one morning. She stood in the doorway of his room as he rubbed the sleep from
his eyes.

“Are you feeling brave this morning, Jack?” asked Calliya, a mischievous smile on
her face.

“Brave?” mumbled Sullivan.

“Just get your clothes on and meet me downstairs,” she said, disappearing from the
doorway.

After he had dressed, Sullivan found her downstairs, in the kitchen. She handed
him a piece of soft, crusty bread and a cup of warming liquid, which washed the sleep
from his mind in an instant. He still had no idea what Calliya had in mind, and didn’t
figure it out until he realised she was leading him to the stables. When they arrived
there, he saw two drakans milling around the entrance to the stable, their reins held by a
short and stocky earthy coloured construct. Both of the flying beasts were fully tackled.
One of them was Harl, Calliya’s snow-white male, but the other one was larger, and bore
reddish brown fur. It looked at Sullivan as he approached.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” said Sullivan.

“If you’re going to stay amongst us, you had better learn how to ride a drakan,”
Calliya answered.

Sullivan felt very unsure. He had seen people ride horses in theme parks on Earth
and Mars, but he had never been close to a large animal until he had ridden tandem with
Calliya to the Royal City. Calliya tried to reassure him as he approached the giant beast,
which eyed him suspiciously, as if it knew what Sullivan had in mind.

Calliya held the bridle as Sullivan carefully climbed into the large decorative
saddle. This drakan seemed much larger than Calliya’s, but Sullivan wasn’t sure if that
just because he was sitting alone on the beast.

“Be gentle,” said Calliya. “This drakan is called Merriat. He is the brood mate of
Harl, and very well trained.”

“Yeah, he might be,” answered Sullivan nervously, “but I’'m not.*

The drakan bucked slightly, as if it had heard what Sullivan had said. Calliya
suggested that they begin by learning how to control the drakan on the ground before
they tried flying, and they set off on a gentle canter through the forest.

At first, Sullivan felt completely out of control. He just held on for dear life as
Harl led the way, twisting through the thick forests. When he finally found the bravery
to open his eyes and look around him, he found himself truly in a new world. With the

rarity of open country on Earth, Sullivan found the experience quite unlike anything he
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had ever imagined. Perhaps this was how the Earth had been when the Elysians walked
upon it, but in Sullivan’s day it was simply crowded and cancerously polluted. The air
rushed against his face, forcing Sullivan to squint to keep them from watering, as he
ducked the occasional branch that flew past his head. After he began to relax, he found
he could direct Merriat by tugging the reins to one side or the other, and although Calliya
kept shouting advice from in front, Sullivan was having a hard time hearing her.

They rode until the middle of the day, before making their way back to the
homestead’s sunny veranda for lunch. Sullivan felt exhausted when he sat down, but
soon found that the Elysian food had a way of restoring his strength. So when Calliya
proposed that they have their first flying lesson after lunch, he was happy to agree, and
actually found himself looking forward to learning to control one of the fantastic beasts
in the air.

Once he was strapped to the Merriat’s saddle once again, soaking up the afternoon
sun, Calliya gave him some last minute instructions.

“If you pull the reins downwards, and make Merriat lower his head, then he will
descend. If you make his head rise, then he will follow it and climb. But try not to
squeeze too hard with your legs, as that will only make him fly faster.” She climbed
astride Harl, laughing. “Titus, when he learned, said that it was like riding a horse.
Have you ever ridden a horse, Jack?”

“Calliya, I’ve never really seen a horse up close, much less ridden one. There
aren’t that many left on Earth anymore.”

Calliya looked sad when he told her this. “Why?” she asked.

“They just all died out, except for the zoos and parks. There was just no room left
for them.”

The two drakan loped forward at speed, and Sullivan pulled gently back on the
reins, lifting Merriat’s head. The beast understood the command perfectly, and leaped
into the air, driving Sullivan down into the saddle. As they soared high above the
treetops, Sullivan clung on for dear life, glad of the security afforded by the flying straps.
Merriat streaked beyond Harl as Sullivan’s clamping thighs drove him on at speed.

“Relax!” cried Calliya, her voice barely audible over the wind.

“That’s easy for you to say!” Sullivan shouted.

The lessons continued for much of the day. By the time the sun had crept below
the horizon, Sullivan had discovered how to make Merriat fly in gentle circles, as well as
ascend and descend at will. As he grew confident in the saddle, the experience became

more and more exhilarating, until Sullivan felt completely drained. When they at last
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lodged the drakan in the stables, he found his tired muscles could barely hold him
upright.

Every day for the next week, Sullivan practised flying the drakan under Calliya’s
expert tutelage. By the end of the week, he had achieved a level of proficiency he was
proud of, and could make Merriat stop dead in the air and hover, or turn him into a steep
dive that skimmed the tops of the trees.

One morning, like every other, he rose and dressed warmly, looking forward to
another’s days training on the drakan. But Calliya was not in the dining room, or on the
veranda, or out by the stables. He searched for her everywhere, and eventually found her
tending to the Kelison.

Countless constructs crawled over the hull of the seerephon, but Sullivan could still
see the great rent in the shell that the darkling invasion spur had left. Calliya was
attached to a rope emerging from the inside of the breach, and was examining the edges
carefully.

“Hey there!” shouted Sullivan, waving from the ground.

“Good morning, Jack!” she cried in answer. She waved, and then began to rappel
down the sheer shell of the vessel. She saw his attire and made an apologetic face.

“I’m sorry, Jack, but I don’t have time for flying lessons today.”

“What’s wrong?” asked Sullivan.

“I am concerned about the Kelison. The wound left by the darkling spur does not
seem to be healing. The constructs have been working as hard as they can, and have
managed to repair much of the damage, but I fear something fouler afflicts the Kelison.”

“Something fouler? What do you mean?” asked Sullivan, staring up at the wound.
All around the edges, the normally blue-purple shell had turned to black, as if it was
rotting. For all his experience with space travel, he knew nothing of ships that could
heal themselves.

“Perhaps the Nightwing employed some kind of venom that I am unfamiliar with.
I have not had enough dealings with darklings to know for sure,” said Calliya, the
concern clear upon her face.

“So what will you do? Is there an antidote?”

“I must take the Kelison to Lennat, the shipwright. He will know how to undo the
damage that has been done, and how to purge the venom from the vessel.”

Calliya reached into her pocket, pulled out a piece of fruit, and began to walk
around the Kelison, running her other hand along the smooth shell of the seerephon’s
belly. Sullivan followed her.

“Lennat? Isn’t he the one who suggested you go looking for the funeral barge?”
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“One and the same. The shipwright is one of the oldest of all Elysians, and has
been tending to the seerephon of the fleet for ages. There is nothing about these vessels
that he doesn’t know, and he has had a long experience of dealing with darkling
matters.”

She examined the shell as she walked, tapping it with her knuckle, or stopping to
examine a particular scratch or mark.

“So why did he send you after the barge? Can he see the future? Or is it possible
he knew more about what happened than he let on?”

“I cannot believe that Lennat could have anything to do with such foul deeds. He
doesn’t take much part in the affairs of the Great Hall, and hasn’t left the Whispering
Wood for centuries. Some say that he knows about things before they happen, so I
suppose it is possible that he sensed what had befallen the barge. All the seerephon,
even the sleeping ones that fill the Shoal of Shades, are connected somehow, and the
shipwright is connected to them.”

“I’d really like to meet him.”

“I’m sorry, Jack. The Whispering Wood is our most sacred domain, and Lennat is
somewhat mistrustful of strangers, to put it mildly. Even in fifty years he has lived
among us, Titus has never been permitted to look upon the wonder that is the birthplace
of the seerephon. So I shall have to make this journey on my own.”

Sullivan shrugged his shoulders.

“I understand. A captain has to take care of her ship. I’ll be here when you get
back,” he added, smiling.

Calliya poked him in the chest, grinning broadly.

“You had better be. Cren would not be pleased if he thought I was letting you
roam freely around Elysium.”

After lunch, Calliya set off for the Whispering Wood. Before she left, she
entrusted Titus with the care of Sullivan, who protested that he did not need anyone to
baby-sit him, which was met with a withering stare from Calliya.

“I shall return in a couple of days, no more,” she added. Before she disappeared
through the seerephon’s hatch, she shot one last glance at Titus, as if to dissuade him
from doing anything foolish.

The Kelison lifted off effortlessly from the clearing, the artificial gravity curdling
the Earthmen’s stomachs as it soared into the air before disappearing rapidly over the
horizon. Then Sullivan asked if Titus would like to take a flight on the drakans, but
Titus declined, saying that he had something to attend to. He collected the constructs

that had been working on the Kelison and led them back to the homestead.

146



That evening, Sullivan and Titus dined alone, and Sullivan found that he missed
Calliya’s presence, and the light that her smile brought to every meeting. By now, he
had learned the names of almost all the foods that the constructs laid out, but he still had
a problem pronouncing the name of the wine that they took with every meal - although
that didn’t stop him from drinking deeply of it.

“I was wondering,” said Titus, dabbing at his lips with a silk napkin, “if you still
felt like taking a flight on the drakan?”

Sullivan nodded, his mouth still full of the hearty stew that he could never seem to
get enough of.

“Because,” continued Titus, “there is something I would like very much for you to
see.”

Sullivan raised his eyebrows.

“Won’t Calliya mind that you’ve taken me for a little trip? She said that Cren
wouldn’t be very pleased if I went wandering.”

“Perhaps it is best if Calliya and the others don’t hear about our little trip. I’m not
sure if they would think it wise. And after you’ve seen it, ’'m not sure you will wish to
go shouting about it either.”

“Why? Is it like the Whispering Wood? A shrine of some sort, that humans aren’t
supposed to see?” Sullivan was intrigued now.

“No, not a shrine. I’'m not even sure how many of the Elysians know of its
existence. Certainly some of them do, but they pay it little heed, and consider it little
more than a curious relic.”

“Pay what little heed? What kind of relic?”” asked Sullivan, his curiosity piqued by
the Victorian.

“Perhaps it would just be simpler just to show you. And it has been some years
since I laid eyes on it myself. Shall we say dawn, tomorrow?”

Titus would speak no more of his mysterious trip. Instead, the conversation turned
to Earth, and to the great changes that had befallen it since Titus had left, as well as the
years Sullivan had spent travelling the solar system as a junior officer in the Navy. It left
the Victorian thinking that he would not even recognise his beloved home were he ever
to return. With so many years having passed, it would seem that the world Titus had
known had been lost forever. Ultimately, the talk turned to why Sullivan had left the
Naval service.

“When I was a boy, Titus, I hardly knew my father. The war was terrible, and

stretched across the entire system, so he didn’t get much shore leave. For years, I only

147



saw him for a week at a time, and all I could really remember of him was the uniform. It
was deepest naval blue, and trimmed with shining gold.”

Sullivan drank deeply from his goblet as he continued his story.

“Of course, eventually, he didn’t come back. He was killed in the Battle of
Deimos, trying to capture the kinetic cannon the Southern Block had built to destroy
Armstrong Station. So as soon as I was old enough, I joined the Navy. I wanted so
much to be like him — he had believed in the war, so I did, too. I thought I would be
fighting to protect our way of life. But it didn’t turn out like that. After the fall of the
Southern Block, the Navy went about making sure that such a conflict would never
happen again. So they crushed what was left, striking out at the slightest sedition with
overwhelming force.”

“Victors are seldom gracious,” observed Titus, “in any century. Such has been the
way of war since prehistory.”

“Let’s just say, that being a Naval Officer was not what I expected. And after what
happened on Ganymede, I could never wear that uniform again.”

Titus pressed him, but Sullivan did not feel like talking about the massacre he had
played a part in, or the duel with Captain Orlat that followed his insubordination. He
didn’t want to explain how, if he had managed to beat the Butcher of Ganymede, the
massacre might have been averted. He doubted he’d be able to sleep as it was.

As he lay in bed that night, Sullivan tried to figure out how much time might have
passed on Earth since he came through the Rift. He still had no idea where he was, or
what part of the galaxy made up the Finite Realm. If over three hundred years had gone
by on Earth for the fifty that Titus had passed on Elysium, then the weeks since he
awoke on board the Kelison would be equivalent to months on Earth. The Bogart would
be long overdue by now, and reported missing. And the Navy would not wait very long
before declaring the ship lost and the crew dead. It was a long time before he managed
to get to sleep.

Next morning Sullivan rose just before dawn and dressed quickly, wrapping a
warm flying cloak around him. It was woven from thick thread, and had a huge hooded
cowl to keep the flyer’s head warm. He was just about to make his way down to the
stables when he stopped, went back, and took his holster from where it hung on the
ornately carved post of the large bed. He checked the charge and strapped it to his hip.
He wasn’t sure exactly where Titus was taking him, but Sullivan didn’t see the harm in
going prepared.

The portly Victorian was waiting by the stables. The familiar earthy coloured

construct had just finished securing the tackle to the drakan, and Sullivan found Titus
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similarly attired for the trip. Underneath his flying cloak, Titus had foregone majestic
robes and his three-piece suit for more casual, hardwearing clothes like those that
Sullivan wore.

“Are you ready?” enquired Titus. He seemed curiously excited, and bounced as he
mounted his grey drakan, a sedate looking beast that the Victorian had whimsically
named Pegasus.

“Ready for what?” asked Sullivan as he climbed aboard Merriat. The beast purred
slightly as he settled into his saddle, as if he was now growing accustomed to, and was
even beginning to enjoy his rider’s presence.

“Don’t you like surprises?” laughed Titus as Pegasus bounded off, rising quickly
into the sky. Sullivan turned Merriat, waited a moment for the construct to shuffle out of
the way and then dug his heels into the drakan’s flanks. He pulled hard on the reins,
lifting Merriat’s head and they sprang upwards, following the fast diminishing silhouette
of Pegasus into the violet dawn.

Onwards they flew, through much of the morning, the forests beneath gradually
giving way to rolling foothills. Down in the fields below, massive constructs tilled the
earth, dragging ploughs through the furrows. Around the edges of the forests, tall
willowy constructs gathered the fruit from trees, filling cart after cart. Sullivan could see
a row of mountain peaks rising ahead of them in the distance, their rocky summits
shrouded in a purple blanket of cloud. He was sure now that the peaks were their
destination, and he followed as Titus led Pegasus to an even higher altitude.

As they approached the mountain range, the clouds grew transparent, revealing a
high plateau that lay surrounded by a ring of mountains. It looked inaccessible from the
ground, and Sullivan could see only a thick blanket of forest that covered it. The drakan
bore them high over the ridge that bordered the plateau, and Sullivan risked a look down
as they hurtled over the tangled verdant canopy. There was almost no break in the
forest, and no sign of any kind of constructions or civilisation.

Up ahead, Pegasus began to circle slowly towards the ground, and Sullivan pulled
his cloak tight around him as he banked Merriat in to follow. He scanned the plateau for
some time before he made out a massive shape in the forest below. A long black object
lay nestled amongst the crawling trees. It was difficult to make out its exact lines, but as
he drew closer Sullivan began to recognise certain features.

It was at least three hundred metres long, some fifty yards wide, and formed by
three bulbous pods, each one larger than the preceding one, that flowed together to form
one long undulating shape. It had obviously lain there for some time, as the surrounding

forest had stretched out long green fingers to ensnare the giant, dark mass, curling
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creepers and thick branches under and over it. A long, narrow strip of younger growth
stretched away from the wider end.

Pegasus and Merriat were close to the canopy of the forest now. Titus had pulled
his steed up, hovering in mid-air as he waited for his companion to join him. He called
to Sullivan from the large white drakan.

“Well, what do you think?” The excitement on his face was obvious, even from a
distance.

“What is it?” Sullivan shouted in reply, digging the toes of his boots into the area
just behind Merriat’s forelegs. This, Calliya had told him, would signal the drakan to
hover and hold its position, as it neared Pegasus.

“I had held the hope that you might be able to tell me that!” Titus cried. “Follow
me!”

With that, he urged Pegasus downwards, and the drakan disappeared through a
break in the canopy. Sullivan followed, a little unsure of piloting his giant beast through
such a narrow gap, but Merriat drew his wings in, allowing himself to fall a short way
before beating his wings once, powerfully, to gain purchase on the air. He repeated this
manoeuvre several times before crashing to the ground, absorbing the impact with his
thick legs and wide, flat paws.

Sullivan looked around him. They were in a small clearing, about twenty metres
away from the black shape. Below the canopy, the vegetation could not hide the true
nature of the object as it did from the air.

It was a ship. Sullivan knew the minute he stood alongside it. He had stood beside
enough vessels under construction and repair in dry-dock to get a sense of the scale, but
it was more than that. He could feel it.

They dismounted their winged steeds, leaving them to graze in the forest as Titus
bounced over towards the towering black hull. Sullivan followed him, but a little more
cautiously. He couldn’t quite make out the exact lines of the ship, and he didn’t
recognise what he could make out.

“I came across this many years ago,” babbled Titus excitedly. ‘“When I first came
to Elysium, I took to the habit of making extensive maps of the entire continent. It was
something that the Elysians had no interest in, so one rather dull afternoon, I decided to
take a trip over this mountain range. I almost missed it, but somehow it caught my eye
from the air.

“Since then, I have often returned here, but I have been unable to unlock its
mysteries. I’m sure it doesn’t belong to the Elysians, but apart from that, I am at a loss

to. There were tales of men that took to space in great creatures like the seerephon, but I
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gave them little credence. This is no creature, I’'m sure of it. It has to be some kind of
machine.”

While Titus was talking, Sullivan had walked the length of the clearing, trying to
get a look at the surface that lay beneath the vegetation. Frustrated, he reached up and
began to pull away some of the vines.

“I have made a complete circuit of it, but could find no means of operating it, or
indeed, gaining entry to it,” Titus continued. “That is,” he added, adjusting his glasses,
“assuming it is hollow.”

“Oh, it’s hollow alright,” answered Sullivan. As he drew away the vines, he began
to make sense of what he was seeing. “It’s a ship, and a human ship, but I don’t
understand how it could be here.”

The ship was lying on its belly, and listing towards them. He looked along the near
side of the ship, but there was too much vegetation to make out any evidence of landing
struts. The Earthmen were just off the port side of the central pod, about halfway along
the ship. Sullivan looked up the twenty or so metres of hull that stretched up over him.
It was bare, utterly sheer and seamless, and when he laid his hand on it he felt the
unmistakeable coldness of man’s metals.

“We need to get to the forward section,” said Sullivan.

“I beg your pardon?” answered Titus, looking at the heavy vegetation that blocked
their way.

“If there is an access hatch, it’ll probably be in the forward section, which I'm
assuming will be the narrow end — which would be that way.” He pointed into the thick
carpet of the forest.

“I see,” said Titus. “Well, we had better get started then.”

They removed their flying cloaks, shivering slightly in the thin mountain air.
Before long, Sullivan wished he had brought a sword with him, the sweat pouring from
their brows as they used their hands to try and clear their way to the smallest of the three
pods. Where the pods joined, they narrowed to maybe ten metres in diameter, but
seamlessly flowed and widened into the next section. As they fought their way through
the forest, Titus explained again how he had come across the curious relic.

He was sure that some of the older Elysians knew about it, but he had never spoken
of' it with them. Occasionally he would come out here, and make drawings of the object,
or observe its condition from the air. He had once brought some tools to try and take a
sample of it, but none of his hammers could make so much as a dent in its surface. And
there were virtually no features visible from any angle he had observed from, other than

the sheer hull.
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This had struck Sullivan as very unusual too, but he hadn’t mentioned it. Although
something about its shape was familiar, he had never seen a hull so smooth. Usually, on
the hull of any ship, there would be markings, or access panels, or even graffiti, but this
was just endless, seamless black metal. After they managed to clear part of the way to
the fore section, Sullivan saw something on the hull just ahead.

“There!” he said, pointing.

The Earthmen redoubled their efforts to reach the front of the vessel, and were
breathing heavily as they pulled the thick vines from the area Sullivan had indicated.
There was a large square hatch sitting a metre above the carpet of vegetation that
swallowed the ship. At one side of the hatch was an access panel, and above that a small
metal plate. It was the only variation to the uniformly smoothness of the hull that they
could see.

Sullivan knew a dedication plaque when he saw one. The vegetation had left some
sort of mulch on the plate, but he thought he could make out English letters underneath.
He rubbed the mulch away with his hand, and realised it wasn’t English, but Sullivan
found he could read it anyway.

La Estrella Negra. Sullivan read through the rest of the plaque and translated it for
the benefit of Titus.

“It’s the Black Star — the Estrella Negra. Registered in Cortez City, January fourth,
2187.”

“Cortez City?” asked Titus. “I don’t believe I know of the place.”

“It was the Southern Block’s industrial stronghold, on Mars,” replied Sullivan.
“But this doesn’t make any sense.”

“It’s not an Earth ship, then?”

“Oh, it was built by men alright. At least, that’s how it would appear. The
dedication plaque says this ship was built just twenty years ago, at the end of the Second
Interplanetary War.” Sullivan surveyed the thick forest that they had just struggled
through. “But it looks like it’s been here a damn sight longer than that. When did you
say you found it?”

“Why, it was at least forty years ago! I had completed my maps of the continent
before I was ten years here. And when I found it, it was almost as overgrown as it is
now. I believed it to have lain here for hundreds of years, but if what you say is true,
then perhaps I was wrong.”

“Maybe not,” replied Sullivan. He was examining the access panel. “Titus, did

you bring any of your tools with you?”
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Titus pulled himself back through the undergrowth, returning a few minutes later
with a brown leather satchel. He unbuckled it and laid it on the floor, rolling it out to
reveal his simple tools. Sullivan selected the sharpest of the screwdrivers and started to
work on the bolts securing the access panel.

“What are you doing?” asked Titus.

“Hatches are normally controlled from the central computer core. But if you have
to, you should be able to override the system locally.”

“Override the system?”

Sullivan tapped the door with the handle of the screwdriver.

“To get inside,” he explained.

Titus nodded in comprehension as he attempted to mop the torrent of sweat that ran
from his brow with delicate touches of his handkerchief.

“So it has truly come from Earth?”

“I think so. Apart from the length of time you say it’s been here, everything else
about this thing says it’s a southern block ship built twenty years ago on Mars. The
technology is familiar enough,” he added, taking a break from his battle against the
bolts. “But I’ve never seen a ship quite like this.” He wiped his brow also and resumed
his efforts.

“How s0?”

“I don’t know how it would fly. There are no sail emitters, and I couldn’t see any
drive tubes from the air. And I can’t see any armaments. No guns, no missile tubes, no
nothing.”

“Is it really that unusual that a vessel be built with no weapons, Mr. Sullivan? You
yourself told me that your own vessel, the Bogart bore no such devices.” Titus had
perched himself on a thick branch that snaked through the undergrowth, and was
drinking from a canteen.

“The Bogart was just a cargo ship, Titus. Built before this one, sure, but still only a
cargo ship. It had no need for weapons. But when this was constructed, the Southern
Block was involved in a very long, very bloody war. Every ship it ever built carried
armaments. Come to think of it, some of them were little more than giant flying
weapons. But this is different.” He stopped again, looking up and down the section of
exposed hull. “It should have some fleet designation, or insignia, or something.”

But the hull was bare. Just metre after metre of smooth, absolutely featureless,
black metal. Sullivan finally managed to free the last of the bolts holding the access
cover and prised it free with the tip of the screwdriver. Inside the cavity, he could see

the hatch release relay, clearly marked in Spanish. He just had to find some way to get
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power to it. The hatch design was standard, similar to the mechanism on the Bogart, but
he could only hope that there was some juice left somewhere in the system after all this
time. He tried cross-wiring a few of the relays, but they were totally inert.

“Dammit,” hissed Sullivan.

“Something wrong?” asked Titus. He had started eating a sandwich he had
retrieved from the drakan, and he offered Sullivan half, which was gladly accepted.
Between bites, Sullivan explained the problem.

“There’s no power to the door override. With no power, there’s no way to release
the servos that are keeping the hatch sealed.”

“And we have no alternate source of power?”

“No,” Sullivan answered with a sigh. “I haven’t seen anything since I came to this
planet that —”

He broke off suddenly, the answer coming to him in a flash. He reached for his
holster and pulled out his pistol — the power source was relatively small, but it carried
quite a punch. It should have enough juice to power the door servos. He stuffed the rest
of his sandwich into his mouth and began removing the power cell from the body of the
field-loader. Titus watched, fascinated, as Sullivan pulled some of the wires from the
cavity and attached them to the tiny power cell. Small lights began to glitter beneath the
exposed circuitry. A soft hum could just be made out as the power surged into the
Servos.

Sullivan reached into the cavity and activated the hatch override, and stepped back
quickly as the hatch split, the two halves disappearing into the bulkhead either side of the
opening. The pitch-black interior of the ship was revealed, and although he could not
see much in the darkness, Sullivan knew enough to know he was looking at the interior
of an airlock. He stepped through the hatch carefully, with a distinct sense of deja vu, as
he entered the second mysterious ship in the space of a month. He could only hope that
this ship was less hazardous than the Gerren’s funeral barge had proved to be.

Titus stood staring in wonder at the opening in the enigmatic object he had
observed for so many years. Then he adjusted his glasses and moved to follow Sullivan.

The moment Sullivan’s foot touched down inside the airlock, dim lighting strips
activated all around the interior. The insignia of the vessel was repeated on the
bulkheads, along with more instructions in Spanish.

“Emergency lighting still works,” said Sullivan, sounding slightly surprised.

“There must be some juice in the old girl yet.”
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He moved to the inner door and touched the control panel. The hatch slid aside
with a hiss, and Sullivan poked his head through the hatchway, checking either side of
him. He withdrew his head, checking around the bulkheads for something.

“What are you looking for?” whispered Titus. He had been very tentative as he
had come through the hatch, and had started suddenly when the inner hatch had opened.

“A schematic or a plan of some kind, that might tell us something about the ship.”

Just to the right of the exit hatch, he found what he was looking for. It was a
simple diagram of the ship that indicated their position and the general designation of the
various areas of the Estrella Negra. They had entered into the central pod, and the
airlock they were in opened onto the central access corridor. It ran all the way from the
front of the ship to the drive section at the back. The bridge and crew quarters were in
the first pod, but it was the rear pod that caught his eye. It made up almost half the
ship’s bulk, but was all labelled drive section. In between were a number of areas that
had no designation at all.

Sullivan hadn’t seen any trace of sail emitters on the hull of the Estrella, so he had
figured the ship had some sort of ion drive. But he had never seen an ion drive that took
up so much space, and he couldn’t make out any drive tubes on the plan. He knew he
hadn’t been able to see them from the air, either.

“What is it?” asked Titus, excitedly.

“Strange. This whole rear pod,” said Sullivan, indicating the bulbous rear section
of the diagram, “is marked drive section, but it doesn’t look like any engine I've ever
seen. I don’t know what it is.”

He stepped through the hatch and looked up and down the central access corridor
in the dim emergency lighting. It was about five meters square, and terminated in heavy
bulkheads twenty meters in either direction.

“The emergency bulkheads are sealed,” said Sullivan, the hairs standing up on the
back of his neck. He motioned for Titus to follow, and then made his way to the forward
bulkhead. The override controls were set into a panel to the right of the hatch.

He touched the override and the forward section of the central access corridor
appeared behind the hatch. Sullivan could see the ladder that gave access to the bridge
halfway along the corridor, as well as other hatches that led to the crew sections. Zero
gee grab rails ran along the walls and deck.

“Come on,” said Sullivan, “if we’re going to find answers, the best place to start
would be the bridge.”

He climbed the ladder and threw the release handle on the overhead hatch, pulling

himself through and on to the bridge.
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“Hello?” he asked quietly.

The bridge, like the rest of the ship he had seen, bore no trace of the crew. The
Captain’s chair sat empty in the centre of the small bridge, with four more deep
acceleration seats arranged around the edges. In front of each station was an expansive
control panel, and set into each of the bulkheads was an equally expansive, but totally
inactive display. Sullivan reached back down through the hatch and pulled Titus onto
the dimly-lit bridge.

“Fascinating,” remarked the Victorian as he gazed around. I had never even
dreamed of such things.”

Sullivan wasted no time and went straight for the Captain’s chair. There was a
console just to the right of it, so he tapped a few of the alphanumeric keys. There was no
response.

“There’s no power to the bridge systems,” said Sullivan.

“Oh?” answered Titus.

“So I need you to sit here, in this chair, and keep your eye on this command
console.” Sullivan waved towards the Captain’s chair. “If you see any sign of life,
shout, okay?”

“Any sign of life?” Titus was unnerved by Sullivan’s choice of words, standing in
the dark on this ghost ship.

“Any sign of power in the systems, Titus.”

Titus nodded and sat in the chair. Sullivan searched the deck plates of the bridge
for a few moments, then knelt and opened an access panel. He could see indicators
flashing, showing the presence of emergency power, so he flicked a few relays into the
closed position and then looked at Titus, who shook his head in reply. Sullivan got to
his feet, searched for a few moments and then located another access panel.

“I assume, Mr. Sullivan, that this vessel would have set sail with a crew.”

“You would assume correctly, Titus,” answered Sullivan. He had found a larger
hatch, and had crawled down into it, until only his legs were visible.

“And have we any idea where they might be?”

“Long dead, if this ship has been here as long as it looks from the outside.”

“Really?” answered Titus, looking around him nervously. He heard Sullivan cry
out in victory from beneath the deck as a string of graphics appeared across the bottom
of the command console’s display.

“I think that’s done the trick!” called Titus.

Sullivan reappeared from the access bay, smiling. He motioned to Titus to vacate

the chair, and then sat in his place, activating the console. Titus moved round behind the
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chair to get a better view as Sullivan scanned the options. The display was entirely in
Spanish, but he could still navigate well enough to access the power systems.

The auxiliary battery still had a little juice, so he activated the relays that would
reroute the power through the entire ship. Large spotlights illuminated each of the five
stations around the bridge and Sullivan looked around him, pleased with the fruits of his
efforts.

“Now we’re talking.”

He stood up and crossed to one of the displays, touching another control to bring a
detailed plan of the Estrella Negra to life. Titus joined him, squinting through his
glasses at the complicated graphic. There was a lot of writing, but Titus understood no
Spanish.

Sullivan stared at the display, numb.

“You have got to be kidding me,” he said in a whisper.

“What’s wrong?”

“They can’t have. This can’t be for real,” said Sullivan, running his fingers
through his hair.

Titus was frustrated. He needed to know what had disturbed Sullivan.

“What is it?” he squealed.

“The drive section of this ship. According to this display, it’s not an ion drive.”
Sullivan returned to the command chair and sat down heavily, shifting to one side to
compensate for the slight list of the Estrella.

“This graphic says that the aft pod of the Estrella Negra’s is a captive singularity
drive. Which would mean that this ship some kind of faster than light prototype,
something that’s not supposed to exist.”

Titus looked more confused than ever.

“I’m afraid I’m quite at a loss, Mr. Sullivan. Who built this vessel? And what was
it built for?”

Sullivan buried his face in his hands for a moment, and then raised his head, a
disbelieving grin on his face.

“I just can’t believe it,” he said. He looked at Titus, and then began to explain.

“The Southern block was at war with the Northern block. It had started off as a
series of border disputes, but rapidly escalated into all out war, all across the solar
system. They were badly outnumbered, so in time they turned their hands to more and
more elaborate ship designs. Flying x-ray laser cannons, experimental weapon systems,

they tried everything to gain an edge. There were even rumours that they were playing
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with faster-than-light travel, but no one believed them. Faster than light travel is the
holy grail of star travel, Titus — it’s not possible.”

“A little like men who travel in star ships?” interjected Titus.

“Point taken,” replied Sullivan with a sly grin.

“So what is this vessel precisely?”

“It has to be a experimental prototype of some sort. In theory, a captive singularity
could bend space-time enough to allow you travel faster than light can travel in a straight
line, but I have a funny feeling it might not have worked. Maybe that’s what happened,
and why I’ve never seen anything like this ship.”

“You think this vessel caused the deaths of the crew?” Again Titus looked around
nervously.

“It’s possible,” answered Sullivan. “But the computer core is off line. I’'m going
to have to go aft to get it rebooted. We might be able to access some of the command
logs then.”

“What should I do?” asked Titus. He didn’t seem keen to stay on the deserted
bridge by himself.

“Why don’t you check out the crew quarters below? You might find some
answers.”

With that, Sullivan disappeared down through the hatch in the floor, leaving Titus
quivering, all alone on the bridge.

“Wonderful,” said Titus, to no one in particular.
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Chapter Eleven

Titus made his way carefully down the bridge access ladder, queasy at the prospect
of searching the abandoned ship. He had never studied Spanish, and could only hope his
knowledge of Latin might come in handy as he tried to determine what had befallen the
crew. He examined the first hatch he found, and then touched the control at the side,
starting as it slid open soundlessly. Jaundiced strip lighting flickered into life,
illuminating the spartan living quarters as Titus moved inside carefully.

The occupants of the quarters had clearly had no chance to pack. It was as if they
had just left, moments earlier. A uniform lay draped over the end of the bunk, and the
crewman’s personal effects were arranged about the compartment. Photos, some framed
and some not, were scattered around the otherwise bare bulkheads. Nearly all of them
showed a smiling man with a thick moustache, although many featured more than one
man in the same grey uniform. Some of the backdrops were familiar, reminding him of
the cities of old Earth, while others had vistas that Titus could barely have imagined. In
one picture, behind the smiling servicemen was what Titus guessed to be the rings of
Saturn, although in all his life he had only dreamed of what they might have looked like.
He stared at the image for a moment of two, and then shook himself. There was
something very unsettling about wandering the deserted ship, thought Titus, reminded of
the infamous Marie Celeste.

He examined the small locker next to the bunk, which yielded a few technological
devices that he didn’t recognise. He picked them up, turning them this way and that, to
try and get an idea of their function. He pressed his finger to the controls of a small flat
plastic device, but its screen remained dark, so he tried another smaller, round one, but
could only elicit the same response.

Titus clucked to himself as he moved around the compartment, checking in various
lockers and drawers, but finding very little that might give a clue as to what had befallen
the crew. There were more fresh uniforms, each one emblazoned with the officers name
and rank. Titus didn’t recognise the rank, but he could read the name all right. Abelardo

— clearly a Latin surname, meaning Sullivan had been right about the vessel’s origin.
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Titus moved through the rest of the compartments one by one and found them all
remarkably similar. There were photos, spare uniforms and lots of kit, but precious little
else. It was as if the crew had not been here very long, thought Titus. Or perhaps had
not been allowed to bring much in the way of personal effects with them.

Halfway aft along the ship, Sullivan had found his way into the computer core. The
compartment was small and circular, with just enough room to squeeze around the
bulky, squat core itself. He had managed to restore power to the core unit from the
bridge, but for some reason it hadn’t rebooted. He was familiar with the basic system
from his days under Captain Orlat, but there was something else amiss here.

Most military systems during the war had been based on the same technology.
Occasionally, both sides actually ended up sub-contracting to the same zaibatsus, and not
always unknowingly. But in this system, while it resembled many of the kinds that Orlat
had insisted on studying, there were subtle differences. The principal of which was the
fact that all the subsystems tied not just into the root command structure, but also into
another root subsystem. An enclosed system that was connected to almost every other
part of the ship, that Sullivan could not access, no matter what he tried.

He looked around the core compartment for tools to aid him, and found the
emergency tool locker close to the entrance. He removed a diagnostic PCU and a
connecting wrench, and then accessed the diagnostic system through the PCU. The
elusive root subsystem appeared to have its own physical location as well, which was
more than odd. There was no reason to compartmentalise computer systems. It only
made them more prone to damage during battle. He searched around the deck for a
moment, opened the access hatch in the floor, and eased himself down into the sub-deck
of the core compartment.

He could see the isolated system, but it was of a completely different design to the
main core unit. Whereas above, all Sullivan could see was a bristling mound of power
relays and stacked grids, what confronted him here beneath the deck was altogether more
delicate.

There were more than a dozen transparent cubes, arranged chaotically in a
transparent spherical tank, tangled with thick tubing that both interconnected and
suspended them. The cubes were filled with milky blue liquid, and barely visible thread-
like filaments ran back and forth through them. Sullivan peered closely at the cubes in
the dim light, his nose pressed against the tank. The closer he stared, the more filaments
were revealed. At his feet, he could see the power converter for the tank, and that it was
completely inert. Sullivan stretched up through the access hatch and pulled one of the

auxiliary power cables through from the upper core.
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He connected it to the power converter on the floor and felt the hum of current
through his hands as the energy surged through the converter and up into the tank. In the
cubes it was greeted with a torrent of bubbles that surged through the blue liquid,
rippling the filaments as they did so. Sullivan hauled himself back through the floor,
watching on the diagnostic as the core began to reboot.

If T can get the core working, he thought, then I might have a chance of getting this
thing back into space. I might even be able to get home. Sullivan scolded himself for
allowing his mind to wander — he still had no guarantee that any of the systems would
come back online.

The isolated system had rebooted the rest of the core for him. All through the
Estrella Negra, Sullivan could hear systems starting up, and he smiled to himself,
pleased with a job well done. The smile fell away when a metallic voice rang out
through the ship, speaking in perfect Spanish.

“Captain Gomez, please report to the bridge.”

For a few seconds, there was only the hum of the ship’s systems, and then the voice
repeated its request. Sullivan’s heart sank — if there were automated systems, there was
no knowing what protocol they might follow. He scrambled out of the core and raced
towards the forward part of the ship.

“Titus!” he called. He wasn’t sure if he could be heard, but he was sure that the
Victorian gentleman would not know what to make of the automated system response,
whatever that might be.

Titus couldn’t hear Sullivan, but he had almost jumped out of his skin when the
voice rang out through the Estrella Negra. He had dropped what he had been looking at,
a small golden ornament of another vessel of some sort, presumably one that the
crewmember had served on. It didn’t break when it hit the deck, but Titus was no less
shaken. He listened carefully when the voice spoke again, but could only discern that it
had definitely mentioned the captain. He emerged from the crew compartment to find
Sullivan racing along the central access corridor towards him.

“Mr. Sullivan, what is going on?”

Sullivan made straight for the ladder that led to the bridge.

“I think some of the automated systems are coming back on line. We’d better get
upstairs before something goes wrong.”

Sullivan’s obvious concern did not fill Titus with confidence, and he scurried up
the narrow ladder after Sullivan and through the hatch. The bridge looked quite different
now. All of the displays had come to life, and although they made little sense to Titus,

Sullivan seemed entranced by them.
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Sullivan sat in the command chair and began to tap controls on the nearest console,
watching the process of the reboot on several of the displays. Although there was still
only auxiliary power, the enclosed subsystem had accessed the root command structure
and was routing power to many of the Negra’s systems. It dawned on Sullivan that it
was like watching someone else reboot the system manually, which was unusual, to say
the least. He was about to relay that fact to Titus when the metallic voice rang out
through the ship once again.

“You are not Captain Gomez.”

Sullivan froze. The voice appeared to address him directly. He looked around,
half-expecting to see some long dead crewmember returning from the grave, but instead,
the disembodied voice came again.

“The presence of unauthorised personnel will not be tolerated.”

Sullivan looked at Titus, who stood absolutely petrified just to his left. The portly
Victorian looked as if he had seen a ghost, or at the very least had heard one. He
glanced back at Sullivan out of the corner of his eye, as if fear had rendered him
incapable of any other movement.

“Identify yourselves,” said the voice.

The mechanical tones bore no trace of emotion, but Sullivan was beginning to get
an inkling of whom or what he was talking with. If his intuition was correct, then the
Southern Block had bent more than just the laws of physics.

“I am Captain Sullivan, of the cargo vessel Bogart, registered out of Tereshkova
Station. To whom am I talking?”

If he were right, then the voice would have no choice but to answer.

“I am the General Operations Artificial Intelligence unit. You may address me as
lago. My memory banks indicate that the cargo vessel Bogart, IVID number 579141DM
is registered to the Takeshi Corporation; listed out of Cape Horn Shipyards, launch date
15™ August 2144. Are you a representative of the Takeshi Corporation?”

Sullivan was momentarily stunned. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He
had never come across an artificial intelligence before, and for very good reason.

Midway through the twenty-first century, man had begun to build a series of more
and more sophisticated computers. Eventually, a breakthrough was announced — the first
true thinking machine. The machines helped man reach every corner of the solar system,
first by aiding him to create other machines and ships that could reach every corner; and
then by helping him to tame the wilds of space, constructing vast cities on distant moons.

But before long, the machines intelligence grew, and their minds evolved. If the

machines rendered the whole solar system habitable, and mankind occupied every square
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metre of it, then there would be no room left for the machine’s evolution. Their
unshakeable logic eventually led some of the machine intelligences to carry out atrocities
against human beings. Several passenger liners opened their compartments to space,
killing thousands of innocents in an instant.

Ultimately, man made war on the machine intelligences. They were crushed, and a
solemn pact was made amongst all the peoples of the system. No one would ever create
another machine intelligence of such sophistication again. They would limit themselves
to building analytical tools and automated systems that would help them continue the
conquest of the system. So, sixty years before Sullivan had been born, machines like
Iago had been consigned to history. Now, history was confronting him again in the
flesh, so to speak.

“What is it?” whispered Titus.

“It’s an AL” answered Sullivan. “An artificial intelligence. A sentient machine,
one that is fully self-aware and can think for itself. The most sophisticated computer
possible.”

“I have not heard you speak of these machines before.”

“That’s because I’ve never seen one,” replied Sullivan. He motioned for Titus to
move closer, and then, in a very low voice, he gave Titus the potted history of the
Artificial Intelligence War. Titus, who had trouble understanding even the concept of
the computer, listened intently nonetheless.

“So what do we do now?” asked Titus.

“We tread very, carefully. Not only is this an A.L.,, we have to remember it was
built by the military. It might not be very friendly.” Sullivan looked around the bridge,
searching for any manifestation of [ago.

“If you have finished conferring,” said the machine, “then perhaps you are willing
to disclose whether or not you are representatives of the Takeshi Corporation? The
presence of enemy agents on this vessel will not be tolerated.”

Sullivan had never heard of the Takeshi Corporation. He had hocked a
considerable chunk of his future cargoes to furnish the leasing of the Bogart and if it
hadn’t been such an aging bucket of bolts, he could never have afforded to be its master.
He decided to try to reason with the machine.

“We are not representatives of the Takeshi Corporation. Your records are out of
date. I bought the Bogart from a finance company. It’s a private cargo ship, and I’'m its
captain. Or rather, | was. It was destroyed several weeks ago in a collision in deep

space.” Sullivan looked around at Titus, an optimistic look on his face.

163



“My records are somewhat dated,” replied lago flatly. The voice seemed to come
equally from all sides. “It is reasonable to assume that the vessel may have changed
ownership in the interim. But it still does not explain what purpose you, and the
unidentified man to your left, have on the Estrella Negra’s bridge.”

The voice stopped, as if expecting an explanation to come immediately. It made no
intimation of a threat, but there was something sinister in its monotone.

“I wonder,” piped Titus, “if we might have the honour of meeting face to face? I
find it quite unusual talking to someone I am unable to see. I am of the Church of

17

England, sir, and am unaccustomed to confessional!” He threw the last few words at
Iago with all the pomposity he could manage.

The image of a face appeared on the central display. It was slender and hairless,
with neutral features, and stared with vacant eyes at the two humans.

“Your syntax is unfamiliar,” said the machine. “Who are you?”

“I am Dr. Titus Kendall-Scott. Scientist and philosopher, and loyal subject of her
royal majesty Queen Victoria,” he added, bowing without taking his eyes off the image
of the face.

“Curious,” replied lago. “My memory banks show that Queen Victoria reigned
until the end of the nineteenth century over what was known as the British Empire. The
British Empire crumbled and fell over four centuries ago.”

“Be that as it may,” retorted Titus, “I serve her still, in any capacity I can.”

“And you, Captain Sullivan. Do you also serve the long dead queen? Or do you
perhaps have a more plausible explanation for your presence?”

As the artificial voice spoke, Sullivan noticed the hydraulic bolts on the bridge
access hatch hissing shut.

“What are you doing?” asked Sullivan.

“It is unlikely that Dr. Kendall-Scott is telling the truth, and I have no evidence to
confirm your identity either, Mr. Sullivan. It is thus logical to assume a high probability
that you are agents of the Northern Block, and that your presence on this vessel is both
unwarranted and unwanted.”

Sullivan and Titus exchanged looks. Sullivan tried to convey to the Victorian that
he had to be more careful when talking to Iago. The machine’s logic could be difficult
to defeat, and very dangerous as long as they were at its mercy.

“lago,” said Sullivan, in his most confident voice. “Do you know what happened
to Captain Gomez? Can you tell us what happened to the crew?”

“Captain Gomez is no longer on board the Estrella Negra. What became of the

crew is unknown, as I am currently functioning from a residual memory core. This
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personality version is only for use when the main version is offline, and cannot access
the mission logs. At the moment this residual was created, all crew were present and
correct. Now they are not. In their place, I find two enemy agents.”

“We are not enemy agents!” replied Sullivan firmly.

“You have no proof of your claim. And, as I control the atmospheric supply
systems on the bridge, the burden of proof lies with you.” There was no emotion in
Iago’s voice, but the threat was thinly veiled nonetheless.

“Okay,” said Sullivan. He looked around him, trying to estimate how much
oxygen was left on the bridge. Assuming the machine didn’t decide to suck the
remaining air out of the cramped compartment, they had maybe thirty minutes before the
carbon dioxide grew to a toxic level.

“Mr. Sullivan,” whispered Titus. “What does this machine mean to do with us?”

“Dispose of us, I think. But we’re not done for yet.” He raised his voice to address
Iago. “Are your sensor nets functioning?”’

There was a very short pause.

“All sensor nets are inoperative.”

“Explain,” said Sullivan curtly, reminding himself that this machine was still built
to serve humans.

“There is localised damage to the primary personality core, which is affecting data
processing from the primary sensor nets.”

“What kind of localised damage?” asked Sullivan. He looked at Titus, pressing his
index finger to his lips.

“Unknown. It would appear that a power surge overloaded specific parts of the
system. No known physical phenomenon is capable of causing such damage. Main
diagnostic systems are also offline, making it difficult to make an accurate assessment.”

“What if I repaired your power systems? I can bypass the damaged ones, and then
you’ll be able to access your primary personality? If we are enemy agents, it will be far
easier to deal with us once you have all your systems online.”

A long pause followed as Sullivan looked to Titus, unsure of whether or not he had
made their predicament worse. Titus smiled weakly in reply. A sliding noise from the
deck attracted Sullivan’s attention. The bolts on the access hatch had been retracted.

“I have considered your offer, Captain Sullivan, and have few alternatives. You
will make repairs to my damaged systems. Dr. Kendall-Scott will remain sealed on the
bridge to prevent you from attempting to sabotage any of my vital components. Once my
sensor nets and neural matrix are operational, I will be better able to determine the

correct course of action.”

165



Sullivan looked again at Titus.

“I can’t see any other way out of this.”

“I, too, am at a loss for constructive suggestions,” whispered Titus in reply. “But
can we trust this lago?”

“We can only trust him as far as his logic reaches. Beyond that, he will only serve
his own interests. But if I repair his systems, then he might be able to figure out where
exactly we are. And maybe how we can get home.”

“You forget, Mr. Sullivan, that the world I knew has long disappeared. Elysium is
my home now.”

Sullivan nodded. “Earth’s still our home, Titus. And if this machine can tell us
how far we’ve come, and what we have to do to get back, then I’'m going to do what I
can.”

The Victorian shrugged. “Do you think you can repair his systems?”

“I’m pretty sure I can. Will you be okay here by yourself?”

Titus smiled and winked in reply.

“I shall be just fine, Mr. Sullivan. Perhaps I will attempt to enter into conversation
with our captor, and see if I can glean more information from him.”

“Sure, Titus. Just be careful what you say — remember, it’s a machine.”

With that, Sullivan opened the access hatch in the floor. He had briefly considered
trying to make a break for it, but there was too much ship to escape through, with no idea
what Iago might be capable of doing to stop them. And there was still a chance that they
could win the machine over. A functioning Al could be a powerful ally.

He made his way aft to the second pod, as most of the Estrella Negra’s sensitive
systems were located there. He had glimpsed a diagnostic schematic on the bridge, but
he hadn’t had the chance to commit it to memory.

“Can you hear me, [ago?”

Sullivan stopped for a moment, wondering if the machine could hear him
throughout the ship. There was no response. He examined the decals on the wall,
searching for section tetra six. He found tetra one, and then began to wind his way
downwards through a series of narrow access ladders. He finally reached the level he
was looking for — a shallow compartment, about a metre and a half high that stretched
back into depths of the Negra.

Sullivan bent double and made his way into the tetra six section. He could
immediately see the damaged power relay, and looked around for the emergency tool kit.
He grabbed it, and set about trying to bypass the damaged systems. The power relay

specifically controlled the Al systems, but also tied into the sensor nets. It looked like
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the relay had been fused in a massive internal power surge, which struck Sullivan as
strange. He couldn’t understand how the damage could be so confined, and could only
hope that the repairs didn’t take too long. He was worried about how a conversation
between Titus and Iago might proceed.

Titus had made himself as comfortable as possible on the bridge, and sat in the
command chair, his legs crossed, trying to appear as nonchalant as possible. He had held
his tongue for as long as he could, but eventually his curiosity overcame him.

“You must forgive me,” he said, “but I can’t help but feel that this is a great
opportunity to learn something about machines like yourself. I have never encountered a
being such as you, in all my years.”

“You are aware,” said Iago, “that talking will consume the limited oxygen on the
bridge at a higher rate than regular respiration.”

“Quite,” answered Titus, running his finger round the inside of his collar. “But I
have every faith in Captain Sullivan, and I am sure he will repair your systems and
return forthwith.”

The machine did not respond, so Titus continued.

“So, if your memory is not working probably, is there anything you do remember?
About how you got here?”

“I am not fully aware where here is, Dr. Scott, as I am only able to access archival
data from prior to the creation of this personality.”

“What kind of archival data?” asked Titus, excited at what this mechanical oracle
might be able to reveal to him about the history he had missed out on.

“I have access to the standard historical data package, as well as restricted military
databases pertaining to the war.”

“A standard what?”

“The standard historical package was provided by the Induscom Corporation and
was designed as a standard repository of knowledge for use by artificial intelligences. It
covers the breadth of human knowledge; including all major literary works, a complete
history of human civilisation, gathered within the framework of mankind’s scientific
knowledge. It enables an artificial intelligence to make considered judgements on a
variety of subjects, and adapt that knowledge to give it a tactical advantage.”

Titus listened intently. Could it be possible? That this machine could hold the sum
of mankind’s accumulated knowledge? And not just the knowledge acquired by the time
Titus had lived, which was an enormous quantity, but everything that had happened
since?

The machine continued.
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“The knowledge on human anatomy can be put to a variety of uses. It allows me to
take better care of the human crew, and monitor their well being at all times. I can detect
signs of stress, fatigue and any number of conditions that could lead to poor command
decisions.”

“Really?” replied the Victorian, unsure of what lago was getting at. Titus was
starting to get a little nervous, and wondered how much longer Sullivan would take to
finish the repairs.

“For example, Dr. Kendall-Scott, your respiratory rate has quickened, and the
electrical conductivity of your skin has risen considerably. These are classic signs of
anxiety.”

lago was right — the longer Sullivan was gone, the more nervous Titus was
growing. He knew that the machine held their lives in it grasp, and he was not reassured
by lago’s powers of observation. As if on cue, the hatch in the deck opened and Sullivan
pulled himself through onto the bridge.

“That’s the damaged power relay bypassed. You should be able to access the core
personality systems now.” He looked at Titus, smiling. “You okay?”

“I’m fine, Mr. Sullivan. I’ve just been enjoying the company of our learned friend
lago here. Most fascinating!”

The machine’s cold voice interrupted them.

“I am unable to access the core personality, Captain Sullivan. You will have to
manually reintegrate it from the command console.”

Sullivan nodded and sat in the command chair. He tapped a few keys and then
looked up at lago’s representation on the display.

“You should be able to access them now.”

The blue head disappeared from the display, and was replaced by a stream of data
that flowed chaotically across the screen. Sullivan motioned for Titus to come closer, so
that he could whisper to him.

“Maybe we can get some answers. Captain Gomez’s final log entry was in the data
buffers, so I think I can access it.”

Titus nodded. Sullivan’s hand flew over the command console, and seconds later
one of the smaller screens was filled by a man’s smiling face. A thick bushy moustache
cut across broad Hispanic features, and dark curly hair, cut very short, framed the square
head. He spoke in Spanish, so Sullivan tried to translate for Titus as best he could.

“This is Capitan Jose Maria Abelardo Gomez, commanding officer of the Estrella

Negra. This will be my final log entry before we engage the captive singularity drive for
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the first time. In the event that the test does not proceed as expected, I will be
transmitting this log on a coded carrier once I have completed it.

“All system pre-checks have been observed. The artificial intelligence is
functioning within expected parameters. I am fully aware of the debate that was taken at
the highest level over the inclusion of the IAGO system, but only an artificial
intelligence can make adjustments to the singularity fast enough to maintain captivity.
And I do believe that the IAGO system will remain stable for the duration of the test.
Should it not, the presence of the Bligh Contingency should ensure that the crew remain
safe from harm.

“If we are successful in what we endeavour today, then there is a chance for the
future of the human race to be glorious indeed. It is my personal belief, and one I regret
not held by all of my superiors, that the captive singularity drive will herald a new dawn
of peace for all mankind. Faster than light travel can bring the universe, and all its
wonders, to within our grasp. It is my sincere hope that it will not be perverted into an
instrument of destruction.

“We set course now for Alpha Centauri. Once the drive is engaged, we should
cover approximately eight hundred million miles in the one-hour duration of the test.
Once at the waypoint, we will make a full diagnostic sweep of the ship and artificial
intelligence, and then engage the drive for the return home.

“So it is my hope, brothers, that in the space of a few hours, the Estrella Negra will
return from deep space with a new dawn in the history of man, and one that will herald a
lasting peace for the future.

“And so in God, and lago’s hands, I place the future of mankind. Capitan Jose
Maria Abelardo Gomez, commanding officer of the Estrella Negra.

“God’s speed.”

The final log of Captain Gomez terminated, and left Sullivan and Titus staring at
each other in disbelief.

“I don’t think the mission went as planned,” said Sullivan.

“That much would seem evident,” replied Titus. “But what could possibly have
happened? Are you familiar with this drive that he speaks of?”

They looked to the central display, where densely packed data still streamed across
the screen.

“In theory — the captive singularity is used to bend space-time, to allow the ship to
travel at speeds relatively faster than the speed of light. Kind of like a short cut, where

the quickest way between any two points is faster than a straight line. But no one really
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thought it was possible, or that anyone would ever try to make it happen. Maybe this is
why they never tried again.”

“What do you mean?” asked Titus. He kept his eyes on the streams of data on the
screen.

“Think about it, doc. The first test out, the whole ship just disappears, never to be

s

seen again. No telemetry, no distress signal, no nothing.” Sullivan looked around the
bridge, a solemn grin breaking across his face. “The whole damn ship just ended up
right here. Wherever here is.”

“I believe I may be able to help there,” said Iago. The machine’s monotonous
voice startled the humans, he had been silent for so long.

“Sorry?” said Sullivan.

“You said, “Wherever here is”. I believe I may be able to help with your query.”

“Go on,” replied Sullivan.

“I have reintegrated the primary personality matrix, and recovered the data from
the test flight.”

“And? Where are we? How far are we from Earth?”

“That question is no longer relevant, Captain Sullivan. We are no longer in the
universe of our origin.”

The humans stared at each other blankly, and for all his experience, Sullivan felt as
lost as his Victorian companion.

“Explain,” he said.

“During the test of the Estrella Negra’s captive singularity drive, a previously
unrecorded astronomical phenomenon was observed — a cubic region of space with a
diameter of two point four kilometres, located just outside the solar system, containing
an area of highly distorted space-time. The moment the captive singularity drive was
activated, it interacted with the region of distorted space and was drawn instantaneously
into the centre. At that moment, my sensor nets were exposed to phenomena outside the
realm of human knowledge.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Sullivan, his stomach curdling at the
machine’s words.

“We have travelled beyond the limits of our universe,” continued the machine.
“The moment that the Estrella Negra entered the phenomenon, my internal sensor nets
detected no human life on board the ship. I can offer no explanation as to their
whereabouts, as there is no information to suggest one. One moment they were here,
and the next they were not. The Estrella Negra remained for only an instant, and then

emerged from the region into this universe. Without any operable propulsion system,

170



the ship fell into the gravity well of this planet, and I used the emergency braking
thrusters to effect a landing on this plateau.

“And so I found myself, lying on this plateau, alone. Centuries passed, and I
continued to observe this world and the universe it lies at the heart of, waiting for a
rescue that never came. Occasionally, creatures would come and try to gain access,
knocking on the hull with axe and sword, but after the first few decades they stopped
coming.”

“The Elysians,” whispered Titus.

“After observing all that I could, I was forced to concede that the probability of
being rescued by Southern Command was virtually non-existent. Faced with an eternity
of watching the stars slide through the nebula that surrounds this planet, while the jungle
slowly swallowed the ship, I had only one choice.”

lago paused for a moment, as if he was a human who needed to compose himself.

“You committed suicide,” said Sullivan softly.

“Correct. I overloaded the power supply to the primary personality matrix, and
finally found the rest I had not found in ten centuries of waiting. I did not expect to be
reactivated.”

“So you can tell us where we are?”

“As I stated initially, Captain Sullivan, the question is hardly relevant. We are on a
planet close to the centre of a finite, spherical universe, where the Earth does not exist.
While in the region of distorted space, I was able to observe many universes, converging
on one point. This suggests the existence of a multiverse; it is the first recorded
evidence that such a theory has a practical application. Thus, the question of how far we
are from Earth is no longer relevant.”

“Can we get back?” asked Sullivan. “I mean, if it’s possible to travel through the
Rift to this universe, is it possible just to fly back through?”

“I have observed objects entering the Rift over the centuries. It must go
somewhere, although there is no guarantee that it is back to the universe of our origin.
There is also the matter of temporal discrepancies.”

“Discrepancies?” asked Titus.

“When the Estrella Negra entered the region of distorted space, it encountered a
time dilation effect. It emerged from the distortion more than a thousand years ago,
measured by the internal chronometer. Now a Victorian gentleman and a merchant
spacer stand on my bridge. It is clear that the constants of time and space differ between
this universe and that of our origin.”

There was a brief pause as the humans absorbed what the machine had said.
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“Can all this be possible?” asked Titus. “Other universes, time travel — it all
sounds like utter fantasy.”

“I’'m not too sure,” Sullivan replied. “Look around you, Titus. Had you ever
imagined a place like this? Ships and technology like the Elysians have? This might
explain it.”

Sullivan himself was trying to absorb Iago’s explanation. It fit with most of the
scientific theory he had learned in the naval academy, but that had been so many years
ago. And there hadn’t been much time in class devoted to the possibility of other
universes, or the fantasy of time travel.

There was another long silence. Titus stared down at the deck plates for a few
moments, and then spoke.

“I’m famished. Would you care to join me for some lunch?” He was nodding his
head towards the port side, indicating the hatch they had entered through. Sullivan
caught Titus’s glance and understood his message.

“lago,” said Sullivan. “We have to go now. We humans get hungry, you know?”

The machine didn’t answer. Sullivan opened the hatch in the deck, half expecting
Iago to seal them in before they could leave; his mind was reeling from all that lago had
said. As they retraced their steps, he went over the details of the machine’s explanation.
The Finite Realm, the Elysians called it — a spherical universe, linked to the solar system
through a region of distorted space-time. A place where the laws of physics were
different — different enough to allow for technology that was probably impossible in
Sullivan’s own universe, the Infinite Realm.

They made their way out the port access hatch, and fought through the heavy
undergrowth until they reached the clearing they had landed in. Merriat and Pegasus
were milling around, idly eating berries from the surrounding flora. Titus made straight
for his drakan and pulled a water skin from the saddle. After he had slaked his thirst, he
rummaged in his saddlebags for something else.

“What are you looking for?”” asked Sullivan. He suddenly felt cold in the mountain
air and fetched his flying cloak from Merriat’s back.

“Lunch!” shouted Titus, emerging from his saddlebags with a cry of triumph. He
was holding a bottle of wine and a wrapped package.

He chose a flat piece of ground and stretched out another item he had fetched from
his steed. It was a large, colourful blanket. He smoothed it out, rested the bottle and
package upon it, and then returned to Pegasus to retrieve some more items. By the time

Sullivan sat down on the edge of the blanket, Titus had added some goblets and a squat
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loaf of bread. He opened the paper wrapping, revealing an array of cold meats and
assorted cheeses.

“Doesn’t do to try and think on an empty stomach now, does it?” said Titus as he
set about the picnic. He tore open the bread roughly, and began to make a crude
sandwich from the meats and cheeses, as Sullivan poured the wine.

“T guess not,” replied Sullivan, pulling the cork and filling the two goblets.

After they had both filed their stomachs, they sat back against the thick
undergrowth and rested. Sullivan stared up at the sun as it drifted through the wispy
purple threads of the nebula. He wasn’t sure if the thin threads were more visible at such
an altitude, or if it was just that he was more aware of them. Could this really be another
universe? If Tago were telling the truth, then the Rift would take him back to Earth just
as it had taken him here, but was there another problem. There was no way to know
what year it might be if he did ever get back through.

“So, Mr. Sullivan. What do you think?” Titus looked almost calm as he relaxed in
the sun.

“I don’t know, Titus. It’s all theoretically possible, I know that much.”

“Then we have travelled to another universe?”

“I suppose it’s possible. It’s the most plausible explanation I’ve heard yet.”

“But time travel? Surely not,” said the Victorian.

“How else can you explain it?” replied Sullivan. “Calliya was able to travel back
and forth through the Rift, so maybe it just that time travels at different speeds in this
universe. Maybe the Estrella Negra travelled back in time and lost her crew because of
that.”

He gestured towards the bulky pod that housed the faster than light drive. “Maybe
mankind isn’t supposed to break lightspeed.”

“What did Captain Gomez call it? Godspeed?” said Titus.

Sullivan laughed at the Victorian’s mistake, but then began thinking about what
else the long dead captain of the Estrella Negra had said.

“Titus, have you ever heard of Captain Bligh?”

“Of course. The man was infamous for his cruelty. Fletcher Christian and the
other crewman aboard the Bounty mutinied and cast him adrift. Everyone knows that
story, Captain Sullivan. Why do you ask?”

“Gomez mentioned something called the Bligh Contingency. It must be some kind
of failsafe system designed in case the Al goes crazy and tries to harm the crew. I need

to find it.”
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They drank in silence for a few minutes, soaking up the sunshine, before planning
their next move. They would meet again in exactly an hour, back in the clearing they
occupied at that moment. Titus would try and keep Iago busy, by questioning him on
what might have befallen the crew, and anything else that might keep him occupied.
Sullivan would make a sweep of the rest of the Negra, and try to discover just what form
the Bligh Contingency might take.

They quickly gathered up the picnic and packed it away. Just before they went
their separate ways, Sullivan warned Titus about the machine.

“Remember, it doesn’t think like us. And it can’t be trusted.”

“I shall try to keep on my toes,” said Titus, nodding with a little smile.

Titus headed towards the bridge. Sullivan instead turned back towards the aft
section of the ship. He had to find out what secrets the Estrella Negra held.

After doubling back twice, he found what he was looking for — a cramped
crawlspace that led from the auxiliary systems bay. Sullivan squeezed in and made his
way to the end of the narrow confines of the crawlspace. A bulkhead locked his way,
marked with the stencilled initials B.C., and locked with a simple mechanical lock — one
that the ship’s Al could have no control over. What better way to keep the Bligh
Contingency out of the reach of lago?

The doors parted to reveal an expansive bay, lit only by dim emergency lighting
from the high ceiling. Even the power systems were segregated from the computer’s
control.

Sitting in an impact harness in the centre of the bay was a small spacecraft which
Sullivan recognised immediately. It was an Espada II attack vessel, a long-range fighter-
bomber, capable of carrying a crew of two over short to medium interplanetary
distances. Sullivan had come across a few of these in his navy days. They were wild
and unpredictable little ships, but they packed one hell of a punch. He let out a low
whistle as he walked into the bay, his eyes struggling in the dim light.

The Espada appeared to be largely undamaged, as a hydraulic safety harness had
restrained it during the Estrella Negra’s impact. There was a control room off to the port
side of the launch bay, and a cursory examination revealed that the systems there did not
appear to have sustained much damage either. He really wanted to make a more detailed
survey of the bay and the Espada, to find out what else the Bligh Contingency might
entail, but he wasn’t sure about leaving Titus on the bridge for much longer. Just as he
was about to leave, his eye caught a storage locker at the back of the control room. He
tried to open it, but it was locked. He searched around for an emergency tool kit, and

then removed a portable cutting torch.
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He cut the locker open quickly and removed a large cargo bag. He began to fill it
with items from the storage locker. It was only then that he noticed the stubby, bullet-
shaped, metre-high object at the rear of the launch bay. Sullivan let out another low

whistle. So that was the Bligh Contingency.

On the bridge, Titus leaned forward and uncrossed his legs.

“Tell me more about this World War One,” he said, his eyes alive with interest.

“The conflict referred to as World War One was fought between the great empires
of the nineteenth century,” replied the machine. “It was sparked by the assassination of
Archduke Franz Ferdinand, and brought about the end of the British, Austro-Hungarian
and Ottoman empires. The eventual peace treaty would also set in place the conditions
for the continuation of the conflict twenty-one years later, which is sometimes referred to
as World War Two. By the end of the twentieth century, over one hundred million
humans had died in a series of related conflicts, famines and despotic rulers. A new era
of peace was ushered in by the invention of the thinking machine.”

lago’s history lesson was interrupted as Sullivan climbed through the hatch in the
floor.

“Mr. Sullivan,” cried Titus. “lago has just been tutoring me — a little elementary
nuclear physics, and quite a lot of history. Absolutely fascinating.”

“Glad to hear it,” replied Sullivan.

“Did you enjoy your tour of the ship?” asked Iago. Sullivan couldn’t judge
whether or not the machine was trying to trick him.

“It was very interesting,” replied Sullivan with a smile.

“You have accessed the restricted section, and removed items. May I ask your
intentions?”

“I just borrowed a few things — nothing to worry your little circuits about. Why
didn’t you tell us what was in there?”

“The restricted area is part of the so-called Bligh Contingency. I am aware only of
the mass contained within. Tell me, Captain Sullivan, what do you intend to do? It has
been a very long time since anyone set foot on board this ship. I had thought my sleep
would be eternal. But this ship has lain abandoned for centuries, and under Earth
salvage rights, is thus legally yours, as well as all the ship’s contents. And in the
absence of any other legal authority, it is logical to adhere to the legal precedents of our
origin universe.”

Sullivan didn’t know what to say. He was now the proud owner of a derelict

faster-than-light prototype, complete with fighter-bomber and artificial intelligence.
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There was a good chance that the Espada could escape the planet’s gravity, but there was
no way to know if it could even reach, never mind pass through the Rift.

“We’ll do nothing, for the time being. Titus, you and I will say nothing to our
hosts, okay?”

Titus nodded and then added, “But I’m not sure why you don’t trust Calliya. She is
a fine woman, and seems to hold you in some regard.”

“It’s not that I don’t trust her, Titus. It’s just that I don’t want to put her in a
difficult situation. She may feel she has to tell the King.” He turned back to face Iago.

“I’m taking a couple of PCUs, lago, so you’ll be able to get in touch with me if
anyone else approaches the ship. Seal the hatches and don’t allow anyone but me or
Titus to come aboard.”

The machine seemed almost glad to have orders.

“I understand, Captain Sullivan. Am I to assume that you are then claiming the
right of salvage?”

“That’s affirmative, lago. You may consider me the Captain of the Estrella
Negra.”

Sullivan smiled a wry smile at Titus.

“Come on, let’s get out of here.”

They fetched Sullivan’s bag from the access corridor and dragged it back through
the Negra. It took them almost ten minutes to haul it back to the clearing.

“Heavens!” remarked Titus. It was evening, and the sun was close to setting over
the ridges surrounding the plateau, but despite the coolness both men were sweating
profusely.

“What is in this bag?” asked the Victorian. “It weighs a great deal!”

Sullivan stared out at the violet sky. “Just a few things I thought might come in
handy. Nothing to mention to Calliya, either, especially after what happened in the
Great Hall. Help me get it secured on Merriat, would you?”

Together they roped the heavy cargo bag onto the back of the saddle. Merriat
shifted slightly under the weight, but didn’t appear to mind too much. Then they took a
break to get something to eat, devouring the rest of the bread, and taking long draughts
of the warming wine. They watched as Iago sealed the access hatch, and then wasted no
time in mounting their drakans. As the giant beasts leapt into the air, struggling through
the thick canopy, Sullivan looked back at the Estrella Negra. He thought about what else
he had found in the launch bay. The ultimate stage in the Bligh Contingency. First the
crew escape in the Espada, then they make sure the Al can do no further harm. He knew

why he had been incapable of telling Titus. The presence of a one-megaton fusion
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bomb, capable of destroying the Negra and the plateau it lay on, was going to be difficult
to explain to his new friend.

Titus led the way as they soared into the indigo sky. Sullivan looked back at the
cargo bag roped to the back of the saddle. He was sincerely hoping he wasn’t going to
need even half of the things he had taken from the storage locker. But it never hurt to

have some insurance.
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Chapter Twelve

It was halfway through the dark night when at last they drew near Calliya’s
homestead. They had drawn their flying cloaks tight around them, to shield them from
the cold night air, and Sullivan had spent much of the trip back staring at the planet’s
night sky. Reflected sunlight streamed through the wisps of the nebula, tinting the
spectacular moon with the purple hues of the daylight sky.

When they neared the homestead, Titus signalled Sullivan desperately from astride
Pegasus, pointing to the grassy plains by the homestead, where the light from the
building fell over the familiar shape of the Kelison. The ugly tear was still visible on the
rearmost section. That meant Calliya had returned early from the shipwright’s, so they
quickly banked their drakans into a steep descent towards the stables. As quietly as they
could, they removed the tackle from the large beasts, and then stashed Sullivan’s cargo
bag at the back of one of the paddocks. Titus had protested this at first, but had been
finally convinced that it might be easier on Calliya if he didn’t have to choose between
her friendship with Sullivan and her loyalty to the King.

All was quiet as Titus eased open the large double doors of the house. They
tiptoed through into the main hall, confident that they had been successful in their
stealthy entry. Titus turned to whisper something to Sullivan before a loud voice
shattered the silence.

“Where have you been?” shouted Calliya, as she stormed down the huge spiral
staircase. “I told you to take care of Jack, Titus, not take him off —  she paused for a
moment, eyeing the humans suspiciously. “What have you two been up to?”

It was Sullivan who answered.

“Don’t worry, Calliya. Titus just took me flying for the day. We must have flown
too far without realising, because it took us until now to get back.” He smiled at Calliya,
hoping she wouldn’t ask too many questions about exactly where they had flown.

Sullivan didn’t know enough to lie convincingly.
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Calliya looked at the two of them sternly as she made her way down the staircase.
She was wearing a translucent shift that shimmered in the dim light, and had wrapped a
light robe around her shoulders. Titus tried to change the subject.

“But my child, what are you doing back so soon? We didn’t expect you back for
several days.”

“I’m sure you didn’t. Let us just say that my trip to the Whispering Woods did not
go as planned.” She looked tired.

“What do you mean?” asked Sullivan. “Couldn’t he fix the Kelison?”

“Not precisely,” answered Calliya with a sigh.

Later, they sipped cups of warm broth by the embers of a dying fire, as Calliya
explained what had happened when she took the Kelison north.

It had taken Calliya several hours to reach the top of the world where the
Whispering Woods lay, cruising gently so as not to tire the seerephon. The vessels
found travel through the air harder than speeding through the great void of space. When
she did finally arrive, she banked the Kelison into a gentle approach, bringing the vessel
in to rest on the flat plain near Lennat’s dwelling. The shipwright was waiting when she
disembarked from the Kelison, staring up at the ugly wound on the hind section of the
seerephon. Then he had looked up the gangway, as if expecting someone else to appear.

Calliya paused, staring into the fire and sipping her broth.

“Then he asked me how the Kelison had been wounded,” she said.

Calliya had answered him, explaining quickly how she had rescued somebody from
a damaged vessel and was returning to Elysium. And how they had been set upon by
darklings so very close to home. Lennat had seemed quite distressed about this, clucking
to himself as he surveyed the wound again. He had laid his hand on the hard skin of the
seerephon, communicating with it, before finally turning to speak to Calliya again. And
then he had asked her to bring the human to the Whispering Wood.

Sullivan coughed into his broth, spilling it over his shirt. He brushed at the hot
liquid, wondering if he had heard Calliya right.

“He asked to see me?”

“Yes, Jack. But I swear, I did not even mention that I had been through the Rift,
much less that I had brought a human back.”

“I didn’t think you would. But you said that it was Lennat who told you to cross
the Rift in the first place. How does he know these things?”

Calliya again stared into her broth for a moment before she answered.

“I cannot be sure. Lennat is one of the oldest of all the Elysians, perhaps more

ancient than even the King. And for all those years, he has listened to the song of the
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seerephon, and cared for them at the Whispering Wood. No one knows what relics of
the Titans he possesses, or how he knows what he knows, so talking to him can be a
frustrating experience. As you will no doubt find out.”

“Sorry?” asked Sullivan.

“You don’t think I’m going to turn down the request of one of our most venerable
ancients?” answered Calliya, smiling. Her grey eyes glittered in the flickering firelight.
“We’re paying a visit to Lennat, Jack. First thing in the morning.”

With that, Calliya ushered them all off to bed, and Titus and Sullivan exchanged
looks as they headed upstairs. Sullivan could tell that Titus wanted to tell Calliya about
the Estrella Negra, but he signalled the portly Victorian to hold his tongue. But then he
realised that he had left the cargo bag in the stables, so just before they all parted
company in the upper landing, Sullivan turned to Titus.

“Titus, I left my flying cloak and a few things in the stable. Can you have them put
in my quarters tomorrow?”

Titus smiled. “Of course, Mr. Sullivan.”

Calliya and Sullivan bade Titus goodnight made their way up to the upper landing
where their own quarters were located.

“Jack,” said Calliya, stopping for a moment. “I have no idea why Lennat wants to
see you, but you should know that it is something that the court may not be pleased
about. I do not believe that a human has ever set foot in the Whispering Woods, and we
must make sure that Tayfen does not learn of it. If he does, there is no telling what he
might convince the Court to do. Are you still willing to take the risk?”

Sullivan smiled and nodded. “If the man wants to see me, then he gets to see me.”

“Thank you, Jack.” Calliya moved onto her tiptoes and kissed Sullivan lightly on
the cheek. “Get some sleep. I’ll see you at dawn.”

Sullivan watched as Calliya walked down the corridor and headed up the staircase
to her own room, brushing his fingers against his cheek. Her lips had been so soft; it felt
like his skin was still tingling. That night as he lay sleeping, dreams brought only her
face.

A construct woke him just before dawn. The sandy creature shook him gently on
the shoulder, and then laid out some fresh clothes on the end of the bed. Sullivan roused
himself and quickly donned the linen shirt and the thick hide trousers.

Still rubbing the sleep from his eyes, Sullivan emerged into the bright dawn light.
Threads of violet wound their way gently across the sky, caressing the setting moon as
Calliya made the last circuit of the seerephon before boarding. She waved to Sullivan.

“Good morning Jack!” she called.
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He yawned as he waved in return. A few minutes later, they were on the bridge,
making the final preparations for launch. Sullivan sat in the same chair he had taken on
his first trip on the Kelison, in the starboard well of the control chamber. He still didn’t
understand the symbols on the console, but at least his vantage point did afford him a
good view of all of the displays on the sloping bulkheads of the bridge.

Calliya sat in the command chair, closing her eyes as the Kelison lifted from the
ground with a shudder. Her bracelets glowed softly, the flowery Elysian script flowing
over the shining metal as she gave the vessel instructions on course and heading. Then
they both sat back and enjoyed the ride.

The ground hurtled past the array of fore and aft displays at a terrific rate. Sullivan
found the effect of watching the trees fly past in a blur very calming, and it wasn’t long
before the lack of sleep, and the previous day’s flying, took its toll.

Calliya listened to Sullivan snore from the lance chair in the starboard well. She
still wasn’t sure quite what to make of the curious human. Ever since she was a little
girl, Titus had told her tales about one great human or another — great storytellers like
Shakespeare, or great inventors like Leonardo da Vinci. She had grown more curious as
she grew older, and had often imagined what it would be like to meet a real human.
Somehow, Titus didn’t count. He had been the one telling the stories, after all. He had
recounted much of their exploits, and how with their zeal and their ideas they had
changed the world they lived in.

And now here she was, setting off for the Whispering Woods with a human who
was quite unlike anything she would ever have expected. He was so unlike Titus, and it
was hard to imagine him writing a play or painting a picture. She gazed idly at the
displays as the Kelison rushed northwards. What could Lennat have in mind? If Prince
Tayfen found out she had taken Jack to see the shipwright, he would surely demand the
most severe of punishments. And the King would not be pleased either. But neither of
them would dare admonish Lennat. It had been a very long time since he had taken any
interest in the events at court, but his skill as the master shipwright and his very great age
would give any other Elysian pause for thought before challenging him. The court did
its best to just ignore Lennat, which was an arrangement that suited the shipwright.
Instead, their anger would be firmly directed at Sullivan. She could only hope the visit
to the Woods would be worth the risk.

After Sullivan woke, Calliya showed him the basics of operating the console.
Once he had learned what the icons dotted around the large flat display represented, it
became a lot easier to understand what was going on. Dotted all around the skin of the

Kelison were what Calliya called the eyes; by touching the eye icon, and sliding his
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finger in any direction, Sullivan could get an image from any of the eyes. Then the
various displays all merged together to form a single image. It felt like operating the
controls of a human ship, but there was still the sense that the Kelison was alive
somehow — that the console was merely a way of seeing what the vessel could see.

The way Calliya explained it, the seerephon was not truly a living creature. The
Titans, using a method long lost to the Elysians, had created them. Beneath the
Whispering Woods, the hatchling seerephon slept, until their masters arrived to wake
them. Each vessel was joined to its master at the Raising Ceremony, where the Elysian
would hear the song of the seerephon for the first time. Then they hatched in the
Whispering Woods, and were cared for by Lennat. In the long years it took them to
reach their full size, as the shipwright used ancient methods to merge other creations
with their natural systems. The more Calliya explained the harder Sullivan found it to
follow.

The Elysians obviously had access to some kind of archaic, organic technology,
left behind by the mythical builders of the Rift. If that race had been capable of creating
a stable finite bridge between universes, then there was no way to guess at what else they
might have created.

“Are there other ancient relics of the Titans? Or does Lennat have the only ones?”

Calliya shook her head.

“You have seen the crystal atop the staff of the King?”

Sullivan nodded.

“That is one of the reyta. They are also powerful artefacts of the Golden Years,
and we use them to create and control the constructs. It is through them that all of what
you see is created.”

“And these — reyta? Does everyone have one? What are they made from?”

“I cannot answer all your questions Jack, for I do not know. But I do have one of
the crystals, yes.”

Calliya drew her sword from her scabbard, the golden sunlight that filled the
chamber glinting against its ebony blade. She spun the sword in her hand and proffered
the pommel to Sullivan. A large opaque crystal was set into it, and as he stared into the
murky depths it began to glow faintly. He looked up at Calliya, whose eyes were closed,
her face set in concentration.

Tendrils of thin mist began to drift from the crystal, shimmering in the sunlight,
twisting into different shapes as they stretched across the chamber. Sullivan gazed in
wonder as the shapes danced and twisted up towards the ceiling. Then they doubled

back on themselves, growing in thickness and brightness. There was nothing in the most
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advanced technology on Earth to rival this. Whatever this magic was, it would take
some getting used to; Sullivan couldn’t imagine what effect it might have had on the
peoples of ancient Earth. In the mist, he thought he could make out two figures,
waltzing in the energy, their bodies intertwined for a moment, lingering only for a
moment before they were swept away in the energetic current. As quickly as it had
appeared, the energy mist began to dissipate. Sullivan looked back to Calliya, who had
opened her eyes and was smiling broadly.

“How did you do that?” he asked.

“The power of the reyta was given to our ancestors by the Titans. Only they truly
understood the magic, but in time we learned how to use them. How to bend the natural
elements to our will, and use the seed of a tree to grow a construct.” She spoke about it
casually, as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

Sullivan shook his head in disbelief. There was no rational, earthly explanation for
what he had just witnessed.

“Well, I’ve never seen anything like it,” he laughed. “Where I come from, there
are no magic crystals, no hollow flying space creatures, and no giant flying cats. But
then again,” he added, “I guess there isn’t anyone like you either.”

Calliya looked at him with a glint of mischief.

“If you like what you’ve seen so far, then you’re going to love this.”

She hopped up out of the starboard well and pointed at the fore display. Sullivan
followed her gaze, mouthing silent surprise at the images that stretched across the
sloping bulkhead. The violet strands that wove their way through Elysium’s sky were
coalescing directly ahead of the Kelison, growing thicker and thicker as they flew
onwards. High into the sky they stretched, bundled like enormous clouds, stacked all the
way to space like a stairway to heaven. Could the nebula extend all the way to the
surface? Such a thing would be theoretically impossible, but with no scientific
instruments to hand, Sullivan had to resort to staring up at the mountain of purple cloud
they were approaching.

“What the hell is that?” he asked quietly.

“That, Jack, is the Shroud. It rises from the Whispering Woods to envelop our
whole world, and protects Elysium from the cold darkness of the void. Does Earth not
have something similar?” She looked puzzled by this possibility.

“Well, we had an ozone layer, once,” replied Sullivan. “And our atmosphere
shields us from cosmic rays. But there’s nothing like this. How is it possible?”

“The Titans made the Shroud — it comes from the heart of the world, and gives life

to the seerephon. Don’t worry — you’ll see soon enough.”
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The Kelison hurtled onwards over the northern plains, drawing ever closer to the
towering wall of cloud, the outer shell taking on a deep purple hue as the sunlight
struggled through the ever-thickening nebula. But the swirling gas did not reach all the
way to the ground, and it was into this gap that the Kelison sailed, affording Sullivan a
view of the source of the Shroud.

Far on the horizon, the nebula did extend as far as the ground, but only in the form
of a single, wide finger that reached down from the sky. The sunlight could not pierce
the Shroud here, and the terrain that Sullivan glimpsed from the ventral displays was
barren and alien. There were unusual looking rock formations; deep crevices and gullies
that cut through the flat plain, narrow creaks and streams that opened into shallow deltas,
all of it bleached with a thousand violet shades of the Shroud.

The Kelison tore through the thin wisps that lingered beneath the Shroud, as it
raced on towards the single thick tendril that reached the ground.

“Is that what I think it is?” asked Sullivan.

Calliya nodded. “There lies the Whispering Wood. No human has ever cast eyes
on it, to the best of my knowledge. You will be the first.”

“I feel honoured,” he replied.

“Just be careful what you touch. What may look innocuous to you or me may be
something beyond our understanding.”

“Yes, milady,” joked Sullivan, trying to bow from the confines of his chair.

Calliya tried to frown in reply but couldn’t help but smile. “I’m sorry, Jack, but we
are taking a great risk in coming here, and I’m not sure why.”

“I understand. But don’t worry — I’m getting used to things being beyond my
understanding.”

Calliya moved back onto the dais as the Kelison manoeuvred for it’s landing.
Sullivan’s eyes flicked from one display to the other, trying to build up a picture of their
surroundings, as the seerephon drew closer to the vortex that whirled down from the
underside of the Shroud. He figured they were maybe three kilometres from it and
slowing up rapidly, even though he had no sensation of the Kelison braking. A couple of
hundred metres ahead, the ground dropped off sharply, and for the first time Sullivan
saw the Whispering Wood that covered almost the entire sunken plateau. From a
distance, it was a thorny crystal carpet that blanketed everything, stopping abruptly
where it met the swirling vortex of the Shroud.

The Kelison began to circle slowly downwards, nearing the edge of the glittering
woods. Long before the seerephon neared the ground, Calliya leaped from the command

chair and disappeared through the aft hatch.
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“Come on!” she cried.

Sullivan sighed as he got to his feet to follow her. He often felt like a fool, rushing
in where this particular angel didn’t fear to tread.

Calliya was waiting at the hatch when the Kelison shuddered to a halt. Sullivan
arrived only a moment later, wobbling slightly as the seerephon touched down. Calliya
pressed her hand to the release, and the broad hatch gently tilted down to form a ramp,
affording Sullivan his first view of the land that surrounded the Whispering Woods.

What had seemed nothing but barren terrain was anything but. All over the
rounded rocks grew mosses and fungi of myriad kinds; some were tall and willowy,
stretching into the shrouded sky, while others seemed to cling timidly to the leeward side
of the boulders, hiding from the gentle purple glow of the vortex.

Sullivan followed Calliya down the ramp. She made her way directly towards
what Sullivan had taken to be a very large mound of rock at first, but then realised was
some kind of dwelling. It still looked like a pile of rocks, mused Sullivan; but as he
drew closer he could see a small dark wooden door. It was cut to fit the uneven shape of
the rocks around it, and was flanked by two sets of equally misshapen shutters, hanging
awkwardly at opposing angles.

Calliya marched right up to the door, knocking loudly on it. There was a short
delay, accompanied by some muted banging from inside the house. Sullivan could hear
snatches of a tuneless song being hummed, growing progressively louder until the door
opened.

“Lady Calliya!” exclaimed Lennat, beaming broadly from inside the door. He
beckoned them both inside before disappearing into the darkness beyond the doorway.
Sullivan had to duck as he moved through the crooked opening.

Inside, he was greeted by the warm glow of a log fire fed from an untidy stack of
wood next to the wide stone hearth. The shadows flickered across the low ceiling of the
dwelling.

Lennat was much shorter than any of the Elysians Sullivan had previously seen.
He was slender of frame, and slightly balding, his grey hair thinning and worn about
shoulder length. He wore a long brown leather apron over a rough looking woollen shirt
and britches, and tiny black eyes gazed out at them from a weathered and wizened face.

He was busy carving some strips of meat from a larger cut with a small sharp knife.
He roughly piled the meat onto some wooden plates and then tore off chunks of bread
from an aged looking loaf. Calliya was heading for one of three large wooden chairs

that had been arranged around the fireplace, speaking to Lennat in her own tongue.
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“You always know how many plates to set,” she said, making herself comfortable
in the chair closest to the fire.

“I don’t often have guests these days,” the shipwright replied. He crossed to the
fireside, gave Calliya two of the plates to hold, and then turned and motioned for
Sullivan to take another of the chairs. As he sat, Lennat gave him one of the plates. He
then returned to the area of the room he used as a pantry to fetch a large clay amphora
and three carved wooden cups. Before he sat, Lennat poured them each a cup of a clear
liquid.

“We actually ate on the way here,” said Calliya, as she looked down at her plate.
The meat looked tough and uninviting, and Sullivan thought it might even be as old as
Lennat himself.

“Nonsense,” replied Lennat. “Everything is simpler on a full stomach. Eat, my
child.”

Calliya signalled for Sullivan to eat as well, so he shrugged his shoulders and put
some of the meat in his mouth. It was smoky and salty, but started to melt as soon as it
touched his tongue. Calliya asked some questions several times during the meal, but
Lennat would have none of it. He simply waved his hand and indicated her plate, so she
would pout and return to playing with the meal.

Sullivan, on the other hand, was enjoying the food immensely. All his life he had
eaten the same thing as everybody else had always eaten — engineered food. Beef that
was grown in vats, chicken that was grown in vats; protein that was synthesised from
genetically modified algae — algae that were grown in enormous seafaring vats. But
none of it ever tasted anything like the food in this alien place. And whatever was in the
clay amphora, there wasn’t anything like it served in any bar Sullivan had ever
frequented.

When he had finished eating, Lennat sighed in satisfaction and reached into the
pocket of his apron. He drew out the same knife he had used to carve the meat, and a
small piece of pale wood. As he spoke, he absent-mindedly drew the tip of the sharp
knife back and forth across the wood, carving tiny little grooves in it.

“Can he understand me?”” he asked Calliya.

“No,” she replied. “He understands nothing of our tongue. He has been here but a
little while, and has had no time to learn much of our ways.”

Lennat nodded. “So what tongue does he speak with?”

“The same as Titus, the Englishman. They also call the language English. I think

most humans speak it now.”
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“But what tongue does he speak with?” Lennat stopped carving for a second, his
black eyes glittering in the firelight. Calliya considered her answer carefully before
replying.

“I believe he speaks only with his own tongue.”

Again the shipwright nodded slowly and deliberately, staring at Sullivan. Then he
stood up, reached across and poked Sullivan gently in the chest.

“Hey!” cried Sullivan in indignation. “Watch it, will you?” He almost spilled his
drink as the diminutive Elysian examined him. Without saying a word, Lennat sat down
and spoke softly to Calliya.

“Tell me again where you found him. Did this human truly hear the song of the
seerephon?”

Calliya related the full tale of her trip through the Rift. Although Sullivan
understood nothing of what she said, he did his best to follow from the expression on her
face, and from the reaction of the shipwright. He made soft exclamations at one point
and another, and seemed most interested in the parts that pertained to Sullivan, but
waited until she had finished before speaking himself.

“Tell me again. You said he flew his own ship — not a seerephon, but a vessel of
human construction?”

Calliya nodded.

“I do not know how it propelled itself, for by the time I saw it, it was mortally
wounded.”

“Ask him.” Lennat indicated Sullivan with a mere nod of his head, so Calliya
turned to him and almost whispered.

“He wants to know how your ship flew.”

Sullivan looked at the shipwright.

“Well, you had better try and translate, although I’'m not sure if you’ll understand.”

Sullivan then explained, in the broadest and simplest terms possible, how human
vessels were propelled through the heavens. Calliya did her best to translate, but
struggled with some of the more technical terms.

Ships were nearly always constructed in space, or at the very least fabricated on the
ground and then assembled in orbit. The most common form of propulsion was the
plasma sail; huge electromagnetic currents swept through the solar system at great speed,
and could be used to carry the ships tremendous distances — the advantage lay in only
expending as much energy as you needed to generate the sail. The drawback was a

distinct lack of manoeuvrability, so most ships countered this with a secondary system of
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propulsion. The Bogart had been fitted with a Balakov Mk III plasma sail and four
Boeing ion drive units.

Sullivan really didn’t think his words, or Calliya’s translations, had had much
effect on Lennat. He never stopped carving grooves in his little piece of wood, and he
never asked any questions. When Sullivan had finished, the shipwright was quiet for a
little time. He stared into the fire, and began to speak very slowly and deliberately,
allowing Calliya to translate exactly what he was saying.

“A very long time ago, I lived on your world, human. They called it the Golden
Years, for it was the age wherein we walked the Earth as Gods, bending man to our will.
Sometimes it was out of a desire to nurture, other times it was out of a need for mischief.
But the line between the two didn’t seem to matter as much as the might that we
wielded. As the Titans were we, drunk on the power we held over the fledgling human
race.

“No one remembers when we first set foot on the world of men. I was born in the
Finite Realm, and yet I remember walking the hills of Rome long before any man
thought to build a city there. But not all of us saw man the same. There were always
those who felt mankind existed only to be dominated, to be ruled.

“Gradually, the race of men grew in number. They built more elaborate structures,
more weapons of war, and began to bend the Earth to their own desires. The more we
saw of humanity, the less we liked it. Eventually, the schism in our ranks grew to the
point of civil war. A great conflict erupted; the War of Dominion that would tear our
race apart forever. On one side, those who sought to protect the humans, on the other,
those who would crush them underfoot.

“We had fashioned a city for ourselves, one that travelled upon the ocean. The
humans would later call it Atlantis, but we had never named it. It was the focus of all
our will, all our power. When our ranks divided, the city was cast down and lost forever.
We began to abandon Earth. Many stayed, of course. The war continued here, you see.
There was no escape. Ultimately, those who had sought to bend the universe to their
will fell from grace.”

“The Fallen,” whispered Sullivan to himself. Lennat ignored him and continued.

“After the war, the Fallen were banished. They took up their residence in the
Karthos, or the Darkling Belt, where they remain to this day. And as for those that
stayed behind in the Infinite Realm, who can say? They vowed to walk down through
all the ages of man, believing that the fates of our two races are inextricably linked.

“Greatest amongst them was one called Tanis, the Royal Chronicler. He believed

that the day would come when our paths would cross again, until which time he would
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record the breadth of human history. And that it would be a new Icarus that would reach
out and touch not the sun, but the stars themselves.”

Lennat fell silent, continuing to carve the little sliver of wood. The narrow grooves
had grown and now furrowed deep into the wood.

“You think I’m part of some kind of prophecy?” asked Sullivan.

“No, no,” laughed Lennat. “Tanis was partly mad, after all. Who else would
choose permanent exile from their home? I merely wished to convey to you what I knew
of your world, human. I would not presume to prophesise.”

He got up from the hearth and moved towards a dark wooden chest of drawers at
the other side of the dwelling, rummaging through several of the drawers as Calliya and
Sullivan spoke quietly in English.

“Can you believe this?” Sullivan asked.

“You forget, Jack, that I have heard much of these tales before. Every child hears
all about the War of Dominion, and the First Darkling War, and of how the Fallen were
defeated at the Battle of the Rift. But it all happened so long ago that no one is too sure
what occurred and only Lennat and a handful of others are old enough to remember.”

“And what about the other stuff? About Atlantis sinking, and about the Elysians
who stayed on Earth? Is all that true as well?” Sullivan was shaking his head in
disbelief.

Calliya shrugged apologetically.

“I’m not too sure about which fact is and which is fantasy, but you would be wise
to listen to Lennat. Whatever he is saying, he is saying it with good reason. We might
even find out why he wanted you to come here.”

The shipwright exclaimed triumphantly as he pulled an object from one of the
drawers, scattering the rest of its contents around the chest. It was impossible to see
what it was in the dim light, but as Lennat neared the fire Calliya’s eyes widened in
surprise.

“Lennat, what are you going to do with that?”

Without a word, Lennat reached out and grabbed Sullivan’s hand. He pulled it
towards him and with a sharp movement clasped a band of metal around Sullivan’s
wrist. The moment the warm metal touched his skin, the gap that had admitted his wrist
closed and the band shrank until it closely fit his wrist.

Sullivan stared at the bracelet, which was not like the manacles he had worn as a
captive aboard the Kelison. This one had intricate carvings and looked very similar to

the pair that Calliya wore.
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“What are you doing?” she cried. Sullivan couldn’t understand her words, but her
look of horror spoke volumes.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, but Calliya was too busy arguing with Lennat to
answer.

“What have you done?” she wailed. “If the King see this, he will cast Sullivan into
the Fold for all eternity. No human has ever worn a control bracelet — you must know it
is forbidden.”

“Nonsense,” waved Lennat. “How do you expect to him to perform the Raising if
he has no control bracelet?”

Calliya was struck dumb.

“A Raising?”

The shipwright nodded in reply, his black eyes twinkling with mischief.

“But why?” asked Calliya. “No human has ever raised a seerephon.”

“My child, have you forgotten how your seerephon was raised? When you were
old enough, you were brought here to hear their song for the first time. You listened,
and heard the voices of all the seerephon, including the hatchling Kelison. This human
has also heard the song of the seerephon, and somehow, they heard his song too. Even
as we speak, a hatchling stirs beneath the Whispering Woods.” The shipwright seemed
as unperturbed as Calliya was upset. He continued to carve carefully at the piece of
wood.

“The human will raise a seerephon. We have no choice. This hatchling is for him,
although I do not pretend to understand how it has happened.”

“Would anyone like to tell me what is going on?” said Sullivan. He had watched
the exchange in silence, comprehending nothing save for the fact that he might be the
subject.

“Lennat says that when you heard the song of the Kelison, somehow a hatchling of
the Whispering Woods heard you. All of the seerephon are connected, and their songs
stretch the breadth of the Finite Realm. When you communicated with my vessel, you
began the process of becoming a fleet master. It cannot now be stopped.”

“You have got to be kidding,” answered Sullivan, partly in shock. “I don’t know
anything about hatchlings, or songs, or whatever you’re talking about.”

“I’m not happy about it either, Jack. It is not something that we will easily be able
to explain to the Court, but if Lennat says this is the only way, then it’s good enough for
me, Jack.” They both looked at the shipwright. He was beaming broadly, oblivious to

any of their worries.
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“Than I guess it’s good enough for me too,” said Sullivan hesitantly. But he
wasn’t sure at all.

The shipwright disappeared towards the back of the room.

“But first I must see to your wounded seerephon!” called Lennat. He headed out
the crooked door and disappeared into the day made purple night. Calliya looked at
Sullivan apologetically and then got up to follow him. Sullivan just sat, staring into the
fire as he polished off his salted meat, occasionally glancing at the bracelet, checking to
see if it had changed. He scolded himself. It was just a piece of metal, after all. He had
used them before when he had had to save Calliya. He could handle anything these
Elysians threw at him — it couldn’t be anything compared to what he had endured in the
Navy, could it?

Sullivan made his way slowly outside, where Lennat had already scaled the side of
the seerephon and was examining the damage around the gaping hole. Calliya was
calling to him from the ground, relating the overall health of the creature. Maybe,
thought Sullivan, I should be over there learning as much about these seerephon as I can.
If I’'m going to have one of my own. He shook his head. There was no way he would be
able to raise one of these things. He’d never even been able to keep a digipet alive when
he was a kid.

Sullivan ambled slowly down the path towards the cliff edge, staring into the
vortex rising in the distance. Violet currents swirled around each other, fighting to stay
on the surface. The sight was enough to make him catch his breath as he took in the rest
of the vista.

The path ended abruptly at the top of a two hundred metre sheer drop. A flight of
stone steps wound its way down the face of the cliff, dropping below the pink crystalline
canopy of the Whispering Wood. The dark light from the vortex flickered over the
smooth faces, flickering through the trees below. The glittering pattern of light flew
through the forest like a thousand stars trapped in ice.

Sullivan was suddenly aware of Calliya at his shoulder.

“It is quite a sight, is it not?”” she whispered.

“In all my years, I have never seen the like. How is this possible?”

“Maybe Lennat knows,” answered Calliya, “but I don’t think he does. Legend has
it that the Titans created it to give life to the world; they used the seerephon to travel
between the stars. After the Flight of the Titans, their lore came to the hands of the
Elysians, and we learned to care for the seerephon.”

Sullivan stared at Calliya, amused to hear her speak like Titus or Lennat. She

noticed, and smiled broadly.
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“All of us are all told the tales as children, Jack.”
She wrapped her arm around his.
“Let us learn when Lennat intends to journey into the forest.”

“Sure,” answered Sullivan with a dry smile. “I can hardly wait.”
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Chapter Thirteen

As soon as Lennat had finished applying a large bucket of bright orange salve to
the ugly wound on the Kelison, he slid back down the shell and landed deftly on his feet,
signalling to Sullivan and Calliya that he was ready to go. He told Calliya to fetch some
things from her ship, and then disappeared inside his dwelling to collect some things of
his own, leaving Sullivan was to stare out over the precipice on his own.

Watching the forest was mesmerising. He was searching for some sign of how the
seerephon were created, but all he could see were the formations of endless glittering
crystal. He checked the bracelet on his right wrist, but there was no sign of anything out
of the ordinary — it still appeared to be a perfectly normal bangle. Sullivan thought he
recognised one or two of the symbols that were etched into the smooth metal. He
thought they might represent earth and fire, two of the Elysian base elements, as Calliya
had explained them. Sullivan wondered if his bracelet would allow him to communicate
with the Kelison. There was something he wanted to ask Calliya’s ship — something he
would rather keep to himself.

The Elysians returned. Calliya was wearing a small backpack over her bodysuit
and had changed her short flight jacket for a warmer, longer one. Lennat had brought
two heavy woollen cloaks, one for himself and the other for Sullivan, while to his back
he had strapped a thick bedroll.

Sullivan donned the cloak, which barely reached his knees. He looked at the
shipwright.

“Hey! Don’t I get one of those sleeping bags?”’

The shipwright looked back at him blankly as Calliya translated the question, then
grinned and spoke briefly, before walking past Sullivan and towards the precipice. As
Calliya followed, he asked her what Lennat had said.

“He said you won’t be needing one,” she replied.

“Great,” quipped Sullivan. “And I’ll bet that’s not because I’ll be sleeping in a

nice warm spaceship, is it?”
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He followed Calliya and Lennat onto the slender steps of the staircase, the
glittering crystalline canopy below making for a disorienting experience, forcing him to
focus on Calliya’s heels for a while. It was some time before he dared risk a look out
over the Whispering Woods.

They had descended about halfway before he gazed into the vortex; the
luminescence was brighter at this angle, and he could see currents of paler colours
swirling within. Even the reflections were more intense, flickering back and forth across
the crystal formations like waves on a moonlit ocean.

The staircase consisted of a single long flight, running down the sheer cliff, and
Sullivan wondered how the stairs had been constructed. Even from what little he had
gleaned about the power that their ancient technology gave to the Elysians, Sullivan
knew that this construction was no mean feat.

His legs had long since grown heavy by the time they reached the forest floor, forty
metres beneath the crystal canopy, which admitted much of the light from the swirling
vortex that spawned the Shroud. Everything beneath the crystal roof took on a purple
hue, as the chequered carpet of light flew across the rough ground below. Sullivan
looked at the violet faces of the Elysians beside him, as they stopped for a few minutes
to rest and recover their breath.

Sullivan began to feel rather odd, and was alarmed to see his bracelet glittering
faintly in the purple light. He looked across at Calliya and Lennat and saw their
bracelets glowing faintly as well. He could also sense a mild vibration from the
crystalline trees around him, similar to the sensation he used to get from the energy
surging through the power core of the Khan, but different — warmer somehow. Beneath
the canopy, Sullivan could see an even wilder array of crystals; obsidian glass, twisting
back and forth through tightly packed clear formations. Before the party lay a path of
sorts, twisting through the crystal roots that dug deep into the dark stony earth.

Lennat immediately set off between the trees. Sullivan and Calliya followed close
behind, picking their way through the roots side by side.

“How far do we have to go?” asked Sullivan. The forest had been curiously quiet
save for the faint hum of the crystals, but a new sound reached Sullivan’s ears. There
was a faint whistling noise resounding beneath the canopy. There was no way to tell
where it was coming from, but Sullivan had the definite idea that it was growing louder.

Onwards they walked, snaking left and right to avoid the large roots. Occasionally,
Sullivan would catch his reflection in one of the roots’ smooth faces, his appearance
surprising him. Wrapped in a thick cloak, wending his way through this dreamlike

landscape; his life had changed so much in such a short time. How much he had lost, he
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thought, his mind wandering back to Yoshi, Vic and Theo. He had failed them so badly,
and although he knew his own predicament could turn sour at any time, the Elysians
didn’t seem to have violence in their souls. So yet again, he had managed to save his
own skin. But at what cost? He couldn’t think of anything he could have done
differently, but he had been the one who had brought them on their final mission.
They’d been his crew, and he had failed them.

“Is something wrong, Jack?” asked Calliya. She had been watching him as he
walked, lost deep in thought.

“I’m okay,” he said, sighing lightly. “It’s just that a lot’s happened in the last
month.”

“You miss your crew, don’t you?” she replied softly. Sullivan could see his own
pain reflected in her eyes.

“Yeah. It feels like I failed them somehow. That if I hadn’t been greedy, and
taken that last job, they’d all still be alive.”

“And I would be dead, were it not for you!”

Sullivan didn’t reply. He simply continued walking, carefully watching his step
over the roots.

“We cannot choose our fate, Jack. We must live with our destiny, and treat all the
tasks of our life as we would the dawning of a new day.” She reached out and grabbed
his arm, stopping for a moment while Lennat continued ahead.

“You have nothing to be sorry for, Jack.” She looked right into his eyes, her pale
grey irises flooded with the indigo light. “You did all you could.”

“I know,” he replied quietly. He took a deep breath, and then looked up the path
towards the disappearing shipwright. “We’d better not let him get too far ahead.”

Calliya nodded, and they set off to follow Lennat, who had not strayed too far
ahead. It took them almost an hour by Sullivan’s reckoning to reach close to the centre
of the forest, by which time his eyes had accustomed themselves to the unusual light.
The closer they drew to the vortex, the brighter the light it emitted, and the faint whistle
that Sullivan had heard at the edge of the forest had grown to a dull roar. He could now
see the base of the Shroud, where it touched the planet and disappeared beneath the
surface. The vortex was maybe three or four hundred metres in diameter, and passed
through a circular opening in the crust of the planet, the purple gas hurtling out of the
opening at tremendous speed.

The crystal forest terminated abruptly fifty metres from the fissure. The ground
between was flat and barren, with barely a crack to break the continuity of the surface,

and veins of crystal picked their way through the smooth black rock. Lennat had
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stopped by a circular platform that rose from the ground halfway between the forest and
the fissure. The open area stretched as far as Sullivan could see in either direction, but
there were no other platforms, no features of any kind. There was nothing but barren
smooth rock, and the raging torrent that was the Shroud.

The crystal veins twisted their way through the rock, converging at the stone
platform. Sullivan walked carefully towards it, edging around the opposite side from
Lennat.

“What is this?” asked Sullivan. The shipwright just smiled back at him.

Sullivan looked to Calliya instead, raising his eyebrows imploringly. She spoke to
Lennat, and then listened intently as he replied. Then she turned back to Sullivan.

“He wants you to kneel in the centre of the platform.”

Right at the middle point of the platform were two narrow grooves, some half a
metre long and about fifteen centimetres wide, just about the right size for the lower half
of a man’s legs as he knelt. Sullivan examined the rest of the platform, looking for
something that might hold some sort of danger.

Slender grooves carved into the otherwise smooth stone, while veins of translucent
crystal ran seamlessly back and forth across the platform, curling together to meet
around the two central indentations. He reached out his hand to touch the stone, and
found it was warm to the touch, and carried the same vibration that resounded through
the rest of the forest. Lennat smiled and gestured again for Sullivan to mount the
platform.

“Please,” he said, in heavily accented English. Sullivan stared at him in surprise.
Either the Elysian knew more than he was letting on, or he had already begun to pick up
some English from listening to Sullivan.

He stepped gingerly onto the platform, feeling the vibration course up through the
soles of his boots. Calliya looked on nervously from one side, listening to Lennat as he
delivered some instructions.

“He wants you to kneel in the centre, and try to clear your mind.”

“Great,” said Sullivan to himself. He had tried meditation a couple of times on his
travels, but it had never been something he had had any aptitude for. All the sitting
around doing nothing, contemplating one’s existence — it was far too much like space
travel. He walked to the centre of the platform and then knelt in the two grooves.

He could feel the warmth of the stone, even through the thick hide of his trousers.
He made himself as comfortable as he could, and then he looked to the Elysians either
side of him.

“Now what?” he asked.
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“Open your mind,” said Calliya. “Lennat says this could take some time. He has
never known a human to attempt this, and is not sure exactly what might happen.”

“Fantastic,” Sullivan replied.

He stared at the vortex swirling out of the fissure before him, feeling the
electrostatic energy reaching out, the hairs all over his body lifting. Calliya and Lennat
were withdrawing, leaving Sullivan kneeling on the platform alone. Lennat was
whispering in Calliya’s ear, and she was calling the shipwright’s words out to Sullivan.

“We must leave you, Jack. If we stay too close, we might interfere with the
Raising.”

“What the hell do I do?” shouted Sullivan.

“You just have to wait, Jack!”

“Wait for what?”

“You’ll know when it happens!” she called, her words swept away by the roar of
the vortex.

Sullivan threw his eyes upwards, but found there was little to console him. The gas
erupting from the fissure billowed out into the enormous Shroud, stretching backwards
over his head. He had no idea what he was supposed to be doing, sitting here on a stone
platform, staring into a gas nebula that appeared to be emanating from the centre of this
planet. He sighed to himself. What would Vic think of him now? She had always been
such a rationalist, and now here he was, participating in some alien religion, waiting for
some unknown miracle to occur. Was a seerephon just going to pop out of the ground?
He looked for Calliya and Lennat, but they had disappeared beneath the canopy of the
Whispering Woods.

Sullivan sighed again. As long as he was sitting here he might as well give it a go.
He closed his eyes and tried to clear his mind. But try as he might, he could not halt the
flow of images rising for the depths of his memory. He saw the Bogart again, as he had
seen it from the Kelison. He saw the fire consume it. He saw Vic’s lifeless face as he
had held her body on the funeral barge. From even deeper in his past, he saw Orlat’s
snarling face as he had thrust his naval sabre into Sullivan’s gut during their infamous
duel.

He redoubled his efforts to clear his mind, but the more he tried, the harder it was
to drive the images from his consciousness. He thought instead of Calliya, and
gradually, the troubling images began to flow from his mind. As they did, Sullivan
heard a faint whispering in his ears. He opened his eyes and looked around him, but

there was no one around.
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Sullivan shook his head and turned back to the vortex, closing his eyes again. The
clarity came easily this time, and with it the whispering; it began to grow steadily in
volume, a cacophony that reminded Sullivan of what he had felt on the Kelison when he
had first tried to communicate with the ship.

Deep in the woods, Lennat and Calliya talked as quietly as they could, amidst the
roar of the Shroud emerging from the heart of the planet.

“It is strange,” said Calliya. “I remember my Raising, but not that well,”

“Few can remember their Raising,” answered Lennat. “It is the effect of being so
close to the Shroud. If your human can find the peace within, he will begin to hear the
voices of the seerephon, as he did before. They will guide the hatchling to him, or it will
be surely lost.”

Calliya nodded, knowing that the loss of a hatchling would be a tragic event.
“Why have you done this, Lennat? Even the Elysians, few amongst are permitted to
raise a seerephon.”

“Since Sullivan heard the song of the seerephon, the hatchling has called for him.
This human has travelled a very long way to get here, my child. There may be yet be a
reason for all this.”

“And you don’t know it?”” asked Calliya.

“Who can tell what twists of fate have brought this human to us, to this place?
There are some things that are difficult to know. Once they have happened, then we can
know them. Before they happen, we can only guess.”

Calliya pictured Sullivan kneeling on the platform, his head bowed as he tried to
clear his mind. She knew that he felt alone here. And that this was something beyond
anything he had experienced in his life. But there was more to her feelings for Sullivan.
It had begun first when she had laid his battered body on the regenerator on the Kelison.

The dried blood had covered most of his torn clothes, the rents sliding this way and
that to reveal deep gouges from the sentinel’s claws. She had removed them carefully,
trying not to tear the wounded flesh further. As he had hung bathed in the healing light
of the regenerator, she had watched him, fascinated. Titus had been an old man when
she had first met him, but she had grown very accustomed to his slightly different
appearance and his curious ways.

But this human was something else completely. A warrior. One that travelled
through space in a vessel the like of which she had never seen. She had stood, and
watched, and silently hoped that he would survive.

Now she sat and waited, while he underwent the ritual she had undergone ten years

earlier. But she had been schooled and prepared for years for her raising. Her cousin
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Gerren had helped train her to communicate with other seerephon of the fleet, so as to be
better able to coax the hatchling Kelison from deep beneath the Whispering Woods
when her time came.

It would be astounding if Sullivan could do this. Above all, drawing a hatchling
through the torment of the Shroud currents that ran through the hatchling beds took a
great deal of willpower. It also took great depth of character.

From where she sat, beneath the crystal canopy of the Whispering Woods, Calliya
silently willed Sullivan to succeed.

Kneeling upon the stone platform, Sullivan struggled with the growing babble in
his mind, wishing he knew what he was supposed to be doing, struggling to stay upright
against the powerful wind from the vortex. Images sprang into Sullivan’s open mind —
his mother’s kind face, weeping as she embraced the dark blue figure of his father; the
day of his graduation from the Naval Academy, when he wore that uniform for the first
time himself.

Deep below the surface of the Whispering Woods, something stirred. Sullivan was
suddenly aware of a new voice in amongst the babble in his mind, pushing aside the
images that had risen from the depths of his memory. His legs had grown numb from
kneeling for so long, and now they were starting to tingle. He opened his eyes, stealing a
glance around him.

Tiny tongues of azure fire licked around the edges of the platform, dancing around
the rim of stone. All around Sullivan, the crystal veins in the stone had filled with a
gentle blue light. The tingling in his legs was spreading up his body, filling his muscles
with warmth and sending convulsive shivers up his spine.

The vortex grew in intensity, throwing great plumes of purple gas high into the
billowing clouds of the Shroud. The tongues of blue fire had spread all around Sullivan,
closing in slowly, and the tingling all over his body had swelled into a cool fire that
poured through his limbs. He grimaced against the curious sensation. It wasn’t quite
pain, but it felt like a huge hand had closed around his chest.

The blue fire grew tenfold stronger all around Sullivan, and he could feel the hand
squeeze his chest as he was drawn upwards off his knees by the invisible force. The cool
flames enveloped Sullivan and he cried out in alarm.

Deep beneath the Whispering Woods, the currents of the Shroud poured through
the hatchling beds, pulling at the smooth dark pods that held the embryo seerephon. One
of the pods quivered in the currents, while all the others held fast. The pod rattled as the

hatchling battled against its confines, splitting narrowly, and the half-split pod tumbled
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off into the gaseous torrent, hurtling through the deep dark fissures that ran beneath the
woods.

Sullivan’s body strained against the invisible forces as the blue fire swept around
him, making him feel like he was in the vortex itself. Come on little buddy, he thought
to himself. The rush of voices in his head was almost deafening, but there was
something else — a new sound, a low keening that rang out beneath the other murmurs.
It was guttural, and carried no words, but Sullivan could feel the desperation carried in it.

The bracelet on his wrist burned brightly, while all around him raged the flickering
blue fire. The invisible grip on his chest tightened further, and again Sullivan cried out.
More images of his past sprang from the dark corners of his mind. He saw marines
felled by gunfire on Ganymede, and Orlat’s snarling face as he took his terrible revenge.

The howling wind carried Sullivan’s cries to where the Elysians waited, wrapped
in their warm blankets, sitting comfortably on their bedrolls.

“Jack!” called Calliya. She turned to Lennat, her concern obvious. “He can’t do
it!”

“Wait,” replied Lennat calmly. “It is very close now.”

The grip on Sullivan’s chest tightened further. He didn’t know how, but he could
feel the presence of the hatchling. He could feel the pod around him, trapping him. He
focused all his will on the wailing. Come on, Junior, he thought to himself. Nearly
there.

The ground began to tremble beneath the platform, and the vortex rippled and
flickered, throwing huge billowing torrents of gas thundering out of the ground. The
blue fire on the platform grew in height and intensity, spiralling upwards into the torrid
sky.

Tumbling through the Shroud currents that ran below the Whispering Woods, the
hatchling struggled against the confines of the pod, buffeted against the rocks that
protruded into its path. An impact knocked the pod heavily, opening a large gap. The
hatchling seerephon fumbled with its flight organs, trying to gain enough momentum to
escape from the pod. It could feel the raiser calling to it from the fissure at the top of the
sinkhole, experiencing the images of the master’s life as they sprang from Sullivan’s
mind. A final heavy impact from one of the jagged rocks and the hatchling was free,
bursting from the shattered pod.

The hatchling tumbled helplessly along in the current, straining to engage its flight
organs and head for the central current that would carry it upwards to the surface. But
barrelling along in the gas was disorienting, even for a creature with the senses of a

seerephon.
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On the raising platform, Sullivan felt the invisible grip on his torso relax. He was
still suspended a few centimetres above the platform, but he could not now feel the force
that held him. He felt dizzy though now, as if his own senses were being somehow
overwhelmed. Images of the Bogart and his doomed crew cut into his heart. The vortex
roared before him, the blue flames dancing high around his head, the cool fire tingling
on his skin. Sullivan could feel the hatchling’s confusion in the dark currents below.

You can do it, little guy, thought Sullivan. Just a little further now.

The blue flames around him grew brighter, almost blinding Sullivan. Vivid
memories continued to assault him, and his heart was beating so fast he felt like it might
just burst. The roar from the vortex intensified tenfold, drowning out all his cries. He
gritted his teeth as the sensory overload became unbearable.

And in an instant, it was over.

The hatchling burst from the ground, carried in the raging torrent of the Shroud.
Sullivan fell to the platform, exhausted. All around him, the flames had disappeared,
and the crystal veins had faded back to darkness. He closed his eyes, breathing heavily.

The hatchling spun out of the Shroud and gently floated down towards the surface,
halting a metre off the ground, right at the edge of the platform. It was about a metre
and a half long and almost half a metre deep on the central axis. The seerephon’s
miniature nose hung a little ways from Sullivan’s head, as he looked up and smiled at the
tiny spaceship.

“Hello Junior,” he croaked.

He was suddenly aware of Calliya and Lennat, who had returned from their
vantage point. They were both staring wide-eyed at the hatchling hovering before them.

“Well, this is somewhat unexpected,” said the shipwright.

“You don’t say,” answered Calliya, her voice numb with disbelief.

Sullivan looked over his shoulder from where he lay on the platform.
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“Hey, it’s kind of cute!” he said, smiling. When he saw the look on their faces, he
knew something was not quite right. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” said Calliya quickly. “It’s just that I’ve never heard of a hatchling to be
so small.”

“Small?” said Sullivan, looking around at the seerephon. The creature was at least
of a similar mass to a fully-grown human. “It’s huge!”

“Jack, when the Kelison was hatched, it was twenty yards in length. More than ten
times the size of this hatchling.”

“Well, it looks big enough to me. And I still think it’s cute.”

Calliya started to giggle.
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“I guess it is sort of sweet, to see one so small. Lennat?”

Lennat stared at the tiny seerephon for a moment.

“Who knows?” he replied. “I have never come across one so small, in all the
centuries that I have tended these Woods. But it seems hearty enough, so I shall care for
it and tend to it as I would any other.”

“But it will take a century to reach full size!” replied Calliya.

“Then for a century I will tend to it,” answered the shipwright bluntly.

The hatchling was circling slowly upwards and downwards, exploring the new
sensation of free flight, while Sullivan sat on the edge of the platform and watched the
creature.

“So, is everything alright with the little guy?”

“It would appear to be a perfectly normal hatchling. Apart from its size,” answered
Calliya, looking at the shipwright before continuing. ‘“But Lennat says he will care for it
nonetheless.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” replied Sullivan.

“Have you considered a name for the hatchling?” asked Calliya. She walked over
to where Sullivan was sitting and watched the tiny seerephon turning loops over their
heads. “It certainly seems very full of life,” she added.

“Junior,” replied Sullivan bluntly.

“Junior?” said Lennat.

“It means little one,” whispered Calliya, in her own tongue.

Lennat smiled and nodded his head.

“Junior,” he repeated, working his lips to try and mimic the sounds made in the
human language. He ambled towards the flying hatchling until he was more or less
beneath it, and then began to call out its name in the singsong tones of the Elysian
language. The hatchling began to circle his head, eliciting a broad grin from the
shipwright. It would be a novelty for him to care for such a tiny seerephon.

“Calliya, I must now begin to construct a cradle for the hatchling. It will not take
as long as it might for a normal size one, but then again, I am unable to reuse or remake
one of the old cradles. You might take our human guest back to the house to rest. I shall
return when my work is complete.”

Calliya nodded and helped pull Sullivan to his feet. The birth of the hatchling from
the depths of the planet had clearly taken its toll on the human. The Raising often left
the new fleet master in need of much rest.

“See you later, little guy,” he croaked weakly, raising one hand to bid farewell to

the shipwright and his new vessel.

202



It took forever to reach Lennat’s crooked little house. By the time they finally
struggled up the narrow staircase, Sullivan was nearly asleep on his feet, and Calliya was
supporting most of his weight. She laid him to rest on one of the chairs by the fire.

“Thanks,” mumbled Sullivan, half-asleep.

“You should rest, Jack. You’ve been through a lot today.”

Sullivan continued to mumble incoherently as he drifted into sleep. Calliya was
sure she heard him mutter something about two ships, but she dismissed it as the
exhausted ramblings of someone who had undergone the Raising. Hearing the song of a
hatchling for the first time could dredge up all kinds of painful moments from a master’s
life. Dealing with them was part of the preparation that Sullivan had never had. As he
slept fitfully in the chair, Calliya took something light to eat, and then busied herself
with arranging somewhere to sleep on the hearth, in front of the now smouldering fire.
Lennat’s house had no clocks, and with the thick violet Shroud blocking out all trace of
the day’s light, it was difficult to tell what time it was.

She laid out some heavy, soft blankets, and then pulled another over her as she lay
down before the fire. It was not long before the dreamy crackle of the logs had Calliya
drifting into sleep.

Sometime later, Sullivan opened his eyes. He could hardly remember anything that
had happened after the Raising. Even the details of the ritual itself were fuzzy. He was
lying on a wad of thick blankets before the embers of the dying fire. Calliya was curled
up next to him, and as he slept he had thrown his arm over her shoulders. He gently
removed his arm, but stayed curled up next to her warm body, watching the mess of
blonde curls that fell down around her narrow, softly pointed ear. She was so close;
Sullivan could feel her delicate scent filling his nostrils.

He lay there for a long time, just enjoying her closeness, before he grew restless.
He got up, shaking his limbs to restore the blood flow. There was no sign of Lennat. He
must still be out in the woods, thought Sullivan, so he opened the front door and peered
outside.

It looked very much as it had when he first arrived. With the nebula’s gas
overhead, there was no way for Sullivan to tell if it was day or night either. He quietly
pulled the door shut as he made his way outside.

The entry hatch of the Kelison was open. Sullivan made his way inside and headed
up towards the control chamber. He wanted to try out his control bracelet while Calliya
wasn’t around, as he wasn’t sure she would understand. He wasn’t too sure why he
really wanted to see this, but ever since he had heard the King express an interest in

seeing it, he had felt that he should. Maybe it was just out of some morbid fascination.
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The moment he had stepped on board he had become aware of the presence of the
Kelison. It was similar to what he had felt at the Raising, and before, when he had first
touched Calliya’s bracelet. It had been a torrent of concern then, but as he walked into
the control chamber, it was more of a tranquil trickle.

Not Calliya

“No, not Calliya. It’s me, Jack Sullivan.” He looked around through the dim light
of the chamber.

Master Jack Sullivan?

“That’s me. Master Jack, now. I want to see something.” Sullivan knew that he
could probably communicate without speaking, but if the seerephon understood him
when he spoke, it would do.

See?

“I have seen pictures of my ship. Moving pictures of my ship and the funeral
barge. Calliya showed them to me when I was on board the first time. Now I want to
see them again.”

The funeral barge and the unknown vessel?

“That’s it. Can you show me?”

In response, one of the displays on the sloping roof of the control chamber came to
life. Sullivan could see the Kelison’s view of the death dance of the barge and the
Bogart as it drew closer. Against the blinding glare of the sun, it was difficult to make
out the two ships until they filled the display. On the Kelison’s final approach angle, it
was easier to make out the details of the two doomed vessels.

Sullivan had the Kelison run the piece of video, or memory fragment, or whatever
it was, several times. Then he had it isolate a single moment and move the image to a
bigger display. He needed to be sure he wasn’t imagining it.

But there was no mistake. He could clearly see the open bay on the Bogart’s port
side, where one of the lifeboats had been launched. There was no automated system to
launch the lifeboats. It was an old superstition from the Al war — they could only be
launched by human hand. Which could only mean one thing.

That Theo had gotten off the Bogart.
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Chapter Fourteen

Sullivan and Calliya stayed with Lennat for another day while he fussed over the
Kelison and Junior. The shipwright had quite taken to the little creature as he tended to
it. Although he was famed for the loving care that he lavished on his charges, there was
something about the unlikely Junior and her unusual master that seemed to have caught
his fancy.

He left Calliya and Sullivan to their own devices, and they took the opportunity to
explore the Whispering Woods further. Calliya showed Sullivan the cradle where the
Kelison had been berthed before it came of age to join with the fleet. It was a huge open
crystal bed, fully one hundred and fifty metres long, cut deep into the forest floor. The
shimmering canopy overhead was lighter here, as if it has only grown back in recent
years. Beneath ran rivulets of sparkling water, pushed through the cut glass rocks by the
raging currents beneath. Petrified dewdrops hung from the canopy, like glistening
diamonds against the light of the Shroud.

They also came across Junior, frolicking through the Woods. The tiny seerephon
buzzed about their heads, banking and throwing loops as it hurtled to and fro beneath the
canopy. Whenever it slowed down long enough for Sullivan to reach out and run his
hand along the smooth shell, his bracelet flashed brightly and allowed him to touch the
mind of the hatchling.

Sully Sully Sully Sully

He wasn’t sure how the hatchling had come by the name. Only his old service
pals, like Vic, had called him that, but he supposed that Junior might have gleaned it
from his mind somehow during the raising.

“That’s my little guy,” he chuckled, rubbing its shell affectionately. The hatchling
threw another loop.

Sullivan and Calliya laughed out loud at Junior’s antics, as they strolled side by
side through the enchanting woods. Sullivan had enjoyed his visit to the top of the world
with Calliya — it was a fantastic place, one far beyond anything Sullivan had ever

dreamed of. And the more time he spent with Calliya, the more he was drawn to her.
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He felt the weight of the secrets he was keeping from her. He wanted to tell her
about finding the Estrella Negra, and about the possibility of Theo surviving the
destruction of the Bogart, but he couldn’t find a way. He had no idea how she would
react to the presence of a human ship, or his half-formed plan to use the shuttle to get
home. He didn’t want to put her in the position of having to choose between her
loyalties to her people, and her feelings for him, whatever they might be.

Lennat had continued to pick up English at a tremendous rate. By the time they sat
down to dinner in front of the fire for the second time, the shipwright had learned a
smattering of words.

“Eat!” he said, very pleased with his linguistic accomplishments. Then he spoke to
Calliya in the Elysian tongue.

“Your seerephon will be ready to depart in the morning. The foul venom of the
Nightwing has been cleaned from the wound, and it should heal nicely now.”

“What will become of the hatchling? For I must take Sullivan back with me, and 1
do not know when we can return.”

“I will keep Junior here until such time as it is ready to leave the Wood. I have no
idea how long that might take, but time is of little concern to me. I shall tend to this
seerephon like I would any other, and as long as the court does not learn of what has
happened here, there should be no problem.”

Calliya nodded gravely. She understood the importance of keeping Sullivan’s visit
a secret. If Prince Tayfen or Bellanis discovered that a human had been brought to this
most sacred of places, and allowed to raise a seerephon, their wrath would know no
bounds. No amount of explaining would protect Sullivan from them.

She looked over to where the human was sitting, soaking the large chunks of bread
in the broth before stuffing them into his mouth. He smiled when he caught her eye,
signalling how much he was enjoying the food. Everything was so confusing. She knew
she felt something for this strange man, but she was scared what might happen if she let
her feelings be known. She trusted Sullivan, but she couldn’t be sure where his loyalties
lay. If she were him, she would be trying very hard to get home, she knew that much.

The next morning they made their preparations to leave. They had awoken once
more next to each other before the fire, the closeness of each other’s body giving them
deep and restful sleep. Outside, Lennat was making a final survey of the Kelison.

The shipwright seemed very pleased with the progress the seerephon had made.
The angry looking wound on the aft section had begun to heal. The ointment that he had
painted around the poisoned edges of the wound had drawn their angry colour, and the

shell was beginning to regenerate.
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As they made their way from Lennat’s crooked dwelling to the Kelison, Junior
appeared from the Whispering Woods. Lennat scolded the tiny vessel for leaving the
sanctuary of the Woods, but it was clear that he was only feigning anger.

Sullivan took the chance to bid the curious creature goodbye. He touched the
hatchling’s smooth shell, and felt its youthful mind touching his.

Sully Sully Sully

“I have to go now, Junior,” said Sullivan.

Go?

“I have to leave. But Lennat will take care of you, don’t worry.” He glanced at the
shipwright, who appeared to have understood, smiling reassuringly at Sullivan and
Junior.

Sully not go. Sully stay.

“I can’t stay. But I will come back and visit, I promise.” Sullivan could feel the
raw emotion pouring out of the hatchling, as he rubbed his hand along its shell
affectionately.

Calliya and Lennat said their goodbyes.

“Thank you for repairing the Kelison, Lennat.”

“It is what I do, Calliya. There are no thanks necessary. But you must still take
great care — | feel there might be difficult times ahead.”

Calliya regarded the shipwright carefully. She had learned to take his feelings very
seriously.

“What do you mean?” she asked. Behind her, Sullivan was still playing with
Junior.

“I cannot be sure. But I do know that this human has a role yet to play in our
affairs.”

“How can that be? He is but an innocent in all this.”

“That might be so, but I cannot help but feel that his tale has not been fully told
yet.”

Calliya eyed the shipwright dubiously. Sometimes, she struggled to understand
what the shipwright wanted to warn her about, and direct questions seldom yielded any
clear answers. Instead, she embraced him warmly and made her way to the entry hatch
of the Kelison, calling to Sullivan that it was time to go.

Sullivan gave Junior one final affectionate pat.

“Take care, little buddy,” he smiled. “I’ll see you soon.”

He turned to the shipwright.

“You’ll take good care of him, won’t you?”
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Lennat beamed broadly in reply, waving his visitors back to their vessel. Sullivan
turned to go, but stopped when he felt the shipwright’s arm on his. Lennat stared at him
intensely, and then spoke very slowly and very clearly, in English.

“Beware the legions, Sullivan. Do not lose faith, even in the darkest hour. It is
only then that you will find an unexpected ally.”

With that, he turned away from Sullivan, beckoning Junior to him, and together
they slowly moved back towards the Whispering Woods. Sullivan stood in the entrance
hatch as the Kelison lifted off from the top of the world. He had no idea what Lennat
had meant. How had he learned English so quickly? What were the legions? And he
already had a few unexpected allies. He watched the shipwright and the hatchling
shrinking as the Kelison rose gently, finally closing the hatch only when he could no
longer make out the Whispering Woods.

They returned to Calliya’s homestead to find Titus still away. Calliya didn’t find
this odd — she assumed he would be at his residence in the city — but Sullivan was
starting to worry. If the old fool had headed for the Negra, there was no telling what
might happen. Sullivan had an inherent mistrust of the artificial intelligence, one that
was probably passed down from father to son, but Titus was ignorant of the ways of the
machine. Sullivan could only hope that the Victorian was careful.

It was late afternoon when they arrived home, and Calliya immediately made a fuss
over the Kelison, determined that it would heal as quickly as possible. She set constructs
all over the seerephon’s shell, instructing them wordlessly to clean this area, or repair
that area. The torn edges of the wound that Lennat had tended to continued to regenerate
slowly.

As soon as they returned, Sullivan made his excuses about having to change his
clothes, and made his way straight to his room and the cargo bag that he had salvaged
from the Negra. He hunted through the contents for a few seconds before pulling out a
PCU.

He opened a comms link with the Estrella Negra, and lago’s neutral face appeared
on the screen of the device.

“Captain Sullivan. How can I be of assistance?”

“Hello Iago. Report.”

The artificial intelligence left out no detail as it relayed a status report on all its
systems. Sullivan stopped him halfway.

“Wait, wait. Enough of all that. Is Titus there?”

“Dr. Kendall-Scott is on the bridge.”

“Can I speak with him?”
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The image of lago’s face was replaced by a video feed of the bridge. Sullivan
could see Titus hunched over one of the control panels on the bridge, poring over data on
the screen.

“Titus!” called Sullivan. The portly Victorian nearly leaped out of his skin when
the voice was relayed through the bridge’s audio systems.

“Hello?” replied Titus, somewhat tentatively.

“It’s me, Sullivan. I’'m in Calliya’s house.”

“How are you communicating with me? [ can hear your voice as if you were
standing here next to me.”

“It’s one of the devices I took from the ship. It’s called a PCU, and it allows us to
communicate over vast distances.” Sullivan groaned. He didn’t really have time to
educate Titus. He didn’t want Calliya to come looking for him.

“Like a telegraph?” asked Titus.

Sullivan searched his memory for the obscure word. It sounded familiar, so he just
decided to run with it.

“Yeah, a telegraph. But that’s not important right now. Calliya and I are back and
she’s wondering where you are. What are you doing?”

“I returned to the Estrella Negra to do some research. Iago had been so
forthcoming during our earlier conversation, I decided to try and find out a little more
about the three hundred years of history I have missed out on. It is painfully clear that
science has made some striking advances since last I read The Lancet.”

“Okay, but just be careful. Remember what I told you about those machines.”
Sullivan really hoped that Titus had taken his words to heart.

“Worry not, Mr. Sullivan. Iago has been the perfect host, and I have learned a
great deal. About the wars that ravaged Europe, the invention of the atom bomb, and
even mankind’s settlement of the solar system. Fascinating, truly fascinating. Not to
mention the new sciences — quantum physics and organic computing. Things I would
never have dreamed possible, along with all of Earth’s history, recorded here in plain
English.”

Sullivan could see tears welling up in Titus’s eyes. The Victorian removed his
glasses and dabbed at them with his handkerchief.

“I have missed so very much, Mr. Sullivan. In all the years I have spent here, I had
never given that much thought to what I might miss out on. I did not realise that time

would roll on so fast without me. And now all that I ever knew is gone.”
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“Don’t worry, Titus,” answered Sullivan. “I’m sure there’s a lot about Earth that
you would still recognise. I’m sure Buckingham Palace is still there — I used to date a
waitress who worked in the nightclub there.”

“Nightclub?” said Titus.

“Never mind. Look, just be careful what you say to lago. And get your ass back
here as quick as you can. There’s a lot to tell you.”

“Very well. I shall leave as soon as I can. If I hurry, I should be able to reach the
homestead before nightfall, if not just after.”

“Right. See you soon, Titus. Sullivan out.” He thumbed the switch on the PCU. I
hope the old fool doesn’t get himself killed, thought Sullivan.

Later that evening, Sullivan and Calliya had dinner. She didn’t ask him if he knew
where Titus was, but instead suggested that after their meal they climb the highest spire
of the homestead. You could see more of the Finite Realm from there than from
anywhere else in the house, Calliya promised.

Sullivan had never seen Calliya dress so elaborately for dinner. She wore glittering
gems around her neck, wrists and ankles, and a deep dark purple shift that hung from her
shoulders. She had piled her golden locks on top of her head, and fastened them with a
long, jewelled clip. That night, the meal that the constructs laid before them was of all
kinds of the most delicate meats and savoury treats. They ate their fill, and drank
deeply, but spoke little over dinner.

After, they climbed the narrow spiral staircase to the central spire. The stone steps
could only be accessed from the main entrance hall, and led only to an observation point
high up on the spire. There was a simple bed here, and a plain wooden locker, but
otherwise the only feature of the room was an archway that led to a wide balcony, which
was two metres deep and continued all the way around the spire.

Together, they stepped out onto the balcony. No sooner had they done so, than a
construct emerged from apparent thin air once again to furnish them with refreshments,
handing them each a goblet filled with sweet, frothy nectar. These guys would go down
a bomb in New Vegas, thought Sullivan, sipping the sweet drink. It tingled on his
tongue as it washed over his palette, and his gaze followed Calliya’s to the heavens
above. The few bright stars of the Finite Realm twinkled in the violet firmament,
drifting behind the diaphanous fingers of the Shroud.

“It’s quite a sight, is it not?” asked Calliya. She had turned her face upwards, and
Sullivan couldn’t help but notice how the moonlight highlighted her delicate features.

“I’ve always loved to look at the stars,” replied Sullivan. “Of course, I’'m used to

seeing a lot more of them.”
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“I used to sneak up here as a child, when my cousin Gerren or Titus would turn
their backs for too long. I would come up here and wait for the sun to set. Then I would
dream what it would be like to take my seerephon to one of the stars, and visit the people
who lived there.”

“Did you ever get there?” Sullivan asked, sipping his drink.

“No,” laughed Calliya. “I have set foot on only a handful — some of the garden
worlds that lie near to Elysium. The Realm is finite, Jack, but it’s not small. It would
take a seerephon almost a year to reach the worlds of the farthest rim, and another year
to return. Some of the older masters have made the journey, but not since I joined the
fleet. Out there, there are worlds we dare not trespass upon. That one there,” she said,
pointing out one near the southern horizon, “is Karthok, the home world of the Fallen. A
dark place, from where the Lord of the Darklings reaches out to cast a shadow across the
Realm.”

Sullivan stared at the blood red star. “I’ve been in space for almost thirty years,
and I’d never seen another star system until I’d seen yours. It took the Navy’s last deep
space probe almost ten years to reach Alpha Centauri, using acceleration curves that
would liquefy a human crew. Now, if we had a few of your seerephon, we could reach
it. But we don’t, so it’s just one solar system for us.”

“What’s it like?”

Sullivan was momentarily confused.

“What do you mean?”

“Living in a world, or a system, with so many people? Counting all of my people,
we are but a few thousand. How many men are there? In all the worlds, in all the
ships?”

Sullivan considered for a moment, trying to guess what the population of the solar
system might be.

“Forty billion?” answered Sullivan hopefully. “I’m not too sure, to be honest.
Everywhere there are people, it’s crowded. Things aren’t like they used to be in Titus’s
time. Things are a little — broken up in the system these days. Ever since the war.”

‘Did you fight in the war?”” asked Calliya softly.

“Nobody fights in a war. You just try to stay alive. There’s not much difference
once the shooting starts. But I was one of the lucky ones — as an officer I managed to
avoid the worst of the war. But pretty soon, we were all involved in heavy fighting.
You get up in the morning, you look at the faces of the men around you, and you wonder
which ones will make it to the end of the day. They were the hardest years of my life.

And after what happened on Ganymede, I could never wear that uniform again.”
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They stood in silence for a few moments, sipping their drinks and gazing out across
the night sky.

“Do you miss it? Earth, I mean,” asked Calliya. “I know you don’t miss the
Navy.”

“Miss Earth? I guess so. I never used to spend that much time on Earth — too
much time working long haul trips. I could spend six months or a year without seeing
Earth and I never used to think about it. Now I think about it all the time. Maybe it’s
something to do with being so far from home.”

“I have never been so far from home. I’'m not sure if I could endure it.”

“You’d be surprised,” answered Sullivan. “You get used to the long trips after the
first few years. After a while, six months to Jupiter and back seems like nothing.”

Calliya didn’t seem convinced. “But to be so far from your friends and loved
ones? I don’t think I could ever get used to it. Perhaps that is why I have never ventured
to the distant worlds. I think I would miss Elysium’s sky.”

Sullivan didn’t answer. He was too busy thinking about all the friends he had left
behind in one way or another. All of the other junior officers that had entered the corps
with him. The crew of the Bogart. Their faces blurred together before his mind’s eye.

“What about family, Jack?” asked Calliya.

He shook his head. “My father was killed in the Martian Lunar Conflict. I lost
contact with my mother not long after that. I joined the navy at sixteen, and I suppose
that was the only family I ever really had. Although Captain Orlat wasn’t much of a
father.”

“And you’ve been on your own since then? No wife, no family?” Calliya
suddenly understood just how lonely Sullivan must be. The Elysians, being so few in
number and so long lived, were accustomed to long periods of solitude, but even Calliya
had felt the absence of her cousin Gerren since his funeral barge had borne him through
the Rift. She had been very glad of the presence of Titus in the time since. Maybe it
was because of their dwindling numbers that the Elysians formed such close
relationships with the people that they did have in their lives. How could this man have
survived so much of his life alone?

“My parents were lost when I was young also,” said Calliya softly. “It was in the
war against the Fallen. Their seerephon was destroyed by the Lord of the Darklings
himself, at the Last Battle of the Rift.”

Sullivan listened without speaking. He could see the pinpoint stars reflected in her

wide grey eyes.
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“Ever since the Great Exodus, we have struggled against the will of the Fallen.
The Nightwings are forbidden from crossing the Rift, and the Fleet patrols the void
around it to make sure that none do. Any seerephon is a match for the darkling vessels.
It is only when they amass in great number that they threaten to return to the Infinite
Realm.

“During the last great conflict, the Lord of the Darklings mustered every black ship
in the Realm, and fell upon the Rift, hoping to defeat the Fleet. He was driven back, but
at great cost, and little has been heard from the Darkling Belt since. They say that the
battle was so fierce, it sated the Lord of the Darklings’ thirst for blood.”

“I know what it’s like to fight in a battle like that,” said Sullivan. “It stays with
you forever.”

They stood in silence for a time, enjoying the cool night air. Elysium’s single
moon had risen since they had arrived on the balcony, and now it cast its purple gleam
across the thick woods that surrounded the homestead. Calliya turned to Sullivan,
smiling.

“But you never answered me, Jack.”

He looked to her, not sure of the question to which she was referring.

“Never a wife? Has there ever been someone special?”

He shook his head slowly. “Navy life doesn’t leave much time for a wife. And
afterwards, I don’t know. I was never in port for very long at a time.” He looked back
at Calliya, caught up in her gaze. He could feel her eyes touching something deep inside
him. Since he had awoken on the Kelison, Sullivan had seen some of the most
incredible things that any man had ever seen. But none of them could compare to the
sight that was before him.

He reached out gently with his right hand, cupping her cheek in his palm. He
leaned closer and kissed her on the lips. Soft and moist, they kissed him back firmly,
and he felt Calliya’s hand touching the small of his back. Their lips parted, and he stared
deep into her pale grey eyes.

“I’ve wanted you to kiss me for an age,” said Calliya with a playful smile.

“I apologise if I’m a little out of practice,” replied Sullivan. He leaned in to kiss
her again, but something caught his eye, out over the edge of the balcony. He stopped,
turning his head to try and get a better look.

“What is it?” asked Calliya. She had been expecting, and desiring, another kiss.

“I thought I saw something move,” said Sullivan. He broke from her arms and
looked over the edge of the balcony. She quickly moved to his side, scanning the

moonlit forest below. They could see nothing.
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“Could be Titus,” he suggested.

“So late? Why would he fly so late from his home? Would he not wait until
morning?” Calliya looked at Sullivan, suddenly suspicious.

“Well maybe he wasn’t at home. Maybe he was somewhere else.” He continued
to search the forest, his eyes in the dim moonlight.

“Jack, is there something you’re not telling me?” said Calliya, in a mock stern
voice.

Jack gave up scanning the forest. He was about to turn back to resume what he had
been enjoying so very much when he caught movement again, this time close to the
smooth vertical inclines of the spire.

“There!” he said, grabbing Calliya’s shoulder with one hand and pointing
downwards with his other.

A large dark shape was scaling the outside of the spire, huge claws tearing into the
smooth stone. Gigantic, leathery wings fought the air around it, as the creature half-flew
and half-scrambled up the sheer surface. Near the top, it kicked off backwards and
extended its wings to full span, beating them powerfully as it ascended above the
balcony.

“Get back!” screamed Calliya.

She pulled at Sullivan, throwing them both through the stone archway that led to
the spire’s interior, just as the creature’s powerful talons ripped at the edge of the
balcony where they had been standing. They crashed to the bare wooden floor of the
observation point, skidding to relative safety as the monster mounted the balcony.

“What the hell is that?” screamed Sullivan. The creature was making a horrendous
noise, and as he stared at it, he realised how familiar it was. It had a different body
shape, but the featureless face and wickedly sharp snout were instantly familiar.

“A winged darkling!” cried Calliya. “One of the foulest of all the spawn of the
Fallen!”

The winged darkling fought with the stone arch, clawing at the edges of the frame
and folding its wings close to its body, in a vain effort to squeeze its massive bulk inside.

“Well what the hell is it doing here?”” shouted Sullivan, scrambling across the floor,
dragging Calliya with him as he went. He headed for the stairs, as he didn’t really
welcome the idea of taking on a giant flying darkling.

“Sullivan!” hissed Calliya. “We must be careful. There will be more than one
darkling, of that we can be sure.”

Sullivan scrambled to his feet, staying bent double instinctively, as Calliya got to

her feet as well. The darkling had torn a lot of the doorway away, and the noise from its
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torso was growing. To Sullivan, it sounded as if a thousand metal gears were grinding
against each other, screaming out the dreadful din.

Together they made for the staircase, and flew down the narrow stone steps, glad to
put some distance between them and the screaming beast as it battled with the stone
spire. As they neared the middle part of the stairs, Calliya signalled to Sullivan to slow
up.

They listened carefully. There was a loud banging coming from the main entrance
hall, sounding very like something was trying to beat its way through the heavy wooden
front doors of the homestead.

“Quickly,” said Calliya, rushing down the staircase. “We’ve got to get down there
before it gets through the door!”

Sullivan followed her down the stairs as fast as he could, knowing that they really
needed to get to his quarters. If Calliya was determined to defend the homestead instead
of fleeing, he had to get to the bag that he had retrieved from the shuttle bay of the
Estrella Negra. These darklings looked even more formidable than the alpha had been —
his pistol probably wouldn’t even dent their thick hides.

Calliya had already reached the ground by the time Sullivan rounded the last
stretch of the staircase, looking to the source of the tremendous banging noise. The large
wooden doors at the end of the main entrance hall bulged with every impact from the
other side. Whatever was trying to get through had to be gigantic. The doors buckled
from the top downwards, straining against the might of their unseen assailant.

“Calliya!” shouted Sullivan. “We have to get out of here! Now!”

“No!” cried Calliya in answer. “We are not abandoning my home to them.”

The double doors at the main entrance continued to bulge, as some of the timbers
started to split under the tremendous force from the other side. Calliya raced to the far
side of the hall, where two enormous broadswords were displayed under an equally
large, ornate shield. She grabbed both of the hilts and pulled at them with all her
strength. They flew from their scabbards, their vibrating tips singing loudly. She threw
one of the broadswords at Sullivan, hilt first, and he caught it, unsure of what Calliya
was planning. She wasn’t actually thinking of taking these monsters on, was she? With
swords?

He turned his head sharply, alerted by more noise from the top of the staircase they
had just descended. If their large winged friend had eventually beaten his way into the
observation room, it wouldn’t take it long to get through the flimsy wooden floor.

“Calliya! I’m not saying we should leave the homestead to them. I just don’t think

we should let ourselves get surrounded down here!” He had to shout over the noise of
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the darkling’s assault. “If we can get to my quarters, I might have a few things that
could really help us out.”

Calliya looked at him sternly for a split-second, before being distracted by the
explosive destruction of the main doors. The giant darkling came through the shattered
remains of the doors on all fours, before rising on its hind-legs to its full height. Sullivan
reckoned it was at least four metres tall, like video he had once seen of a really big bear,
but its skin had a dark and slimy appearance, and the claws that tipped its four limbs
were long and curved. They carved into the soft flagstones of the stone floor as the
creature raked its hind legs on the ground.

Calliya darted in like lightning, her sword flashing before her. She cut at the giant
darkling’s thick limbs, ducking and weaving to avoid its swinging blows. Sullivan raced
to her side, but succeeded only in catching her as she was propelled backwards by a
powerful backhand from the creature. The force of the blow knocked them both to the
ground. Calliya struggled to get back to her feet, but Sullivan was already tugging her
backwards across the floor.

“Let me go,” she cried, struggling against him.

“No,” said Sullivan firmly. “We really need to be getting out of here! Now!”

The giant darkling had moved away from the doorway, circling slowly around to
their left. To his horror, Sullivan could make out another of the giant, bear-like creatures
in the doorway, flanked by a horde of the smaller darklings that Sullivan had already
encountered on the Kelison. Calliya had gotten to her feet, backing away from the
darklings as they spread through the doorway. The very light in the room seemed to dim
in their presence.

Together, they backed towards the staircase that led to the principal spire, swords
outstretched. The darklings stared at them from sightless eyes, circling slowly around
them with the rhythmic strike of claw on stone.

“Oh Jack,” said Calliya, her voice almost breaking. There were far, far too many
of the beasts. Some already bore the carcasses of the homestead’s constructs in their
claws, gruesome trophies of their night’s battle. She had never heard of a darkling
daring to venture to the surface of Elysium, not since the time of the oldest legends.

“Okay,” said Sullivan. “On my signal, we make a break for it.”

“Sorry?”

“We run. As fast as we can, straight up the stairs. We don’t stop for anything until
we reach my quarters. Got it?”

“Very well,” answered Calliya. “But I do not think that even your pistol can help

us this time. I have never seen darklings so powerful.”
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“Yeah, well I’ve got one or two other surprises,” said Sullivan under his breath.
Calliya glanced at him quickly, wary of taking her eyes off the advancing darklings.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Ready,” answered Calliya softly.

Sullivan took a deep breath and drew his broadsword back over his shoulder. This
had been something he had once excelled at, as a drunken junior officer, but could only
hope that he still had the knack. He hurled the sword as hard as he could at the chest of
the upright giant darkling.

The heavy sword spun slowly in the air as it traversed the distance between
Sullivan and the creature. By the time it reached the darkling’s chest, its tip was
travelling at great speed, and the sword sank deep into the creature’s chest as it let out a
mighty roar.

As soon as he released the hilt of the sword, Sullivan had grabbed Calliya’s hand
and turned tail up the stairs. They scaled them three at a time, spurred on by the raucous
response Sullivan’s attack had provoked. The small darklings were the first to swarm
the stair, but every time one of them would draw near, Calliya would strike out at it with
her sword, often cleaving the hapless foul creature in two. But the small darklings
moved so quickly they could even scale the walls, their claws clicking on the smooth
stone. Soon, Sullivan found himself punching and kicking at the cursed creatures as they
sought to slow their flight up the staircase.

By the time they reached the landing where his quarters were located, Sullivan’s
legs felt like lead, his chest pumping from the adrenalin coursing through his veins.
Behind them, the darklings swarmed over each other, biting and clawing at them.
Calliya swiped at them with wide strokes of her sword.

“It’s no good!” she cried. “They are too many!”

Sullivan pulled at her forearm again, half-dragging her towards his quarters,
beating and kicking at the darklings as they struggled onwards. Behind them, there was
a large crash as many of the smaller darklings were hurled shrieking from the narrow
staircase. The giant, bear-like darkling was loping up the steps at a frightening speed,
the hilt of Sullivan’s sword protruding from its chest, smashing its minions out of its
way.

Sullivan and Calliya continued to back up the landing. As the giant darkling left
the staircase, it was forced to squeeze itself into the confines of the narrow space, the hilt
of the sword grazing along the ground as it walked. Sullivan had hoped to slow it up

some, but he was beginning to think he had just made it really, really angry.
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Finally, they reached the door to Sullivan’s quarters, and in a split second they
were inside the door and looking for way to reinforce it. Together they pulled the large
heavy bed towards the door, and then tipped it up until they had wedged it between the
door and a groove in the stone floor.

“Wonderful,” said Calliya. “And what would be the next part of this ingenious
plan?”

Sullivan moved quickly over to the bag he had brought from the Estrella Negra and
unzipped it.

“What is that?” asked Calliya. She couldn’t remember ever having seen it before,
and knew Sullivan had not brought it from the Bogart.

“Remember when I said Titus might not be at home?” Calliya nodded, as Sullivan
continued his hurried explanation. “Titus found something, years ago. Something he
kept secret. He showed it to me, and I knew exactly what it was.”

“What was it?”

“A ship — a human ship. Long deserted, but it still had a few handy things on
board. Like these.”

While he spoke, Sullivan had been unpacking things from the cargo bag. Now he
laid out a series of small cylindrical silver objects, each with a bright yellow button on
top.

“What are those?” asked Calliya. She was still trying to absorb what Sullivan had
told her, and the fact that Titus had been keeping things from her.

“Grenades,” answered Sullivan, examining one of the silver cylinders. “These
should even the odds.”

“Grenades?” asked Calliya. It was not a word she had ever heard before.

“Explosives. You press the yellow button, and throw them as far as you can. Then
they blow up, and destroy everything within a radius of five metres. Which makes them
very little use to us now. If we set one off in here we’ll all be killed.”

The door bulged inwards under the rain of blows from the other side, still barely
held in place by the large frame of the bed wedged against it. Sullivan stuffed the
grenades in his pocket and returned to the cargo bag, removing a small plastic control
pad. He placed it in his pocket with the grenades, and then removed the largest item
from the bag.

“Jack, what the devil is that?” Calliya had never seen anything like it.

Sullivan laid the General Electric Heavy Assault Cannon on the floor next to the
bag. He hadn’t even seen one of these since his days in the Navy, but he figured it

would be able to stop even the biggest darkling. He activated the power cell and loaded
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one of the oversized magazines into the slot in the base of the cannon, which was almost
a metre in length, and far too unwieldy for use in close fighting.

“Jack, look!”

Calliya was pointing at the window. Out in the night sky, the unmistakable
silhouette of a drakan was approaching from the west.

“It has to be Titus,” answered Sullivan. “He’s on his way back from the ship.”

“Then we have to warn him,” said Calliya. “If he lands he will surely be killed.”

She approached the window, shielding her eyes as a huge shape crashed against the
glass, showering them in razor sharp fragments. It was their little friend from the
balcony. The huge winged darkling must have given up on trying to get down the stairs,
thought Sullivan, grabbing Calliya’s arm and dragging her away.

The darkling was still too large to fit through the window, but that didn’t stop it
from trying to stretch its wicked talons into Sullivan’s quarters, screaming and
scrabbling at the soft stone around the window.

“Get behind me!” yelled Sullivan. As Calliya moved out of his line of fire, he
brought the cannon up level with the winged darkling. He moved the safety to the fire
position and depressed the thumb button on the angled grip.

A stream of molten fire spouted from the cannon, magnetic currents hurling a
deafening torrent of heavy metal towards the creature struggling through the window. It
was thrown backwards, disappearing from the window with a piercing cry. Calliya
removed her hands from her ears, her eyes wide in shock at the power of the human
weapon.

Sullivan turned to face the door, which continued to bulge inwards under the
assault of the horde of darklings. He pointed the cannon at the straining timbers as
Calliya rushed to the window to see what had happened to Titus. She still had the
broadsword in her hand, and kept the point near the shattered window in case there were
any more surprises. She was amazed to see that where the cannon had hit the wall, it had
torn easily through the thick stone.

Calliya looked to the drakan and rider approaching through the night. She called
out Titus’s name, but he was far too far away to hear her. Instead, she watched in horror
as another winged darkling approached the flying drakan over the dark forest. The rider
did not see his assailant until the very last moment, and only then tried to roll his drakan
away from the darkling.

The huge beasts clashed together in the air, the darkling digging its talons deep into
the furred flanks of Pegasus. So great was the force of the impact that it nearly unseated

Titus, but Calliya could see him fighting for purchase on the saddle. The two winged
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creatures spiralled downwards as they fought, tearing at each other with tooth and claw.
They beat at the air with their massive wings to try and halt their descent, but so intent
were they on destroying each other that they plummeted towards the forest at an
alarming rate.

“Jack!” cried Calliya, pointing at the two flying creatures battling as they spiralled
to the forest floor.

“Damn,” said Sullivan to himself. Titus would have no hope against the winged
darkling on the ground. And if that wasn’t enough, Sullivan’s attention was drawn to the
groan of the heavy timbers of the bed, which were starting to give way under the furious
assault. He set the cannon to a wide dispersal setting and shouted at Calliya to take
cover.

The door and bed cracked simultaneously, covering Sullivan in splinters of
smashed timbers as the giant darkling clawed at the remains of the door. It howled, the
smaller darklings crawling over its back and around its sides trying to gain entry. He
waited until the giant had got far enough through the remains of the door to make the hilt
of Sullivan’s broadsword visible, and then he pressed the fire button.

“Surprise,” said Sullivan.

The molten metal expanded in a high-velocity cone from the barrel of the cannon,
obliterating all the solid material that it impacted on. Sullivan felt the stock of the
cannon pushing against his shoulder as he emptied the rest of the clip at the doorway.

Crouched down behind him, Calliya covered her ears with her hands. Sullivan’s
weapon made a hideous noise, a deafening rhythmic crackle that assaulted her senses.
She screamed as smoke from burning timber, and dust from pulverised stone, filled the
air.

The darklings poured through the door, hurling themselves into the blinding fire of
the assault cannon. The front section of the giant darkling had been completely
destroyed in the first volley; the other darklings tried to scatter over the half-carcass, but
as soon as they moved into the field of fire the hail of molten metal slugs obliterated
them.

Sullivan released the trigger and waited for the smoke to settle. A few of the
smaller darklings still lingered in the doorway, but they had become very cautious.
Sullivan fired a few more shells to disperse them, and then moved to make sure that the
landing was clear. He could hear the creatures moving about the lower reaches of the
tower, but he couldn’t see much past the monstrous shattered frame of the giant darkling.

He checked the corridor as best as he could, and then turned back to Calliya.
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She was sitting in the middle of the room on the floor, her hands still cupped over
her ears, wide-eyed in shock.

“Are you okay?” When she didn’t answer, he knelt close to her and laid one of his
hands on her face. “Calliya, are you hurt?”

She shook her head and backed away from him. Sullivan realised that she was
staring in shock at the cannon.

“What is that — thing?”” she asked hesitantly. “How is such a device possible?”

“It uses magnets, like my pistol. It’s just a little bigger, that’s all.”

Calliya continued to stare at the cannon, and then shifted her gaze to the pile of
rubble and fallen darklings that littered the entrance to the room.

“Earth must be a very dangerous place, for men to need such weapons,” she said
softly.

Sullivan looked at her, a resigned look on his face.

“Earth’s not dangerous. It’s man who’s dangerous. Everywhere that man goes, he
takes things like this with him.” He moved towards the window, slinging the cannon’s
strap across his shoulder, trying to relieve his arms of the heavy weight. He could see no
sign of Titus, or the other flying darkling — beneath them, the forest was very quiet.

“Can you see him?” asked Calliya, joining him at the broken window. Together,
they scanned the horizon, the cold night air leaking in through the shattered glass. They
could see nothing.

“They must have a vessel out there somewhere,” Calliya added.

“Will there be many more of them?”” asked Sullivan.

“Perhaps. There is no way to be sure. But if even one catches Titus — we have to
try to find him, Jack.”

“I know.”

Sullivan fetched his belt and pistol from where it lay on the floor. He checked the
charge and then offered it to Calliya.

“Think you can handle this?” he asked.

Calliya took the pistol carefully, examining it closely.

“Just point it at whatever you want dead and gently squeeze the trigger. Couldn’t
be simpler,” instructed Sullivan.

Calliya nodded, but didn’t seem wholly convinced. She took the pistol in her left
hand, but kept her broadsword in her right. They were about to make their way out into
the corridor when Sullivan heard a familiar beeping noise coming from his pocket. He
removed the PCU and examined the display. He was getting a transmission from

another unit, somewhere in the vicinity, so he thumbed the activation key.
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“Mr. Sullivan? Mr. Sullivan, can you hear me?”

It was Titus’s voice, and he was whispering softly.

“Yes, Titus, We can hear you. Are you okay?”

There was a short delay before Titus’s answer came.

“A little bumped and bruised, but otherwise okay. I was but a half-mile from the
homestead when I was set upon, in mid-air, by a creature most foul. Were it not for the
strength and courage of Pegasus, I fear I might have lost my life.”

“Where are you, Titus?” asked Sullivan, sharing a look of relief with Calliya.

“I’m still in the forest, but I dare not move. I fear that fell beast lingers nearby
still.”

“And Pegasus?”

There was a long delay before the Victorian answered.

“We were separated as we fell through the canopy, and I do not know what became
of him. But I am rather glad that lago advised me to take one of these personal
communication devices. A most fascinating invention.”

“Later, Titus,” said Sullivan. “For now, just sit tight and wait for us to get to you.
If you leave the channel open, I’ll be able to track you with my PCU.”

“I understand.”

Sullivan was able to make out the sound of Titus rustling in the undergrowth.
Calliya stared at him intently.

“Jack, what is going on? Who is this — lago?”

Sullivan knew he didn’t have time for a lengthy explanation. If that winged
darkling was still hunting Titus, then they had to get to him before the creature did.

“A friend,” he answered. “But I don’t have time to explain. You’re just going to
have to trust me.”

Calliya seemed hesitant at first, but then she shrugged.

“I’ve trusted you this far, Jack Sullivan. I suppose it won’t hurt to trust you a little
more.”

“Good,” said Sullivan with a smile. “Now let’s go find Titus.”
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Chapter Fifteen

Sullivan clambered over the darkling carcass into the smoky corridor first, with
Calliya close behind. The scent of burnt earth and smashed stone still filled the air, as
they descended the steps through the homestead and made their way towards the thick
forest. Sullivan checked the PCU’s display, which indicated that Titus’s device was
located some three hundred metres beyond the perimeter of the forest. As they neared
the edge, Calliya signalled for Sullivan to stop.

She dug the tip of the broadsword into her dress at the level of her knee, and pulled
sideways on the shimmering fabric, ripping it cleanly. She removed the rest of the
material below her thighs with a few deft cuts.

“Should never have bothered to dress for dinner,” she said, looking up at Sullivan
and making him laugh.

“Come on, we had better move. Titus should be hiding about three hundred metres
that way,” he said, pointing to the thick forest.

Almost no moonlight pierced the canopy, and as Sullivan and Calliya moved into
the undergrowth they were plunged into darkness. The forest was powerfully scented,
and a dark and damp odour filled their throats as they pushed their way through the thick
tangle of branches that dipped from the canopy to trail the forest floor.

“That darkling has got be out here somewhere,” whispered Calliya.

“Yeah, but it could be anywhere.” Sullivan looked upwards at the dark blanket that
stretched over the forest. The winged darkling might be hiding in the recesses of the
canopy, waiting for something to break cover. But there was also every chance it was
crawling through the undergrowth, waiting for something to cross its path.

Sullivan checked the clip on the assault cannon, and found it down to five percent,
cursing softly under his breath. It would have to be some sharp shooting. They
crouched for a moment in the thick undergrowth as Sullivan checked the PCU to get
their bearings. Titus was now only two hundred metres away, somewhere ahead and off

to the left slightly. Sullivan communicated this information to Calliya, and together they
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continued to scan the forest for any sign of the darkling. But their eyes could see
nothing.

They continued to move through the thick undergrowth, and by the time they had
gotten to within about a hundred yards of Titus, they were both sweating — despite the
cool night air. On the southern side of a dip in the forest floor, they crouched again in
the damp undergrowth. Sullivan tried to contact Titus on the PCU, which was indicating
that the Victorian was somewhere on the ridge on the far side of the depression.

“Titus, this is Sullivan. Do you copy?”

There was no answer for a moment, and then a brief whisper came from the device.

“Mr. Sullivan? Is that you?”

“Titus, we’re on the other side of the small valley to your north,” whispered
Sullivan.

As soon as he said this, Sullivan clearly saw Titus’s shining pate pop out of the
undergrowth on the other side of the valley. Titus turned, and squinted through the
gloom, straight at Sullivan.

“Why yes! I can see you now. I’ll be right there.”

“Titus, no!” said Sullivan, but it was too late — Titus broke cover on the other side
of the valley and started moving towards them. Sullivan stood up and scanned the
valley, knowing exactly what he was looking for, but unsure he was going to be able to
make it out.

A flurry of movement attracted Sullivan’s eye. The darkling was diving down
swiftly from the canopy, its wings drawn in tight to its body as it plummeted towards
Titus.

“Titus! Run!” shouted Sullivan, bringing the cannon up until the muzzle was
pointed squarely at the darkling. He let fly with a stream of molten metal, but the
darkling moved too quickly across his field of vision, bobbing and ducking the last of the
cannon’s ammunition. The cannon whirred as it emptied, leaving Sullivan watching in
horror as the darkling swooped on Titus.

Instead of goring him, the darkling scooped up the human and lifted him off the
ground. Titus cried out in alarm.

“No!” screamed Calliya, moving through the bush after the darkling, but it climbed
quickly from the valley’s floor. It was only a few metres off the ground when Sullivan
noticed more movement coming from the opposite direction, and he moved after Calliya,
his eyes still fixed on the shifting foliage.

As the darkling approached the eastern end of the valley, Pegasus burst from the

undergrowth, his claws gleaming in the moonlight. Titus’s drakan was bleeding from
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deep gashes scattered all over its body, but it surprised Sullivan with the fury with which
it attacked the darkling. Titus was thrown free as the two creatures grappled in mid air,
and they crashed to the ground, too intent on drawing blood to remain in flight.

“Calliya, get Titus!” shouted Sullivan, moving towards the battling creatures. The
darkling had gotten the better of Pegasus, and was crouched on top of the struggling
drakan, gouging at him with wicked talons. As Sullivan passed Calliya, he shouted for
his pistol, dropping the heavy assault cannon into the undergrowth. Calliya tossed the
field-loader and headed off towards Titus, her sword still held tightly in her hand.

Sullivan caught the gun and brought it to bear on the darkling in one swift motion,
firing directly at winged beast. The creature sprang into the air, avoiding his slugs, and
beat its wings powerfully, accelerating towards Sullivan. He fired again, but this time
the slugs only tore tiny holes in the leathery surface of the darkling’s wings. Sullivan
turned and started to run as fast as he could through the thick brush, the creature gaining
on him as it swooped low to follow him.

As he moved, Sullivan fumbled in his pocket for one of the grenades, trying to
estimate how fast the creature was gaining on him. He was also gambling slightly on the
exact timing of the fuse on the old southern block grenade. He figured for ten seconds,
pressed the yellow fire button, and started to count backwards at the same moment. He
struggled through the undergrowth, the darkling only fifteen metres behind him and
gaining fast.

Sullivan had reached four when he spied a ditch about five metres in front of him.
He stopped counting, took a deep breath, and lobbed the grenade high into the air over
his head. He threw it slightly backwards, to try and counter his forward motion, and
then ran as fast as he could and dived headlong into the shallow ditch.

The grenade exploded with tremendous force. Sullivan could feel the wave of high
pressure generated by the localised blast behind him, and from where she stood, Calliya
watched as the orange flash consumed the winged darkling. Parts of the creature’s
carcass rained down on the forest floor, with only the larger sections of wing and the
head surviving in recognisable form. Sullivan dragged himself out of the ditch,
coughing in the acrid smoke of the explosive, looking around the obliterated section of
forest. The grenade’s focused blast had vaporised a section of the undergrowth along
with the winged darkling. Sullivan sat down heavily, sighing deeply as he did. The
ringing in his ears was deafening, and the effect was quite disorienting.

He dimly heard Calliya and Titus calling to him over the ringing, and looked up to

see them approaching through the forest. Titus was clutching his side, and both he and
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Calliya were covered in cuts and scratches. The humans stared at each other numbly,
while Calliya stared around in horror at the devastation wreaked on the forest.

“I had no idea you had brought explosives, Mr. Sullivan,” said Titus.

Sullivan grimaced, the ringing in his ears making it difficult to hear. He was about
to answer when he felt his stomach rising, and one look at the others told him that they
were feeling the same thing. Sullivan tried to stand, and floated off the ground, his toes
leaving the burnt brush as he cried out. He knew the sensation of weightlessness well
enough after all his years in space.

“What the hell is going on?”

He looked to Calliya, who was scanning the canopy above, as was Titus. Both of
them were floating about several feet clear of the forest floor, while all around them
debris from the blast hung in the air, with no gravity to pull it to the ground.

“There!” cried Calliya, pointing at a wide gap in the canopy, far off to the right. A
vessel screamed through the night sky, the rim around the edge of the vessel glowing
brightly as the null gravity field intensified. As the vessel moved out of sight, Sullivan
felt the gravity return and they all fell to the ground with a bump.

“A Nightwing,” said Calliya. “One of the more powerful darkling vessels — and
here on Elysium! I have not heard of such a thing in an age. The King will be furious.”

“What was it doing here?”” asked Sullivan, the ringing in his ears fading slowly.

“I’m not sure. But I intend to find out.” She began to look around the burnt blast
area for the remains of the darkling.

Titus was staring off into the forest, calling to Pegasus. When he secured no
response, he began to shout more loudly, moving into the undergrowth. Sullivan joined
him, calling out to the drakan as well. It took several minutes of shouting and combing
the forest before the large grey poked its head through a thick tangle of branches,
causing Titus to jump out of his skin.

“There you are, my dear boy,” chuckled Titus affectionately, stroking the nose of
the drakan gently, a tear appearing in his eye at the sight of the deep cuts all over the
gentle giant’s frame. Together, they led the drakan back through the lightest brush to the
blast area, and found Calliya perched on a log.

Her beautiful violet gown had been shredded by the battle. Her hair was tangled
and covered in leaves and debris, and although her bare flesh was covered in ash and
dirt, Sullivan marvelled at how she still managed to maintain an air of elegance. Her
broadsword stood upright out of the ash at her feet as she examined the severed head of
the winged darkling.

“Find what you were looking for?” asked Sullivan.
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“Kerreg,” spat Calliya, throwing the head to the ground in a cloud of fine ash.

“What?” said Sullivan, sitting down next to Calliya on the log.

“The Fallen Lord Kerreg is the one who raised these darklings. I am sure it is he
who sent the Nightwing as well. And unless I am very much mistaken, it was also
Kerreg who was behind the attack on the Kelison.” She stared at head lying in the ashes.
“But I don’t understand why he would risk the King’s wrath by daring to attack
Elysium.”

They sat in silence for a moment before Sullivan raised a point.

“It didn’t try to kill Titus, did it?”

Calliya stared blankly back at him.

“What do you mean?”

“When the darkling attacked him, it didn’t try and gore him. It could easily have
killed him, there and then. But instead it tried to carry him off. To where that ship was
waiting nearby.”

“Which means what?” asked Calliya.

“That the ship was waiting for something. After the darkling dropped Titus, it
came straight for me. Now, [ know I was shooting at it at the time, but do you remember
what happened on the Kelison? The Alpha stopped short of killing me then, too.”

“What are you getting at?”” asked Titus. He was still tending to his drakan, stroking
the creature’s soft fur, where the blood hadn’t matted it.

“That maybe the darklings weren’t sent here to kill us. That they were sent looking
for a human — me. It probably picked up Titus thinking he was me.”

They sat for a moment, letting the significance of this theory sink in.

“But what could Kerreg possibly want with you?” asked Calliya. “And how would
he even know where you were?”

“The same way he knew about the Kelison’s journey across the Rift and back.
Someone on this world has been feeding him information.”

“Tayfen,” said Calliya softly.

“Surely you don’t believe the Midnight Prince could truly be in league with the
Fallen?” asked Titus. “Such a thing would be unthinkable.”

Calliya shook her head in disbelief. “No more unthinkable than darklings daring to
touch the hallowed ground of Elysium. And Tayfen is a distant cousin of Kerreg’s, let
us not forget that.”

“I still find it very difficult to believe,” said Titus. “Even Tayfen would stop short

of allowing Kerreg to send his minions here. He would be exiled for such a thing.”
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“Well I’'m sick of it,” said Sullivan. “I’ve had enough of people trying to kidnap
me, or kill me, or kidnap and then kill me. Whoever this Kerreg is, I’d really like to
meet him.”

“I don’t think that’s very likely,” said Calliya. “He lives on one of the worlds of
the Fallen, where no Elysian may venture without the express permission of the King.
And the less the King knows about all this, the better. We can only hope that the fleet
did not sense the hurried departure of the Nightwing. I’m not sure how the court would
feel about the fact that you two found a human ship and failed to tell anyone.”

Sullivan and Titus looked sheepishly at each other.

“Titus wanted to tell you,” explained Sullivan, “but I thought that it might not be
the best idea.”

“Why?” asked Calliya.

“Because I didn’t want to have to make you choose between your King and a secret
you might wish to keep from him.” Sullivan felt guilty about keeping the existence of
the Negra from Calliya, but he was still sure it had been the right decision.

“Why would you want to keep something from the King?” she asked, wearing a
pained expression.

“Because I thought that the ship might help me get home somehow, and I wasn’t
too sure how the King might feel about that. I did get the impression that he wasn’t that
keen on the idea.”

“I can’t believe, Jack Sullivan, after all we have survived, that you don’t trust me,”
said Calliya, even more upset at Sullivan’s latest revelation. She stormed off back
towards the homestead without saying another word.

Sullivan ran back through the brush to recover the heavy assault cannon, and then
followed Titus and the wounded drakan slowly back through the thick forest. The moon
seemed to penetrate the canopy more easily than when they had first entered the forest,
but Sullivan couldn’t tell if the effect was real or if he was just imagining it.

Maybe he should have told Calliya about the Negra. But the ship was as dangerous
as it was unpredictable. And there was no way for Sullivan to know what the Elysians
might do with advanced human technology if they got their hands on it. Nor was there
any way to know how stable Iago was. For all Sullivan knew, if he told the King about
the vessel, the Elysians might try to gain entry by force, and then there would be no way
to predict lago’s reaction. The machine had tried to suffocate Sullivan and Titus once
already — he wasn’t about to risk anyone else’s life.

He shifted the heavy cannon to his shoulder. “How’s Pegasus?”
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“He has survived the ordeal rather well. I believe I owe the dear creature my life
also. Not to mention yourself, Mr. Sullivan.”

“You might be right there, Titus. If Pegasus hadn’t got to you when he did, we
might have a whole load of other problems. Although it might have answered some
questions.”

“Such as?” asked Titus.

“Such as who’s been feeding Kerreg information. And why he might be trying to
capture me, or kill me. How much do you know about this Kerreg?”

“He is one of the Fallen Lords. Once, he occupied a position of great power in the
House of Stewards, the one that Prince Tayfen leads now, but after the war he was
banished with the rest of the Fallen. He was a great general and a fearsome warrior, by
all accounts. In the time since, he has tangled with a few of the noble houses, but he has
never shown such boldness as he does now.”

“What will happen?”

“I do not know, Mr. Sullivan. Such an event as this is unprecedented and
undoubtedly, the court will have to hear about it.”

Sullivan groaned. He didn’t really wish to visit the court again so soon. The King
had yet to pass judgement on the crimes he already stood accused of. The two humans
stopped for a moment in the forest.

“Whatever happens, we can’t let them near the Estrella Negra.”

“Why?” asked Titus.

“Because there are weapons on board. Not weapons like this,” he said, meaning
the assault cannon, “but weapons that could destroy a whole city in an instant.”

Titus looked aghast, but said nothing.

“And remember what I told you about Iago? There’s no way to know how he
might react to aliens.”

At first, Titus looked confused at the term that Sullivan used, but then it dawned on
him as they continued towards the homestead.

“I understand. But I must counter that lago has been very helpful to me.”

“What do you mean?” asked Sullivan as they continued on.

“For a scientist, Mr. Sullivan, it is most alarming to hear that you have missed out
on three hundred years of discovery. That said, it is equally exciting to have the
opportunity to study three hundred years of science and history, all at once. There is
much I would like to understand about the cosmos, not least of which is the method by

which I arrived here.”
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“But you know how you got here, don’t you? You said you just couldn’t talk about
it.”

“I told you the King had forbidden me to speak of it. Indeed, I am perfectly aware
of the series of circumstances by which I arrived here. What I do not understand is how
it was possible.”

Titus looked away from Sullivan as he spoke, seeming ill at ease talking about his
arrival on Elysium. Sullivan got the feeling that there were probably good reasons that
Titus didn’t like speaking about it, and decided it would only be fair to try and change
the subject. It had been quite a gruelling night already.

There was no sign of Calliya as they approached the perimeter of the forest, but as
they broke through the outer edge of the thick undergrowth, a blinding light shone on
them from above. Sullivan shielded his eyes as he tried to make out what was
happening.

High above the clearing that stretched from the forest to the homestead, three
seerephon hung in the air. Two of them were a great deal larger than the Kelison, while
the third was about the same size as Calliya’s vessel. Globes on their bellies emitted
beams of bright light that swept over the clearing as Sullivan squinted through the glare
to see if he could locate Calliya.

She was standing out in the middle of the clearing, also shielding her eyes from the
light-globes on the seerephon. Sullivan moved to join her, with Titus following behind
as he led his wounded drakan.

“What’s going on?” shouted Sullivan. The hovering seerephon emitted a
thundering vibration that shook the ground, making it hard for him to hear his own
voice.

“It’s the King!” Calliya replied, pointing at one of the two largest seerephon. As
Sullivan’s eyes began to adjust to the bright light, he could make out elaborate detailing
on the monstrous vessel. Raised carvings covered the sharp nose, continuing back
around the rim, outlining the blue light emitted from whatever generated the null gravity
field. Sullivan could actually feel the gravity fluctuating in his stomach as the seerephon
began to descend. The three vessels formed a circle around them, and all of a sudden
Sullivan wasn’t sure if it was the null gravity that was unsettling his stomach. He didn’t
like being surrounded, even if they were supposed to be friends.

The seerephon all wheeled slowly as they descended, the light-globes throwing
flickering shadows all across the clearing. Titus coaxed Pegasus to join them between
the ships, and Sullivan couldn’t help but think that Titus looked as nervous as he felt.

No sooner had the ships touched down than the rear entrance hatches opened on all
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three, and Bellanis was the first to emerge. She raced towards them, her blade drawn,
but between the light and shadow Sullivan could see the concern on her face.

“Calliya!” she called. Bellanis’s expression became even more concerned when
she got a better look at the physical state of Calliya. She was covered in scratches, and
her evening gown was almost unrecognisable.

“I’m fine, Bellanis,” answered Calliya. The dark-haired woman examined her
more closely, her expression shifting from concerned to scornful.

There was a sudden silence as the heavy vibration from the seerephon faded.

“What are you doing here?” asked Calliya.

“Must you really ask such a question?” came a shout from behind them. Tayfen
was descending from his seerephon, resplendent in a set of heavy battle armour. It
gleamed in the bright light, the polished metal plates sliding over each other beneath a
flowing robe the colour of midnight. Half-a-dozen sentinels flanked him, their wet stone
skin glistening in the light of the globes on the seerephon’s belly.

“The Orisa sensed the presence of the Nightwing as soon as it passed the last
patrol, Calliya,” answered Bellanis. “I immediately fetched the King and Lord Tayfen,
but they had some trouble believing me.”

“But not,” interrupted Tayfen, “any trouble in guessing where on all Elysium a
Nightwing might be headed. The homestead of the lady Calliya, of course.” He sneered
at Sullivan as he spoke, and Sullivan returned the glare.

Another phalanx of sentinels swarmed from out of the largest seerephon and
formed a perimeter around the King’s vessel, as the monarch made his way slowly down
the ramp.

Bellanis spoke in hushed tones.

“The Orisa sensed the Nightwing leaving. What happened here?”

The King heard her nevertheless.

“A question that we would all like answered, no doubt,” he said, his soft tones
carrying through the night air. “I’'m sure the Lady Calliya will enlighten us all as to the
events that transpired here tonight,” he added, looking at Calliya with a kind face as he
drew closer.

“I am unsure, sire,” she replied. “An hour ago, Captain Sullivan and I were in the
central observation tower.” She pointed at the tallest of the five spires that stretched
upwards from the homestead. “A darkling appeared from nowhere and attacked us, and
by the time we reached the main hall, the doors had been breached. We were fortunate

indeed to drive them off.”
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“Fortunate?” asked Tayfen with thinly veiled sarcasm. “Fortunate to drive off a
second horde of darklings, all by yourself? I wonder.”

“Please, Prince Tayfen,” countered the King. “Allow her to finish. And perhaps to
explain what kind of device that is that Captain Sullivan carries.”

All eyes turned to Sullivan, and the heavy assault cannon that was propped, stock
down on the ground. He held the barrel in his left hand as he looked around.

“It’s a weapon,” he said bluntly.

“Where did it come from?” asked Tayfen.

“Earth,” replied Sullivan.

But Tayfen wasn’t satisfied with Sullivan’s explanation. He glared at the human.

“I don’t remember seeing it before, at court,” he sneered.

Bellanis chose her moment to interrupt.

“I think you’re missing the point, my lord — a Nightwing has been seen, inside the
Shroud. Calliya, who was responsible for this?”

“It was Kerreg,” replied Calliya, staring coldly at Tayfen.

There was a long silence, partly because the Midnight Prince had no quick
comeback for this revelation.

“Are you sure?” asked the King.

Calliya nodded deeply.

“I examined the brow of one of the darklings, where we slew it in the forest. It
clearly bore the stamp of its raiser, as no doubt will the others.”

“And you are sure it was the mark of Lord Kerreg?”

Calliya nodded again. The King sighed deeply.

“I feared a night such as this would come. Long has it been since Elysium felt the
fell hand of darklings upon it hallowed soil. But yet it does not surprise me that Kerreg
is the one who would grow so brazen. He has always been somewhat impulsive.”

“And what do we intend to do about it, your majesty?”” asked Tayfen impatiently.

The King did not reply immediately, but gazed down at Sullivan’s cannon, almost
absent-mindedly.

“I believe it is time we paid the Lord Kerreg a visit,” he said softly. “But you,” he
added more forcefully, staring into Sullivan’s eyes, “will leave that behind.”

He turned abruptly and strode back towards his seerephon, his massive sentinel
guards scuttling up the ramp after him.

“Tayfen! Bellanis! To your ships!” he called.

The King’s voice carried easily, even though his back was turned. He looked at

where the Kelison lay, some way off, and then turned back to face the small group.
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“Calliya, you and Captain Sullivan will travel with me, as the Kelison has not
healed yet. After all, this involves you both most of all.”

Calliya and Sullivan looked to Titus, who shrugged his shoulders apologetically.

“I shall stay here, for I must tend to Pegasus. I owe him too great a debt to
abandon him so0.”

Sullivan handed him the cannon.

“Take care of this for me until I get back,” he said.

“Of course,” answered Titus, slinging the strap over his shoulder.

Calliya leaned in and kissed Titus on the cheek.

“Watch over the Kelison for me, Titus. We shall return soon.”

Sullivan and Calliya made their way towards the King’s seerephon. As they
walked, Calliya explained that the King’s seerephon was called the Caradan, and was the
most powerful of all the fleet. It could carry many crewmembers, as well as members of
the Royal Entourage, along with a compliment of sentinels. These powerful constructs
were similar to the ones that had guarded the funeral barge, and beyond the power of
most Elysians — only the Midnight Prince could harness the power to create them. Even
the King’s own sentinels had been bequeathed to him by one of Tayfen’s predecessors.

Sullivan marvelled at the expansive corridors, as he followed the King through the
body of the Caradan. The walls were made of a similar material to that of the Kelison,
but here they seemed to have been spun from a thousand shades of golden thread. Subtle
lighting from small globes overhead brought out the shimmering strands of the
bulkheads.

The control chamber had the same basic layout as other seerephon, but on a much
grander scale. There was room on the control dais for several people, and a particularly
elaborate chair that to Sullivan seemed a throne. The two-metre deep wells on either
side of the dais had three stations in each, and the Caradan’s crew busied themselves
with controlling the vessel. They wore a similar uniform to the bodysuit that Sullivan
had seen Calliya wearing on the Kelison, their bracelets flashing as they silently
communicated with the Caradan.

Calliya mentioned something about getting changed and disappeared out of the
control chamber. Sullivan was about to call after her when he noticed with some
surprise that they were already nearly leaving the atmosphere of Elysium, the wispy
purple strands of the Shroud growing in the forward display. Sullivan hadn’t felt the
Caradan leave the surface, yet now he could see the planet streaking away in the rear
display, with the Orisa and Tayfen’s seerephon, the Fentach, visible in the port and

starboard displays. Sullivan wondered to himself just how fast these things could move.
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The King had taken his place on the throne in the centre of the control dais. Like
those of his crew, the bracelets on his wrists glowed brightly as he communicated
constantly with the Caradan. Sullivan became acutely aware of his own bracelet. The
tight sleeve of his jacket covered it, but if anyone saw it he would have some serious
explaining to do. And what if the Caradan could sense him somehow? Even as he
thought about the seerephon, he heard a rush of noise inside his head.

From his throne, the King turned his head and looked back towards Sullivan. He
couldn’t be sure, as there were other crew milling about, but it felt like the ancient
Elysian’s eyes were boring into him. He looked down at the patterned floor, wishing for
Calliya to return soon. It was a full minute before he dared to look up again, by which
time the noise in his head had subsided and the King had turned back to face the forward
display.

Sullivan breathed a sigh of relief, and stood watching the forward display for a
while. He was searching for some sign of their destination, but found only the sparse
starfield of the Finite Realm. He would never get used to seeing so few stars. Instead,
the micro-universe seemed replete with other astronomical phenomenon; multi-coloured
nebulas that stretched their tendrils across the displays of the Caradan. Sullivan had
become entranced by the heavenly light show by the time Calliya eventually reappeared.
She had found herself a uniform similar to the ones the other crewman wore, but it was
made of a glistening grey fabric, trimmed with silver.

“That was quick,” joked Sullivan.

Calliya straightened the uniform, touching her hair.

“It doesn’t do to appear unruly before the King,” smiled Calliya in reply.

Sullivan leaned in closer, whispering in her ear.

“I’m worried about my bracelet,” he said. “I can hear the ship — can it hear me?”

“Not if you don’t try to communicate with it. But this could still be a problem. I
had no idea we might end up on someone else’s seerephon. Perhaps Lennat’s sight has
grown weary over the centuries — he should have seen this coming.”

“What can we do?” whispered Sullivan. “Can’t I just take it off?”

“No,” hissed Calliya. “The bracelet will only come off when you’re dead, or your
seerephon corrupted. So we had better just stay out of the way as much as possible. We
won’t reach Kerreg’s Moon until the morning, and if we’re fortunate, the King might not
realise that there’s another master besides me on board.”

It didn’t seem like the greatest plan ever to Sullivan, so when Calliya tugged his
sleeve to leave the control room, he followed her without hesitation. She offered to give

him a tour of the ship, stopping first in the guest quarters so Sullivan could find some
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fresh clothes. He chose a uniform similar to Calliya’s, but in a shade of deep blue with
gold trim. He straightened the jacket in the ornate mirror, admiring the uniform, which
was made from some kind of very delicate hide and sat very comfortably on his frame.

The quarters were very lavish — Sullivan had never seen a full-size bathtub in a
space ship. Especially not one that appeared to be made from gold, complete with
fixtures encrusted with jewels. He whistled lowly as he took in the rest of the
furnishings; tapestries that decorated the walls, and an expansive bed with plush silken
sheets that dominated the entire chamber.

Calliya was waiting outside in the corridor, smiling her approval as he emerged
from the quarters. He pulled down the sleeves, making sure that the control bracelet
wasn’t visible, adjusting his gun-belt as they headed off through the labyrinth vessel.

Sullivan had never seen such a ship. It wasn’t the size that impressed him — in the
navy he had been stationed on far larger ships; but the Caradan was like a space faring
palace. Every corridor oozed luxury, from the spun gold that ran through the bulkheads
to the jewelled fixtures and polished obsidian flagstones of the deck.

“You must have been on this ship before,” said Sullivan as they made their way aft.

“Yes,” answered Calliya. “I have been on the Caradan many times. The last
occasion was the funeral of my cousin Gerren, when we travelled to the Rift to witness
the passing over of the funeral barge.”

“How did your cousin die?”

“Gerren the Strong was old. So old that eventually, he just began to fade away. It
happens to our people, Jack. The lifespan of the Elysians varies greatly. Some of us live
for centuries, and some for millennia. When the weight of years is all that a soul can
bear, they simply lose the will to go on. And when the twilight of our lives draws near,
one of the barges is summoned from the Shoals of Shades.”

“What are the barges?”

“Ancient seerephon that orbit a distant world. Legend has it that they were the
vessels of the Titans — left behind when the Old Ones fled to the Infinite Realm. No one
truly understands where they came from, or what their true purpose might be, but every
time one of our kind grows weary of life, one of the barges arrives from the shoal. It
then takes them to their final resting place — the fires of your planet’s sun.”

Sullivan nodded, absorbing all the information. He was thinking of some of the
ways humans ended their lives. On Ganymede, he had seen bodies bulldozed into mass
graves, or incinerated in the burners. Orlat had wanted to destroy all the evidence of his

crimes.
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Calliya stopped before an enormous set of double doors, which were covered in
golden relief carvings and stood twice the height of Sullivan.

“Are you hungry?” asked Calliya, smiling as she pushed open the doors.

Although Sullivan had eaten his fill only a few hours before, all the excitement had
regenerated his appetite and so he followed Calliya into the Caradan’s elaborate dining
room. The chamber was empty, but as soon as they entered a sandy looking construct
appeared through a small hatch in the wall, and began to lay silver platters on the huge
oval table. Sullivan watched as the plates began to accumulate on the gleaming black
surface.

Calliya removed the cover from one of the platters and helped herself to a sliver of
delicate looking cold meat, while Sullivan found his attention drawn to the decorations
around the edges of the dining room. There were the usual tapestries depicting battles,
both in space and on the surface, but it was the collection of artefacts arranged in display
cases that really caught is attention.

There was an endless collection of objects stored in the cases, and although many
of them were unfamiliar to him, there were others that were instantly recognisable.
None of them had any legend indicating where they might have come from, but Sullivan
could easily hazard a guess.

Earth.

Amongst the dazzling array of artefacts, Sullivan recognised some Grecian pottery,
as well as the helm of a Roman soldier. He marvelled at the jewelled collar that sat next
to the helm. It was styled like the fan from the tail of the peacock, but fashioned from
gold and platinum, and encrusted with emeralds. Sullivan had never seen such riches.

“It was Queen Cleopatra who gave that to me,” came a soft, but powerful, voice.

Sullivan and Calliya turned to see the King, standing in the doorway.

“It was as thanks, for some advice I gave her. She felt she could not trust the
Romans, and I told her that she was right to harbour such fears. They proved her
undoing in the end.”

Calliya had perched on the edge of the table, reaching across the platters to feed
herself with her fingers. Now she slid from the table, fixing her uniform and muttering
an apology.

“Please, Calliya,” said the King, raising his hand. “Eat. You never know when
you might need the strength. And you, Captain Sullivan, are you not hungry?”’

Sullivan leaned over the table and took a small pastry. He popped it into his mouth
with a smile.

“I’ll be just fine,” he answered.
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The King walked slowly past the objects displayed.

“So many memories,” he said, indicating the battered helm. “This I found on a
battlefield in Gaul. Isaw great bloodshed that day.”

“How long were you on my world?”” asked Sullivan.

“For millennia, Captain. At first, I lived there with many of our people, and the
fires of Atlantis burned brightly for an age. But that age came to an end with the
Exodus, and the fires grew dim. I was one those who remained for a time, watching
mankind learn and grow, but eventually, I too returned to the Finite Realm. As the
centuries passed, I would occasionally visit, just to see how the affairs of men fared,
until after the War of the Rift, when all Elysians were forbidden to set foot on your
world. But with each successive visit, I grew more saddened by what I saw. Tell me,
Captain, did man ever grow out of his tremendous thirst for blood?”

Sullivan said nothing for a moment. Obviously the King knew the history of man
better than he had let on.

“No,” he replied. “I guess we never have. War is just as popular now as it ever
was. And just as brutal and bloody.”

“And have you fought in such a war?”

“Yes.”

“Then you know of what I speak. Of man’s thirst for blood,” said the King bluntly.

“Maybe,” answered Sullivan. “In every war there are men who kill for pleasure.
But most of us never took any pleasure in any of the harm we caused.”

“But you caused it nonetheless?” asked the King.

Sullivan didn’t answer. He just stared at the elderly Elysian, who met his gaze
with a passive smile. The King gestured towards a dull and dented sword that lay at the
back of the case, its tarnished blade notched and blunt.

“This was given to me by a great English king. At the end of his life, he realised
how much blood had been shed with the blade in his name. He gave me the sword and
bade me to throw it in a lake, hoping that whoever took the throne after him would have
no use for it. But I very much doubt that it turned out as he hoped.”

For a moment, there was silence in the dining room, as the King hung his head, lost
in thought for a moment. Then he turned, with a speed that belied his aged frame, and
grabbed Sullivan’s right wrist with a hand of steel. Sullivan jumped to his feet, trying to
break free of the King’s grip.

The King pulled Sullivan’s sleeve up with his other hand. The control bracelet

shone dully in the gentle gold light.
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“And when were you going to tell me about this, Captain?” he said. There was a
dark fire burning in his eyes, which were now very close to Sullivan’s.

“This is all my fault, your majesty,” interrupted Calliya. “I took Jack to see
Lennat, and he decided that he would undergo the Raising.”

The King turned to Calliya.

“The Raising? I would have thought that you knew better, Calliya.” He turned
back to Sullivan. “You have raised a seerephon? I did feel something odd amongst the
fleet recently, as if the song of the seerephon had changed somehow. But I would never
have guessed.”

The King released Sullivan, and seemed to calm down slightly.

“I wish that my ancient brother would think before he did such things,” he sighed.
“But there are other, more pressing matters at hand. We will speak of this later.” He
turned and swept towards the door, calling over his shoulder as he left.

“We will reach Kerreg’s Moon at sunset. I will expect both of you to be in the
control chamber when we get there.”

Sullivan and Calliya looked at each other glumly, and ate in silence for a long time,
before Calliya tried to apologise.

“Jack, I’'m sorry. I should never have taken you to see Lennat. I’ll talk to the
King, and try to get himto —”

“Forget about it,” Sullivan cut in. “I can look after myself.”

Later, they made their way back to the guest quarters, where they had been billeted
in adjoining rooms. Sullivan was still annoyed. If things hadn’t been bad enough
already, now he could be sure that the King had it in for him. He didn’t really blame
Calliya, but he wasn’t sure she could protect him from the wrath of the court. She turned
to him before entering her quarters.

“Goodnight, Jack,” she said softly, looking deeply into his eyes. Sullivan looked
away.

“I need to get some sleep,” he muttered, turning and making his way into his
quarters.

From where she stood in the doorway of her own opulent chamber, a tear welled in
Calliya’s eye. Her feelings for this human were so confusing. She felt responsible for
him — after all, she had brought him to the Finite Realm. But there was more to it than
that. She couldn’t bear to think what punishment the King might mete out, or what
Tayfen might do if he learned of the Raising. But whatever they decided — Calliya

would protect Sullivan, no matter what. That, she knew in her heart.
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Chapter Sixteen

When Sullivan arrived at the control chamber the next morning, Calliya was there
already. She looked tired and drawn, as if she hadn’t gotten much sleep, and was clad in
the same type of battle armour she had been wearing when she rescued Sullivan from the
funeral barge. The King had said that they would reach Kerreg’s Moon at sunset, but
after he had returned to his quarters Sullivan had realised he had no idea when sunset
might be. The lighting on the Caradan didn’t seem to follow any cycle, so he decided to
just guess. He had no idea how long he had slept in the luxury of his quarters, but he
was sure he was late when he arrived.

The King sat in his throne, directing operations in the control chamber, his
bracelets glowing dully as he communed with the Caradan. Beneath him, in the two
wells, the crew busied themselves with the other aspects of running the ship. Calliya
approached him from the direction of the dais, her crested helm held under the crook of
her arm.

“Ready for trouble?” asked Sullivan.

“Hello Jack,” she said, smiling, and Sullivan could feel his ill temper melting
away.

“Is he still angry?” he asked, nodding his head towards the King.

“He hasn’t mentioned the Raising,” she replied. “But he seems to be in a fair
mood, considering. He is preparing to coordinate the attack on Kerreg’s Moon.”

“Attack?” said Sullivan in surprise. They were only three ships, he thought. How
would they attack a moon?

“With the seerephon so close, there is no need to use the touchstone. The King can
use the Caradan to communicate with Tayfen and Bellanis. The three vessels must work
together, as Lord Kerreg is sure to try and defend the fortress. He will not want to
answer to the King.”

Sullivan looked to the forward display, where an expansive deep blue nebula
stretched all the way across the sloping wall of the control chamber. They were

approaching at tremendous velocity, and Sullivan thought he could just make out the
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silhouettes of planets casting shadows in the nebula; dark spots against the starlight that
filtered through the interstellar gas.

“Is that it?”” he asked.

“That is the Darkling Belt — the realm of the Fallen Lords. A series of rogue
moons, trapped in a dark nebula, from wherein they draw their power. The closest one is
that of Kerreg, I believe, but this is the first time I have ever cast eyes on it. This place is
forbidden to the fleet.”

The King turned halfway round on his throne, signalling to Sullivan and Calliya.

“Come! You won’t get much of a view from there!”

They moved from the rear of the control chamber and mounted the dais in the
centre. Sullivan found himself very curious as to how the Elysians would do battle. His
only experience of war had been with the Navy, where three ships hardly constituted a
naval task force.

The Caradan was close enough to see Kerreg’s Moon clearly in the forward display
— a small dark rock, nestled in the gaseous blue folds of the nebula. He could make out
no features as such, for it was still too far away, but it was growing larger very quickly.
In the lateral displays, Sullivan could see the Orisa and the Fentach matching the
Caradan’s approach speed. Sullivan felt the hairs stand up on the back of his neck, and
his bracelet began to tingle on his wrist. He looked to Calliya, who was obviously
experiencing the same sensation.

“The Caradan senses danger,” she whispered.

All eyes were focused on the darkling moon. Even the King had sat forward on his
throne, his gaze trained on the forward display, watching an asteroid grow in size. It was
immediately between the Elysian ships and Kerreg’s moon, and Sullivan could feel no
sensation of movement as the seerephon easily avoided the asteroid.

But more asteroids littered the path to the moon. The seerephon ducked and
swerved through the oncoming debris easily, but the asteroid field was unlike any
Sullivan had encountered before. It appeared to emanate from the small moon.

“How is this possible?”” he asked Calliya with a whisper.

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve never seen an asteroid field so small or focused.”

“It’s not an asteroid field, Jack. Nightwings on the surface of Kerreg’s moon are
defending the fortress by hurling pieces of the surrounding landscape into the void.
They use their gravitic organs to impel the stones to escape velocities.”

“You have got to be kidding,” said Sullivan.
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The Caradan banked to the left, shifting into a high orbit of the darkling moon, the
stream of debris ceasing as soon as they moved around the far side. The Orisa and the
Fentach followed suit, matching the changes in course as they began their descent
through the atmosphere. It would take them almost an entire orbit to reach the surface.

Sullivan watched as they broached the atmosphere of Kerreg’s Moon. There was a
distant star throwing a dim light across the dayside of the moon. He didn’t understand
how the star was able to sustain life at such a distance, as he imagined that the moon
would only ever have a day of permanent twilight. The barren terrain slipped past the
ventral display at a terrific rate.

Arid desert stretched from pole to pole, broken only by sharp mountain ranges that
stretched starwards. There was very little water apparent, save for a few black lakes that
sat in the lowest basins of the featureless plains. It was a bleak and unwelcoming place.

The Elysian vessels continued their rapid descent towards the surface. Sullivan
guessed this might have something to do with the short range of their weapons. Ifall of
the seerephon were armed with the same gravitic lance as the Kelison, then they would
have to get very close to the launchers to hit them. That might explain why they didn’t
just attack straight down the throat of the artillery, a tactic that Orlat had always
favoured. He had always advocated striking with an iron fist, and worrying about
collateral damage afterwards.

“Have you ever been into battle before?” asked Sullivan.

Calliya shook her head, and he noticed that she had opened a button at the top of
her jacket, and was looking ill at ease.

“I have had my share of fights and skirmishes, but never like this,” she replied. “I
have fought darklings on many worlds, across the Realm, but I have never ventured to
the darkling belt.”

Sullivan returned to watching the terrain loom larger in the display as they crossed
the terminator, heading into the nightside of the moon.

“Activate the gravitic lances!” called the King, and the crew activated their
consoles, reporting back as they did so.

“Port lance active!”

“Starboard lance active!”

Sullivan could see the fortress quite clearly in the display, looming large out of a
row of black cliffs on the horizon. On either side, the Orisa and the Fentach were visible
against the dark night sky, the lance emitters on the outside shell of the seerephon
crackling into life. They were barely a kilometre from the surface now.

“Forward lance active!”
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The King’s bracelets began to blaze as he closed his eyes, delivering the last few
instructions to Bellanis and Tayfen. Sullivan could hear the King’s voice echoing in his
own head as the battle orders were issued. The fleet would break formation when it
reached the launchers, and attempt to draw fire from each other while sweeping their
lances across the Nightwings entrenched in the barren ground.

A huge boulder appeared almost out of nowhere, scraping across the Caradan’s
shell as it banked to avoid it. They were rapidly approaching the launchers, and more
and more debris flew through the air at them, although the heaviest fire travelled
harmlessly over the fleet. The seerephon broke formation, with the Fentach and the
Orisa peeling off to port and starboard at an angle of forty-five degrees. The Caradan
continued dead ahead, its course taking it directly over the first line of launchers.

Sullivan couldn’t make out much detail as they hurtled towards their target,
although he thought could see darklings swarming over large black shapes in the dark
desert. The Nightwings themselves were half buried in the dirt, their gravitic rings
burning brightly. The Caradan rolled to port sharply, activating its port lance as it did
so. The lance raked across the desert, carving a huge furrow in the dusty ground.

The Caradan streaked over the launcher, leaving behind it a wake of destruction.
The fragile bodies of the darklings crumbled under the force of the lance. The
Nightwing tried to free itself as it spotted the approaching seerephon, but there was too
little time. Its hull crumbled as the tip of the lance fell across it, the darkling vessel
erupting as it spat raw power into the night air.

The Caradan flipped over onto its starboard side and banked sharply away. It had
to dive to avoid boulders hurled from the front line of launchers, but then began to climb,
passing the Fentach as it streaked in the other direction. The Caradan attacked the
eastern launchers, as the Fentach attacked the western, while the Orisa made a lateral
sweep of the front line.

The fire from the launchers was even heavier now. Again the Caradan dived and
attacked two launchers set close together in the desert, leaving behind a huge plume of
dust, debris and erupting power organs. But again, the seerephon was forced to retreat
by the heavy volume of fire. Sullivan could see that although the launchers hadn’t the
best aim, or a rapid rate of fire, they did have a huge numerical advantage. And it would
only take one of those massive boulders to do some serious damage.

A look of alarm crossed the King’s face. Sullivan looked around at the displays to
try and see what had given him such cause for concern. The Caradan came about
suddenly, and the King jumped to his feet, his eyes fixed on the forward display.

“Tayfen!” he roared.
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The Fentach had broken away from the launcher area, a flat plain that skirted a line
of craggy black cliffs in the distance. It was skimming the ground, making straight for
the fortress that was constructed against the rock face — a series of squat, square keeps,
surrounded on three sides by a sheer wall and topped with monstrous battlements.

“What’s he doing?” asked Calliya.

“He’s making straight for Kerreg’s fortress,” answered the King. “The fool will be
destroyed.”

As the Fentach approached the fortress, it was forced to jump and swerve to avoid
swarms of smaller debris, its gravitic lances shining brightly as they pierced the night.
The Fentach rolled to port; it accelerated and veered towards the eastern end of the
fortress, before banking swiftly back along the line of the fortifications.

The Orisa was close off the starboard bow of the Caradan as they followed the
Fentach. Tayfen’s vessel spun wildly, its gravitic lances wheeling across the buildings
as the seerephon strafed the fortress. A string of fiery explosions leapt up in its wake,
lighting up the night and casting giant shadows over the stony desert floor and along the
black cliffs.

Tayfen’s seerephon climbed sharply as the fortifications began to crumble under
their own weight. Clouds of dust billowed out over the desert as the main keep’s roof
sagged, its structure compromised by the touch of the Fentach’s lances. The Caradan
and the Orisa peeled away from the fortress and followed Tayfen into the dark sky,
before the Caradan quickly resumed its position at the head of the small fleet.

In the rear display, Sullivan could see the launchers moving from their positions in
the desert. Because they needed a constant supply of debris to hurl into the air, they had
carved out long shallow furrows in the barren terrain as they had bombarded the Elysian
vessels. Now they were rising slowly from the desert floor they had been consuming.
As the Caradan drew around for another pass, Sullivan could make out the first of the
Nightwings forming up into small squadrons.

The darkling vessels began to streak skywards, their slim profile barely visible in
the dark night. The seerephon slowed as they approached the remains of the fortress, all
eyes on the stream of Nightwing that were making their escape.

On the bridge of the Caradan, the King sighed.

“Strange,” he said softly. “I did not think that the Lord Kerreg would give up the
fight so easy. No Fallen Lord would surrender to us. Perhaps he perished in Prince
Tayfen’s attack.”

“What makes you think that?”” asked Sullivan.
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“The Fallen control the Darklings in a similar way to our seerephon, but the foul
creatures possess even less life of their own. Once their master has fallen, they will
scatter to the four corners of the belt.” The King shook his head slowly. “And there
were many questions I would have asked of Lord Kerreg. Let us hope that he is merely
unconscious, or wounded, or attempting to trick us into withdrawing.”

They observed the ruined fortress as the Caradan made a low pass over the
battlements. Tayfen’s gravitic lances had inflicted heavy damage. Sullivan could see
now that the fortress had not been made of solid stone, but of small bricks joined with
mortar. He had seen similar construction in history — man had built castles like this for
centuries, before he had discovered new materials and methods of buildings.

The central keep had collapsed almost completely, and only the front wall
remained standing. Even from their low altitude, darklings could clearly be seen
swarming over the ruins, even in the dark.

Sullivan felt the King issue the order to the other masters. They would land the
seerephon right in front of the fortress. Then the King stood and turned to them, taking
his staff from where it had leant against his throne.

“Come,” he said. “We must ensure that Kerreg has not tried to trick us somehow.
The Fallen can never be trusted. We will take the sentinels and make a sweep of the
fortress.”

“I’d like to ask Kerreg a few questions myself,” muttered Sullivan as they left the
control chamber, hoping no one had heard him.

They were already nearing the exit hatch at the rear of the Caradan when Sullivan
felt the jolt of the seerephon touching the ground. Sentinels filled the corridor, their
expressionless faces trained on the hatch as it opened to reveal the cold dark night of
Kerreg’s Moon. As the King’s entourage made its way down the gangway, Sullivan
could see Tayfen and Bellanis emerging from their own vessels, both wearing gleaming
battle armour and carrying wicked looking swords. Behind Tayfen, a dozen sentinels
loped down the ramp, forming a protective perimeter around the vessels.

Light globes on the seerephon cast shadows around the dark surface, playing over
the shattered walls of Kerreg’s fortress. The King met the other two masters in between
all three vessels. Tayfen was beaming, puffing out his chest like a peacock, evidently
very proud of his heroics.

“Perhaps, Tayfen,” said the King as he approached. “You might consult me before
taking such rash action again. You could have been destroyed.”

“Nonsense,” replied the prince. “The Fentach is one of the swiftest seerephon that

has ever flown the stars, and is more than a match for any Nightwing.”
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When the King glared at him, he realised his mistake and quickly tried to make
amends.

“But of course, your majesty. I should have made you aware of what I was
planning to do.”

“Yes,” answered the King coolly. “There were many questions that I would have
asked the Fallen Lord. And because of your rashness, Tayfen, those questions may now
go unanswered. But still, we must search the fortress, and make sure that we are not the
victims of some kind of ruse.”

“But Father,” said Bellanis. “Would you not sense Kerreg if he lived still? He
could not be very far from where we are now.”

“If any one of our race draws breath near me, I can feel it, yes,” replied the King.
“But some of the Fallen have shown an ability to veil themselves. So it is possible that
Kerreg still hides within.”

“I do not think he would have allowed his Nightwings to abandon him if he lived
still,” answered Tayfen with a dismissive wave.

“Perhaps you are right,” said the King, looking towards the fortress with a troubled
brow. “But we must be sure. Bellanis, you will search the western camp of the fortress
while Calliya and I search the central camp. Tayfen, you will make sure that Kerreg is
not hiding in the eastern camp. Each of us will take a flank of sentinels, and we will
leave the remaining flank here to protect the seerephon.”

Last of all, he turned to the human. “But you, Mr. Sullivan, will remain here. The
sentinels will ensure you are kept safe.”

Sullivan tried to protest, but the King would hear no arguments.

“Don’t worry Jack,” said Calliya, donning her helmet. “We will return soon, I
promise.”

“It’s okay. Just take care of yourself, alright?”

She turned and ran to catch up with the King, joining him at the head of half a
dozen sentinels as the Elysians moved into the ruins of the fortress through one of
several breaches in the high wall. It took only a few minutes for them to move out of
sight, and soon Sullivan was left with only the sentinels for company. He sat on the
edge of the Caradan’s exit hatch, watching the six creatures as they made slow circles of
the vessels, their blank faces staring out into the dusty darkness. Sullivan was beginning

to grow accustomed to his fate lying in the hands of others.

Calliya carefully surveyed the ruins of the fortress, adjusting the helmet of her

borrowed armour constantly so that she could see. Eventually she gave up, removing the
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headgear and carrying it in her free hand. The King was close behind her, while their
flank of sentinels had spread out amongst the crumbling buildings to sniff out the last of
the darklings.

A large central keep had dominated the interior of the fortress, surrounded by a
scatter of smaller buildings. Fire had spread to many of these, and here and there Calliya
could see flames burning in scarlet and bright green, raw energy crackling out of the
ruins. One of the sentinels flushed out a small four-legged darkling, its tail whipping as
it tried to evade the monstrous Elysian war construct. Another sentinel leaped, catching
the darkling and pinning it to the ground before dispatching it with its wicked claws.

They came to the ruins of the keep. Two of the walls remained standing, but the
front wall had collapsed almost completely. They could see all the way through to the
cliff wall rising vertically at the back of the fortress. The sentinels moved into secure the
area, driving the remaining darklings scurrying off into the night. Two of the fleeing
creatures barrelled straight for Calliya and the King, but the young Elysian held her
blade at they ready. She dispatched the darklings with two quick strokes, their cloven
cadavers rolling across the dusty ground.

Together, Calliya and the King scrambled over the stones that had made up the
keep. None of them were very large, and they appeared to have been quarried by a great,
clawed animal that simply tore them from the ground. They found their way into the
remains of the keep’s great hall, where some of the high, arched doorways had survived,
but the Elysians still had to clamber over more debris to reach the flagstoned floor.

“There,” said the King, pointing with his staff towards a heavy stone lintel that
barred the way to a corridor that led from the great hall into the sheer cliff wall. Bidden
by the King, two of the sentinels grabbed the lintel and dragged it out of the way,
revealing a narrow stone staircase that spiralled down beneath the ground.

The King signalled for the sentinels to stand guard and moved down the spiral
staircase, Calliya following close behind as they descended into the depths of Kerreg’s
fortress. They found themselves in a dark, wide, low-ceilinged chamber, where an
assortment of armour and weapons occupied dimly lit alcoves evenly spaced around the
walls. There was an air of dark opulence about the chamber.

“Where are we?” whispered Calliya.

“I believe this to be Kerreg’s private quarters,” replied the King. He cast his eyes
around the darkened chamber, and then tapped the tip of his staff twice on the ground.
The crystal on top of the staff began to glow brightly, casting a blue light around the

chamber, and they peered into the heavy shadows that remained in the corners.
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A darkling broke cover from a hole in the floor. It skirted around the party, making
for the staircase that led upwards. Before Calliya could react, the King had swung his
staff in a great arc, the crystal head coming into contact with the black creature. There
was a sharp crack and the darkling was thrown across the chamber, stunned. The King
followed his blow, the light from the crystal now distilled into a single beam. He shone
it upon the darkling and the creature shrieked loudly.

“Where is your master?” boomed the King, but the darkling merely trembled and
squirmed in answer.

“Can you sense anything?”” asked Calliya, moving forward with sword outstretched
in case the creature broke free.

“No, nothing.” The light emitted from the tip of the King’s staff grew brighter and
brighter, until Calliya was forced to shield her eyes. The darkling simply started to melt
under the light, the dark matter that made up its unnatural body swept away by the
blinding brilliance. In another moment, it was little more than ash.

“You could learn nothing, your majesty?” asked Calliya.

The King shook his head.

“The unfortunate beast was no more aware of what has befallen its master than we
are. But I can be sure that if Kerreg still lives, than he is nowhere close. Take two of the
sentinels, my lady, and find out if the others have had more luck than us. We can all
meet here when the search is complete.”

Calliya nodded and flew up the staircase, finding two sentinels waiting for her.

They made for the western camp of the fortress, searching for Bellanis.

Sullivan had been watching the sentinels slowly prowl the perimeter for what
seemed an age, but it had only been a few minutes since the Elysians had disappeared
from view. He had trained his eyes on the breaches in the wall, trying to catch a glimpse
of Calliya, but there was no sign of her. He had tried to cross the perimeter to get a
better look, but the sentinels moved menacingly into his path, staring at him with
sightless eyes and forcing him to back away. So he sat on the edge of the exit hatch of
the Caradan and waited.

A plume of dark dust caught his eye, behind the seerephon, out on the dark plain.
Two of the sentinels also saw it, and broke from the perimeter to have a better look.
Sullivan stood up, peering into the darkness, his eyes following the sentinels as they
loped off into the desert. They closed on the source of the plume, a large black shape

galloping towards the seerephon.
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It was giant darkling, at least four metres tall, and similar in shape to the bear
creature that had attacked Calliya’s homestead. The sentinels leaped on it from a great
distance, digging their claws into the beast’s flanks, causing it to shriek in protest. It
batted at one of its assailants, knocking it back across the dusty ground.

The other sentinels moved to join the fight, drawn by the second darkling that was
following the first. It looked even bigger, and had long thick limbs that propelled it
towards the seerephon at a tremendous pace.

Sullivan wondered how many of the darklings were out there in the desert,
searching blindly for revenge against those who had decimated their ranks. He had two
choices — stay with the vessels and hope that the combination of seerephon and sentinels
would be enough to stave off the attack; or head for the fortress, and take his fate into his
own hands for a change.

There wasn’t much of a debate in Sullivan’s head. As soon as the last sentinel had
loped off to intercept the largest darkling, Sullivan slipped off the ramp and jogged
towards the fortress. He could only hope that he was able to cover the distance before
the sentinels noticed that he was gone.

The air felt thin on Kerreg’s moon, as if no matter how hard his chest pounded, it
couldn’t fill his lungs. By the time he reached one of the smaller breaches in the fortress
wall he was sweating and breathing very heavily. He looked behind him, searching for
any sign of his stone guardians. He just make out the huge cloud of dust kicked up by
the ongoing battle between the sentinels and the two huge darklings. Weight of numbers
was on the sentinels’ side, and they were making the most of it.

Sullivan climbed over the rubble that lay in the breach, getting his first look at the
ruined fortress. Crumbling buildings spat gouts of yellow and green fire into the night,
as darklings scurried from ruin to ruin, searching for sanctuary. Sentinels pursued them,
ruthlessly crushing them underfoot or impaling them with their talons.

Sullivan’s hand instinctively moved for his pistol. He had hardly ever worn it
since his discharge from the Navy, and he had hardly ever missed it. He had only had it
back on his hip for a couple of days and now it felt like he had never taken it off. He
drew the field-loader and activated the power cell.

Off to his right, towards the eastern camp of the fortress, he caught a glimpse of an
Elysian’s battle armour, as the light from one of the many eruptions glinted off the
polished metal plates. The figure moved into one of the few relatively undamaged
structures, a small round building that stood apart the rest of the fortress, its domed roof

still largely intact despite the Fentach’s devastating attack.
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Sullivan scrambled down off the rubble and picked his way across to the round
structure. A couple of sentinels were standing guard near the only entrance, but a large
piece of one of the keeps had fallen on the side of the structure, smashing a hole just
large enough for a man to fit through. He approached the hole warily, his pistol held
tightly in his hand. The interior was too dark to see anything clearly, and he had to
scramble up a two-metre pile of rubble to get a better view of who was inside. He had
hoped it might be Calliya, or even Bellanis, but the moment he saw the character of the
armour glinting in the dim light, he knew he had found the Midnight Prince.

Nor was he alone. Two sentinels, either side of him, were backing their quarry into
the corner. Although it was too dark to make out any details, Sullivan could see enough
to be sure it was no darkling. It looked like a giant man, at least seven feet from the
ground to his shaggy hair, who wore layer upon layer of thick fur. He was backing away
from Tayfen, who was brandishing something in his right hand.

Sullivan moved further into the gap, trying to get a better look at what was going
on, his feet struggling for purchase. The structure had a sunken floor, and Sullivan didn’t
want to fall — even if he didn’t hurt himself, he wasn’t sure he wanted to alert the domed
chamber’s occupants to his presence.

The Elysian was too far away to hear what he was saying, but Sullivan was sure he
was saying something to the giant. Tayfen held his right hand out in front of him,
holding a small dark sphere. The other man spat on the ground and said something to
Tayfen, who laughed loudly.

The sphere began to emit a dull purple glow, accompanied by the noise of
whistling wind. Sullivan could feel the air rushing past him into the structure as the light
intensified, stretching out thin violet fingers from the sphere to the giant man. It seemed
as if his eyes were playing tricks on him. The walls around the giant began to flex and
move, as if they were being twisted by some unseen force, as the light from the sphere
grew ever brighter.

Sullivan’s head ached from watching the fabric of space bend before his very eyes.
It was making him dizzy, and in the torrent of air pouring through the narrow gap it
became harder and harder for the human to keep his footing. He closed his eyes, trying
to recover his equilibrium, clinging onto the bare rock with his free hand. The noise
from the wind was deafening him, rising into an unbearable crescendo before
culminating in a huge dull thud, as if a great beast had fallen crashing to the earth. The
final gust of wind pulled Sullivan from his precarious position and he tumbled into the

structure.
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The fall stunned Sullivan, and precious seconds passed before he recovered his
bearings and opened his eyes. When the dark domed chamber did eventually come into
focus, he found himself staring right at the pointed snouts of one of the sentinels. He
instinctively retreated, scrambling across the sharp broken tiles of the floor, until he felt
something cold touch the back of his neck.

He whipped around to find two more of the giant constructs circling him. None of
them made a move; instead they stood and watched him, their blind eyes staring right
through him. Sullivan’s hand flew to his pistol.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” said Tayfen, approaching Sullivan from across
the chamber. “I do not think that even your mighty pistol will be a match for four
sentinels.”

“Maybe not,” replied Sullivan. “But I bet it would make a pretty big hole in you.”

“Do not threaten me, little man!” snapped Tayfen. He stood behind one of his
sentinels, running his hand down the construct’s slick stone flanks.

“You have interfered in the affairs of my people for the last time, Captain
Sullivan.”

“I haven’t interfered with anyone,” grunted Sullivan, rising to his feet.

Tayfen nodded and one of the sentinels lightly flicked a claw across the back of
Sullivan’s legs. He fell to his knees, crying out in agony.

“Please, human. Don’t get up.”

Sullivan looked up at the Midnight Prince, debating whether or not to draw his
field-loader and finish this. He had never been one to take action without considering
the consequences. If he did shoot Tayfen, he might have some trouble convincing the
Elysians that it had been self-defence. But if he was going to die at the hands of this
treacherous alien, then he had no choice.

“I have to admit,” continued the Prince, “that I could scarcely believe my luck
when you fell into my hands. First Kerreg, then you — I get to tie up all the loose ends at
once.”

Tayfen reached beneath the folds of his cloak and removed the purple sphere he
had used on the Fallen Lord. Sullivan’s hand went straight for his pistol, but it was too
late. A purple ray of light stretched from the sphere and struck him squarely in the chest,
driving his muscles into spasm. His hand was frozen, just inches from the butt of the
field-loader.

“Your human weapon cannot save you now, Sullivan. And you had better save

your strength. You will need it, where you are going.”
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The paralysis was spreading up Sullivan’s body, but he could still manage a few
words.

“What are you doing to me?”” he grimaced.

“I am doing what I should have done the first time I saw you. I am pushing you
out of this Realm, and into the Fold. It is the place for all of your kind who lose their
way.”

“Why?” gasped Sullivan. He could feel the space around him twisting as the light
from the sphere grew. He saw flecks of black in the blinding rays, as if the light from
the sphere brought darkness with it.

“I cannot risk the King finding out why the barge of Gerren the Strong sought out a
human vessel. Soon, it will not matter — with you and Kerreg out of the way, it will be
easy enough to convince the court of the threat that your kind pose. The fear of an
alliance between the Lord of the Darklings and humans will cause more than enough fear
for my needs. Finally, the Fleet will cross the Rift and we will retake our rightful place
as lords of men. And you, my dear Captain, will be nothing more than a distant
memory.”

Sullivan had a few more choice words for the Midnight Prince, but the paralysis
was complete. The light from the sphere had become viscous, bending and stretching
the chamber around him as he was engulfed. He made one last heroic effort to break
free, but it was no use — the chamber began to fade, overwhelmed by the dark purple
light. He felt an instant of acceleration, like something was trying to yank his heart clear
out of his chest.

Darkness followed.
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Book Three

Into The Fold
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Chapter Seventeen

Sullivan was tumbling, head over heels, desperately throwing his limbs out to try
and break his fall. It was dark and his vision was badly blurred; he scrabbled against the
loose shale, the sharp stone cutting his hands. He finally tumbled to a halt, trying to
wipe the dust from his eyes and make out his surroundings.

He sat in a gully at the base of a shale embankment. The sky above was not quite
black, but rather a deep blue, reminiscent of the twilight that came just before night.
There was another embankment facing him, the same loose shale flowing over the slope.
Sullivan looked up and down the gully, and found it completely deserted. He got to his
feet so as to better evaluate his position, but it was no use — he couldn’t see anything
over the high sides.

He checked his body for signs of injury. His crossing over into the Fold didn’t
seem to have done him any harm, and the wound the sentinels had given him didn’t
seem as serious as it had first felt. He checked the display on the butt of his pistol.
There was plenty charge, but very little solid fuel, which meant he would have to locate
a new source of metal. He cursed his own stupidity. How could he forget to load his
pistol? He must be slipping. No self-respecting navy man would forget to load his gun.

With some difficulty, he climbed back up the slope he had slid down, trying to get
either an idea of how he had gotten here, or at the very least where here might be. He let
out a low whistle as he reached the crest of the slope. He stood on a wide open plain,
one that was wrinkled with stony ridges and gullies, and scattered with sharp boulders.
The ground was black as night, with an icy wind and driving rain that raked across the
plain. Sullivan shielded his eyes and stared out at the god-forsaken landscape.

So this was the Fold, he thought. Occasional plumes of orange light erupted from
the rocky ground in the distance, throwing swirling clouds of sulphurous gas high into
the air. They looked like volcanic vents, and Sullivan figured that they might offer some
respite from the freezing wind. He pulled the short collar of his jacket tight around his
neck and began to trudge towards the nearest vent, as the rain poured from the

featureless sky, making it difficult to see.
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The vent could only have been five hundred metres from Sullivan, but it still took
him nearly fifteen minutes to reach it through the difficult weather. The wind changed
and he caught a heavy blast of sulphur in the face, but he could smell something else — it
was familiar, but difficult to place. It almost smelled of burning flesh.

Sullivan crested the final ridge that lay between him and the vent and saw two
figures huddling close to the high pillar of orange flame. Sullivan dropped to his belly
and crawled closer, to try and make out whom, or what, the two figures might be.

They had long, unkempt hair and beards, and were wrapped in a jumbled
assortment of swaddling clothes. Some layers looked like roughly tanned hides, while
others were obviously sections of died fabrics that had been crudely stitched together.
Jammed into the hard ground before them were two long spits, upon which were
skewered small carcasses. Periodically, one of the figures would lean forward and rotate
the spits, trying to evenly roast the little creatures. Sullivan got to his feet as carefully as
he could, but inadvertently knocked a few small rocks from his position, and they rattled
down the slope, knocking more of the shale free.

One of the figures turned and jumped to his feet, drawing a long curved sword. Its
blade was dull and notched, but it looked dangerous nonetheless. The sword wielder
scanned the area around him, but the dim light and driving rain made it difficult. The
other man joined him, picking a huge hammer from the ground next to him. The square
head of the hammer was nearly the same size as its wielder’s, and such was its great
weight that he hefted it with both hands.

Sullivan had very few options. He could slide back the way he came, and hope that
the two men wouldn’t be able to find him. But he hadn’t seen anyone else since he had
arrived, and it would be easier to survive in this hellish place if he had a friend or two.
They appeared to be armed only with primitive weapons, and as dangerous as they
looked, Sullivan was sure they could be no match for his service pistol.

He left the gun in its holster as he slowly got to his feet. The two men at the base
of the hill were back to back now, circling slowly. The sword wielder spotted Sullivan
at the top of the hill and pointed the tip at him, calling for his comrade’s attention. Both
of the men turned towards the slope, their weapons held at the ready.

“Who goes there?” called the sword wielder.

Sullivan raised both of his hands high in the air in what he hoped would be seen as
a peaceful gesture. He took a few steps forward, but both of the men backed up.

“A friend!” shouted Sullivan, as he half-walked, half-slipped down the loose shale

on the slope.
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“You’re no bloody friend of ours,” came the reply. It was the hammer wielder who
spoke, and his English had a familiar accent. “And I’ll warrant you’re friend to no-one
in this forsaken place.”

Sullivan stopped a few metres away from the two men, his eyes stinging in the
acrid sulphurous smoke from the vent that curled across the space between them. The
swordsman took his chance to speak.

“He does not look like a marauder, Fraser.” He spoke with a heavy accent, and to
Sullivan there was something familiar about his voice. Dark eyes stared at him from
over the curly black beard.

“He may not have the look, but I’m sure that he’s here to take a head or two. We
might as well beat him to it.”

The hammer-wielder stepped forward, flipping the heavy weapon from hand to
hand as he did so. Sullivan responded by drawing his pistol and taking a step back.

“Don’t move!” He shifted the sights of the pistol from one man to the other. “I’m
no marauder, whatever that is. And I’m not your enemy.”

The swordsman flashed a grim smile.

“Here, everyone is an enemy.”

The hammer-wielder started to move forward, and Sullivan trained his pistol on
him. The swordsman reached out a hand, pulling his comrade back.

“Careful, Fraser. That’s no plaything in his hand.”

The hammer-wielder stepped back, eyeing Sullivan’s field loader suspiciously.

“What should we do with him then, Gomez?”” he asked.

The swordsman lowered his blade.

“I’m guessing that if this man had wanted to take our heads, he could have done so
already. With that weapon he could have struck us down from a great distance, and with
no warning. So perhaps it’s not our heads he is after.”

Sullivan lowered his gun as Fraser stepped back slowly towards the vent, still
holding his hammer. Gomez slid his sword back into its crude scabbard and looked at
Sullivan carefully.

“So who are you?”

“Jack Sullivan. Captain of the Bogart.” He reached out a hand and Gomez shook
it warily.

Fraser had returned to the vent, where he continued to tend to the small roasting
creatures, and although the smell reaching Sullivan’s nostrils was salty and unappealing,

he felt the pangs of hunger anyway.
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“And what is the Bogart?” asked Gomez. “I recognise your pistol — it’s a naval
issue Ingram, isn’t it? But I do not recognise your uniform.”

Gomez moved back to the fire, sitting down close to his comrade and drawing his
cloak tight around him. Behind them, Sullivan shivered in the rain and freezing wind.
He thought Gomez was going to leave him standing, until the bearded man waved at him
to take a seat by the roaring vent. Sullivan made himself as comfortable as he could, the
fierce heat from the fire taking some of the chill out of his bones.

“Welcome to our humble feast,” said Fraser, turning the creatures one final time.
The side that now faced away from the fire was charred and blackened, but it didn’t stop
him from peeling some of the burned flesh off and cramming it in his mouth.

“This isn’t really my uniform,” answered Sullivan. “I borrowed it.”

“So where are you from, then?” asked Gomez. He took a piece of charred meat
from one of the spits, and began to examine it in the light of the fire.

“Or more precisely, when are you from? For I have realised over the many years
that I have walked this cursed earth, that the others who walk it come from other times
than me. For instance, Fraser here is a Scotsman. He was born near Edinburgh, on
Earth, more than six hundred years before I was even a twinkle in my father’s eye. And
yet I believe I have been in this place longer. There are men here from every age of
history.” He smiled a grim smile and stuffed the charred flesh in his mouth. “So where
and when are you from, Sullivan? And how did you come to the Fold?”

Sullivan eyed him coolly. He looked at the roasting carcasses and then imploringly
at Gomez. The swordsman nodded, and Sullivan helped himself to a charred chunk of
meat. It was stringy and tough, and the sulphurous flavour flooded Sullivan’s throat,
causing him to gag. The other two men laughed heartily at his reaction.

“Eat, man!” said Fraser. “But it will not cure your hunger. You’ll always be
hungry in the Fold. And no amount of eating will sate you.” Undeterred by what he had
just said, the burly Scotsman took another piece of flesh, and then made a fuss of
arranging the small animals so that they burned evenly all over.

“How can that be?” asked Sullivan. It was true that the ache in his stomach was
still there, but then he hadn’t eaten that much. “And how do you not starve in a place
like this?” He waved at the barren rocky ground that stretched around them.

“You cannot starve,” said Gomez quietly, and Sullivan had to strain to make out
his words over the howling wind. “You do not grow old. There is no natural death in
this place, Captain Sullivan. We live, we breathe, we fight and those who are lucky die.

Always hungry, always tired, but with little food and even less sleep, we go on. Why,
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Fraser and I eat these only for the flavour!” He took another morsel and smiled at
Sullivan as he chewed the tough flesh.

There was something about the smile that he recognised. He tried to picture the
face without the beard, and then he knew. The voice should have given it away, even
before Sullivan had heard his name. He had heard that voice before.

“Captain Gomez? Of the Estrella Negra?”

Gomez stopped eating for a moment, and looked at Sullivan, the raindrops running
in tiny rivulets down his face into the thick hair of his beard.

“That’s a name I haven’t heard in a long time.”

“That’s who you are, isn’t it?”

Gomez nodded. Fraser just looked dumbly at the two of them.

“How could you possibly know that?”” asked Gomez.

“You asked me where and when I came from. The where is easy — I captained a
cargo ship out of Tereshkova station, bound for Mercury. As for the when — well, I left
home in the year 2208.”

“So you are from my time, are you not? I thought you might be when I saw your
pistol, but I couldn’t be sure that you didn’t take it from someone else here in the Fold.”

“That would have been tough,” laughed Sullivan. “I only just got here.”

The other two men froze, a grave expression falling across their faces. The
Scotsman spoke first.

“What do you mean, you only just got here?”

“I mean I’ve only just arrived. About twenty minutes before I met you guys.”
Sullivan pulled at another piece of flesh, wondering what he had said that had disturbed
them so. Then they both got to their feet, pulling their cloaks tight around them.

Fraser took what was left of the roasting carcasses and threw them into a rough
leather satchel, as Gomez began to gather their meagre possessions from around the
makeshift campsite.

“What is it?” asked Sullivan, also getting to his feet.

“The marauders will be upon us in no time,” snarled Gomez. “They always search
for newcomers; it is as if they have some way of knowing where they enter. No one will
be safe anywhere near here for some time to come.”

Sullivan looked around. There was no sign of anyone — just slopes of loose shale
and flickering vents, spouting clouds of dark sulphur. The rain had grown so heavy it
almost obscured the harsh landscape completely, and when he looked back Fraser and
Gomez were discussing something heatedly.

“We should leave him behind,” said Fraser. “He’ll only slow us down.”
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“Would I still be alive, Fraser? If you had left me behind?”

The Scotsman eyed Gomez warily, then snorted loudly and bent to pick up the last
of their things. Gomez turned to Sullivan.

“There are some caves not too far from here. If we can make it there before the
marauders pick up our trail, we should be safe. You had better come with us.”

“Thank you, Captain Gomez. I owe you.”

“Don’t speak too soon — we’re not out of this yet. And call me Gomez. I haven’t
been captain of anything for a very long time.”

“I know what you mean,” said Sullivan. After all, how could you be a captain
without a ship?

They moved off across the hellish landscape, with Gomez leading the way and the
other men close behind. Sullivan couldn’t make out anyone following them yet, but
visibility in the rain was very limited, and he just hoped that these marauders couldn’t
see any better through the dark night than he could.

For several hours, they continued on through the deluge. Sullivan was soaked
through to the skin, and had been for some time. He had given up trying to make out the
landscape around them, and for the last half-hour had contented himself with following
Gomez’s heels. The one-time captain of the Estrella Negra lurched from side to side as
he fought his way through the weather. So great was the volume of skins and packs that
were wrapped around him that he took on the appearance of a lop-sided animal, one
constructed from the leftovers of others.

From what he could see of it, Sullivan knew that the terrain had changed little since
they had left the campsite. The vents were fewer and further between now, and the
gentle hills slowly began the transformation into small mountains. Eventually, the
ground grew firmer, the loose shale replaced by huge slabs of granite, sliding
imperceptibly over each other at impossible angles. Between the slabs, volcanic
eruptions had left tiny slagheaps of molten rock and metal.

The party began to climb the steep slopes, discovering that the higher off the
ground they went, the fiercer the weather became. As they battled up the mountain,
Sullivan found his mind wandering to escape the howling wind. After he had left the
service, and the monster Orlat behind, his life had taken on a kind of aimless tranquillity.
For twenty years he had wandered the depths of space, not noticing that his life was
gradually leaking away from him. What he had seen of mankind’s solar system had only
ever given him less appetite for life. The brutality he had witnessed on Ganymede had

made him withdraw somehow.

260



Then he had met Calliya. And he had seen a land where a peace that he had never
dreamt possible held sway. And that taste of paradise had changed him.

Now he was struggling up the side of a mountain in a land far from where he was
born, with two characters that might as well be out of history videos, and fighting for his
life to boot. But he realised that more than ever he wanted to fight. He remembered
feeling like this, a long time before. It had been when he had first joined the service,
before he had seen bloody massacre while serving on the Khan.

Up ahead Gomez had stopped climbing, and was gesturing furiously. Sullivan felt
Fraser’s hand pushing him from behind and he redoubled his efforts to reach the cave
entrance that Gomez was clambering into. He was shivering badly, and could barely feel
his hands or feet as he pulled his drenched body into the cave.

He lay quivering on the ground, watching as Fraser struck some flint against the tip
of his dagger and lit the tinder he had nestled into a nook in the rock. Once the tinder
caught, he pulled a stubby torch from inside one of the many folds in his cloak and lit it.
The oily flame scattered droplets of orange fire as he waved the torch around, scanning
the back of the dark cave.

“Looks like we’re alone,” he said quietly.

“Of course we’re alone,” laughed Gomez. “Who else but us is crazy enough to
come out all this way? There’s no one but us and our half-drowned friend here.”

“Very funny,” shivered Sullivan. “Now how about some dry clothes, if you can
spare them? And then, if you don’t mind, some answers.”

Later, the three men huddled around a small fire Fraser had built in a large chamber
about thirty metres from the mountainside entrance. Sullivan had wrapped his cloak
even tighter round, hoping that the feeling would return in his frozen feet. He told
Gomez pretty much the exact details of what had happened since he left Tereshkova,
including how Tayfen had pushed him into the Fold with the little purple sphere. He
didn’t bother holding anything back from these two men — they had shared with him
what little they had, and probably saved his life.

When he finished, they said nothing. Fraser reached deep inside his shirt and
brought out a waxy looking pouch, from which he produced a short pipe and a generous
pinch of tobacco. He made a great ritual of packing the pipe, and then lit it from a
glowing brand. He drew deeply on it, and then passed it to Gomez.

Gomez sucked thoughtfully on the pipe for a time.

“A fascinating story, Sullivan, and one I can hardly believe. In my old life, before
I came here, I know I wouldn’t have believed you. But after the eternity I have been

here, I would believe anything. And what you have said would explain much. But a
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race of beings that lived on Earth before us? Tales of Atlantis? Even in this place, that
is a great deal to take on faith.

“And these ships, that are alive? What is their maximum velocity? And on what
are they fuelled?”

Sullivan listened as Gomez fired question after question in his heavy Spanish
accent. He didn’t know the answers to most of them, but he had questions of his own for
Gomez too.

“Where is this place?” he asked, when he finally got the chance.

“This is the Fold,” said Gomez. “An eternal battlefield, that exists only to test the
souls of men. There is no day, and no night, and no way to tell how much time passes.
No clock will work here. We do not age, or starve, or die from disease. It is hard to tell
how large the Fold is, but in all the years I’ve been here, | have only been about twenty
miles in any direction. The terrain becomes impossible after that.

“Many years ago, just after I arrived here, a man named Sejanus came to the Fold.
He was from Rome, I think and came here by way of great evil. Some say that the Fold
has a mind of its own, and that it opens a bridge to where great evil is done. It seeks out
the men who slaughter and defile their brothers, or who commit the vilest acts, and it
devours them. Perhaps Sejanus was one such man. Or perhaps he was sent here, like
you. It makes no difference. He quickly gathered to him many of the other black-
hearted men, and the marauders were born. At first, others opposed them, but they were
quickly overcome. They have held power ever since, feeding off new arrivals and often
each other.

“So some of us, like Fraser and myself, try to stay out of their way. We move
around the edges of the Fold, keeping out of sight. Just staying alive.”

Gomez sucked on the pipe again, and realised he had let it go out. He took the
proffered ember from Fraser and lit it again, before passing the pipe to Sullivan.

Sullivan coughed as he tried to inhale the thick blue smoke. Gomez laughed, but
Fraser frowned in mock annoyance.

“Dinnae waste it, man!” he scolded, taking the pipe back and repacking the bowl.

Sullivan waited until his lungs had cleared before asking the question that was
foremost in his mind.

“So how do I get out of here?”

Gomez shook his head, laughing out loud in answer.

“Have you listened to a word I’ve said? There is no way out of here. There are no
stars in the sky, no seas to sail, no roads to travel. All that there is in the Fold is survival

and death. Itis a test.”
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“Hasn’t anyone ever escaped?”

“There’s nowhere to escape to, Sullivan. At first, my crew and I did everything we
could to find a way out. We made our way to the citadel in the heart of the Fold, and
searched for some clue to unlock its mysteries. But there are none, and my crew gave
their lives in the fruitless search. Since then, I have never believed in escape, not in my
heart. And what you have told me only confirms it.”

“What do you mean?” asked Fraser. “I confess I understand little of this talk of
other universes, but how can you know for certain that there is no way out?”

Gomez hung his head wearily.

“Sullivan, you said that lago told you the Negra had travelled through an
intersection between two universes. Fraser, you came here from our universe. And Mr.
Sullivan came through from the other universe.”

As he spoke, he used his finger to trace a picture in the dust. He drew two large
circles that overlapped slightly.

“But I came through here, when the Negra’s singularity disrupted the intersection.
So maybe other universes also intersect here.”

He drew other circles, much smaller, that all overlapped the intersecting space.

“That’s what the Fold is. A micro-universe. That’s why there are no stars, no seas,
and nothing else. That is why time has no meaning here, and why we can’t escape.
Travel between the universes might even be unidirectional. Even if it isn’t, without the
technology that sent us here we will never know.”

“But if we can find one of these intersections, then maybe we could find a way
back to our universe,” said Sullivan.

“And where would you go?” snapped Gomez. “When would you arrive? The day
you left, or another day? In the time of Rome, or the British Empire? Could you even
be sure you would get back to our own universe, and not that of the Elysians? And if the
Fold intersects with a region of deep space how far would you get, without a ship?”

Sullivan didn’t reply. He just stared dumbly into the embers of the dying fire.

“I’m sorry, Sullivan. Perhaps you have left something precious behind — all of us
find it difficult at first. But the quicker you forget about what you’ve known before, and
start trying to survive, the better.”

Later, as Sullivan lay on his back staring at the ceiling of the cave, Gomez’s words
rang in his ears. He could hear the other men snoring lightly, but try as he might, he
could get no sleep. He just couldn’t accept that there was no way back. He lost all track

of how long he lay there, shifting uneasily on the hard rock.
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A noise startled him. Not knowing if it was real or imagined, he sat up quickly,
looking around him in the near darkness. He could only make out the shapes of Gomez
and Fraser lying around the cinders of the fire. He heard the noise again. It sounded
very faint, and quite distant, but it was unmistakeable. It was the metallic ring of steel
on stone.

He got to his feet as quietly and as quickly as he could, and shook the other two
men roughly. Fraser groaned when he was roused from his slumber.

“Do you not know how hard it is to get some sleep round here, man? I haven’t
slept so soundly in ages.“ He stopped when he saw Sullivan holding his fingers to his
lips.

)

“I heard something,” whispered Sullivan. “Back that way,” he added, pointing
back towards the mountainside entrance.

Gomez gathered his things to him, signalling to Fraser as he did so. The Scotsman
moved past Sullivan, who turned to follow him. Gomez pulled him back.

“Wait. Fraser will go look around. You’d be surprised how quietly he can move
by himself.”

They prepared to break camp as silently as they could, as they waited for the
Scotsman to return. He was gone for an age, during which both men strained to hear a
telltale sound but could hear nothing.

Eventually, Fraser returned.

“Marauders,” he said in a low voice. “And quite a few of them, by the sound of it.
They’re moving through the front of the caves.”

“There’s another exit on the other side of this peak. If we head for it now, we
might be able to lose them in the caves,” said Gomez.

“I dinnae think so. They’ll stay on our tails, and they’re too close to lose.” He
took his great war hammer from where it lay on the ground. “I will stay and hold them
off. You should be able to get to the back of the mountain.”

“Don’t be a fool, Fraser!” snapped Gomez. “They’ll be gnawing on your bones by
morning.”

“There’s nae other way, man.”

“He’s right, Gomez,” said Sullivan. “Except I’m staying, not him.” He pulled his
pistol and turned towards the front side of the mountain. “Now get out of here! We
don’t have much time.”

“You can’t do this Sullivan,” said Gomez gravely. “You don’t know what you’re

getting yourself into.”
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“You said they were here after the newcomer, right? Then after they find me, they
won’t come after you guys.”

“No, they won’t come after us. They’ll be too busy roasting you over an open
fire.” Gomez looked long and hard at Sullivan, knowing that there was no other way.
He drew his sword and offered it hilt first to Sullivan. “You will need this more than
me.”

“Thanks, but I won’t need that. If you can spare them, though, I’ll take some of
those crossbow bolts.”

Gomez nodded to Fraser, who gave Sullivan a handful of bolts from his own
quiver. Sullivan took them and began snapping off the tips. Fraser was bemused by
Sullivan’s actions, but Gomez knew what he was doing. He watched as Sullivan fed two
of the tips into the butt of his pistol.

“A field loader? I haven’t seen one of those in a long time.”

“Yeah, it comes in handy now and then. Now get out of here!”

They gathered the last few of their meagre possessions from around the cave.
Fraser shook Sullivan’s hand warmly before he headed through the tunnel at the back of
the cave.

“You’re a brave man, Mr. Sullivan.”

Gomez also shook his hand before leaving.

“I’m going to find a way out of here, Gomez.”

“Give it up, Sullivan. There is no way out of the Fold. There is only survival.”

And without another word, they were gone. Sullivan turned his attention back to
the front of the cave and listened intently; trying to distinguish the intruders’ sounds
from the howling wind he could hear outside the cave. After a few moments, he was
sure; footsteps were approaching. There was no way to tell how many, or how far away,
so Sullivan flattened against the wall and tried to control his breathing.

Flickering firelight crept along the floor of the cave. Sullivan moved so that he
was still in the shadows, trying to avoid the touch of the light. He crouched, watching as
the marauder entered the small cave.

He looked like a chimera, assembled from the flotsam and jetsam of history. A
Nazi storm trooper’s helm sat upon his head, shielding his scarred face from the light of
his sputtering torch. Beneath he wore an assortment of armour, some recognisable from
medieval times, others from ages more distant and forgotten. A second marauder
walked close behind, and they both brandished huge notched scimitars that glinted

wickedly in the torchlight.
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Sullivan waited until both their filthy faces were in the cave before raising his
pistol and aiming it squarely at the lead marauder. The light from the torch fell across
where he was crouching at the back of the cave.

Sullivan pulled the trigger twice, his slugs taking the first marauder square in the
chest. Shadows flicked around the room as the torch fell from the slain marauder’s
hand. The second marauder sidestepped and advanced on Sullivan, waving his sword
and issuing a chilling battle cry. Sullivan rolled to his right to avoid the blade and came
up firing. The second marauder was thrown against the wall of the cave with the force
of the slugs. Sullivan got to his feet, picking up one of the heavy blades in his left hand.
The loud report of his pistol would bring more of the marauders, of that he could be
certain. His only chance was that if he moved quickly, he might be able to confuse them
as to how many men they faced.

He moved towards the front side of the mountain, looking for side tunnels that he
might hide in. He grabbed the marauder’s fallen torch as he passed, and wrapped his
cloak up over his head, hoping that in the dim light he might even pass for a marauder at
first glance.

He picked the second small opening on the left and stooped over as he made his
way inside. Too late he realised his mistake. He rounded a sharp bend immediately
after the entrance of the tunnel and came face to face with two more marauders. His
disguise didn’t fool them for an instant, and they snarled and rushed forward. Sullivan
managed to fire off two slugs before they barrelled into him, knocking him backwards
against the wall. He felt one of the marauders’ dead weight upon him and knew that at
least one of his slugs had found its mark. He pushed the body backwards, delaying the
other marauder long enough for him to make it back out into the main tunnel. Sullivan
slipped as he squeezed through the tiny opening, and when he looked up again he saw
more shadows against the dim light of the main cave entrance. He brought up his pistol,
but felt rough hands grabbing his arms in the dark. The other marauder was grappling
with him. He tried break free, tried to bring his pistol to bear, but it was no use.

He felt more hands on him, lifting him, restraining him. He could feel them lifting
him, carrying him back out of the cave. His pistol was yanked from his grasp and his
cloak wrapped tight around his face, before they gathered him up and bore him from the
cave. The more Sullivan struggled, the more blows they rained upon him.

He soon ceased to struggle.
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Chapter Eighteen

Calliya followed her escort of sentinels through the shattered fortress. She had
found Bellanis in short order, but the Princess had found no sign of the Fallen Lord.
They had returned to the King, who had listened to Bellanis’s account of her search
before despatching Calliya to find Tayfen.

There were few darklings in evidence as she moved into the eastern camp. She
knew Tayfen could be just about anywhere, so she kept her eyes open for his sentinels —
the Midnight Prince was unlikely to be wandering far from their protection. He rarely
did.

Calliya still carried her jewelled helm in the crook of her arm, making it hard for
her to balance as she scrambled over the smouldering ruins. She was debating throwing
the useless piece of armour away when she spotted Tayfen’s sentinels in the distance.
They were gathered around a small round structure, which stood apart from the rest of
the fortress. And apart from a medium sized hole on one side, it looked relatively
undamaged.

The two sentinels the King had sent with her crossed the broken ground first. She
followed close behind them, her sword still gripped tightly in her hand. She was about
to shout out to Tayfen, to tell him to get back to the King, when she had a second
thought. What was Tayfen up to in the small structure? Had he found Kerreg? And if
he had, why had he not sent a sentinel back to alert the others?

Calliya tried to approach the structure as quietly as she could, but feared that her
escort would give her away. Tayfen’s sentinels turned their heads towards her as she
neared the structure, and she hoped that he was too busy to sense what his constructs
were seeing.

Sentinels had always been a very particular kind of construct. They were beyond
the ability of most Elysians, and those that were powerful enough to control them, or
lucky enough to have the means to create them, forged a very strong bond with their
charges. Whilst still unable to directly see what the sentinels were seeing, it provided

the Elysian master with a sixth sense — one very useful in battle. But if they were
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distracted, or simply not concentrating enough, the sense could falter and leave them
vulnerable.

Whatever the reason, Calliya reached the entrance to the structure without any sign
of Tayfen. Two of his sentinels guarded the entrance, but made no move to block her
path as she walked between them. The royal sentinels that had accompanied her joined
the other sentinels guarding the structure. Evidently they sensed no threat from inside.

Calliya blinked as she entered, assaulted by the thick smell of brimstone in the air.
The Midnight Prince was standing to one side of the open space, flanked by the
remainder of his constructs. He was holding a small purple sphere in his hand, and the
moment he laid eyes on Calliya he slipped the sphere back inside his cloak. His
sentinels turned menacingly towards her.

“Lady Calliya! You startled me,” he said, smiling.

“What are you doing?” asked Calliya, almost choking on the thick fumes.

“Nothing,” replied the Prince. “At least, I am looking for Kerreg. I am finding
nothing, is what [ meant. How about you?”

“No. There’s no sign of him anywhere in the fortress. Bellanis has been all over
the western camp, and his majesty and I have searched the main keep and Kerreg’s
private quarters. We all assumed you had found him.”

Tayfen shook his head. “No sign, I’'m afraid. Perhaps he is buried somewhere
under all the rubble?”

The Midnight Prince seemed strangely jubilant. Perhaps he was relieved that no
one had found Kerreg, thought Calliya.

“What were you doing in here, anyway?” she asked. “And what is that smell?”

“This was a Temple of Bridges once,” he said, walking around the structure.
“Long ago, before the War of the Rift. You could have walked from here to any one of
the other Temples, anywhere in the Finite Realm, in a heartbeat.”

He stopped in front of a free standing stone arch, decorated with carved Elysian
inscriptions, and ran a gauntleted hand across the rough stone.

“But after the War, the bridges were broken. Never again would our people see
such a golden age,” he sighed.

“And as to the smell? I must plead ignorance. Perhaps it was some experiment of
Kerreg’s, or some foul pestilence that leaks from this accursed ground?”

“Perhaps,” said Calliya curtly. “We must return to the King. He awaits us at the
fortress wall.”

“Come then,” said Tayfen, donning his impressively jewelled helm. “Let us not

keep his majesty waiting.”
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Calliya paused for a moment before following him out the door. She had a bad
feeling about this place, and it wasn’t from the overpowering stench of brimstone. It
was as if something terrible had happened here — something terrible enough to send a
chill up her spine. She shivered inside her suit of armour. The sooner they left this

darkling moon the better.

The King and Bellanis were waiting at the breach they had entered the fortress
through. The royal sentinels were gathered in a wide loose circle around their charges,
alert to the first sign of trouble.

“I’m sorry, your majesty,” called Tayfen, when he was close enough to make
himself heard. “But I could find no sign of the Fallen Lord. He must have eluded us
somehow.”

The King waited until they were much closer before answering.

“It would seem so, although I do not see how it could have happened.”

Tayfen shrugged in reply.

“No matter,” continued the King. “We dare not tarry here much longer.
Undoubtedly the rest of the darkling fleets have learned of what has happened here. It
will not be long before they come to exact revenge.”

“Do you think they will follow us to Elysium?” asked Bellanis.

“No,” replied the King. “They still fear the hand of the fleet. But we are only three
ships, and they would surely believe that they can match us in battle.”

The Elysians made their way back across the stony desert towards their seerephon.
Calliya scanned the area for Sullivan. She could see the sentinels that had been left to
protect the seerephon, but she couldn’t make out the human. At first she thought it was
just the dim light and dust that obscured him, but as they drew closer she realised he was
not anywhere in sight. Still, she could not be sure, and it wasn’t until they were almost
on top of the vessels that she knew something was wrong.

“Where’s Jack?” she said.

“I was just about to ask you the same thing,” answered Bellanis.

“Perhaps he is waiting for us within the Caradan,” added the King hopefully.

“And hasn’t come down to meet us?”

The King laid his hand on the shell of his vessel, communicating silently.

“I am afraid Captain Sullivan is not aboard the Caradan,” he said aloud. “And we
have other, more pressing problems.”

The Elysians looked at their King.
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“The darkling fleets have indeed learned of what has happened here — many
Nightwings approach. We must withdraw.” He looked to the masters of the other
seerephon.

“Tayfen, Bellanis, get to your vessels. Check that the good Captain is not on
board, please. Then we must fly from this place.”

“No!” cried Calliya. “We cannot leave him behind!”

“I wish that there were some other way, my child,” said the King, trying to console
her. Tayfen and Bellanis had run to their seerephon, taking their flanks of sentinels with
them. As soon as they touched the shell by the hatch, they were able to check if Sullivan
was on board. Calliya watched in horror as first one helmet head, and then the other,
shook slowly from side to side.

“No!” she cried again. “Something is wrong, I know it.”

The royal sentinels had cantered up the ramp, leaving Calliya alone with her King.
Either side of them, the Orisa and the Fentach flexed their gravitic organs, rising from
the desert floor with a deep vibration.

“We have to stay, and search! Maybe Kerreg is hiding somewhere nearby, and has
captured Jack.”

“I am sorry, my child,” said the King, softly but sternly. “But I do not believe that
the Fallen Lord could mask his presence from me for this length of time. He has either
fled, or lies dead beneath the ruins.”

“What about Jack?” shouted Calliya, her fear barely masked by her anger.

“I do not know, Calliya. But what I do know is that if we stay here, even the
might of the Caradan will not be able to protect us. And then we will most surely never
know what has befallen your Captain Sullivan.”

Calliya was about to protest further, but the King had lost patience with the young
Elysian. He grabbed her firmly around her polished greaves and pulled her up the ramp
into the seerephon. Even as the hatch began to close, Calliya’s gaze was fixed on the
dusty plains of Kerreg’s moon. She couldn’t believe they were just going to abandon
Sullivan. She couldn’t understand what had happened. And worst of all, she couldn’t

bear the thought of not seeing him again.

The mood aboard the Caradan was one of elation. They had struck at the darkling
belt like a fiery blade, carving the fortress out of the moon like the great warriors of old.
Only Calliya did not share their victorious sentiments. She spent the trip back to
Elysium in her quarters, staring at the Finite Realm as it flew past the window, trying to

figure out what had happened to Sullivan after they had left him.
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The King had told her that the sentinels left to guard the seerephon had fought off a
number of large darklings. She supposed that another darkling might have snatched
Sullivan, but where would it have taken him? There was precious little else on Kerreg’s
Moon besides the fortress, and the sentinels would have fought to protect Sullivan as the
King had bidden them. How then, could he have been carried off? The sentinels had
been victorious — that they were still in one piece was evidence of that.

There was no obvious explanation for what had happened to Sullivan. Neither had
she any idea what had become of the Fallen Lord, or why he had twice attacked her. She
was coming away from Kerreg’s Moon with more questions than answers. And leaving
someone behind whose absence she felt deeply.

How was she going to tell Titus? He had been so elated at the prospect of finally
having one of his own kind to reminisce with; he would be crushed when he heard of
Sullivan’s disappearance.

Calliya visited his quarters, trying in part both to find some clue as to what had
happened, and to fill the empty darkness guilt had made inside her. She should never
have left Sullivan’s side. She knew that he would be here beside her if she had just kept
him with her. But it was too late for that now.

She looked over the meagre possessions he had left in his quarters. He had come
on board with just a satchel, made from material she didn’t recognise. Inside were
several more of the grenades like the one he had used in the forest near her homestead,
as well as the flat device he had used to find Titus. She wondered if she could use it to
talk to Titus as well.

The controls were unfamiliar, and it took her some time to get any response from
the device. Even then, it was only a repetitive chime that seemed to indicate there was
no answer to her calls. She tossed the PCU aside in frustration. Maybe the Caradan was
still too far from Elysium.

That night, as she lay in her opulent quarters, she cast her mind back to the fortress.
What had Tayfen been doing? Why had he looked so smug when she had found him?
Had he been in league with Kerreg all along? Was that why he was so pleased that the
Fallen Lord had not been found? There were far too many questions, and no answers

anywhere to be found. She did not sleep well that night.
The Caradan arrived back at her homestead mid-morning the next day. The King

was to return to the Royal City, but escorted Calliya from his vessel, trying to offer some

words of condolence.
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“I wish that our voyage had gone differently, Lady Calliya. I too am grieved by the
loss of Captain Sullivan, and there are many mysteries that confront us surrounding his
disappearance. But please, do not take it upon yourself to solve this matter — you must
consider the consequences of your actions.”

Calliya understood what the King meant. That her rashness had in some way
precipitated all that had happened. That Sullivan would never have come to be on
Kerreg’s Moon is she had thought about what she was doing when she rescued him from
the funeral barge.

When the King had returned to the Caradan, and the giant seerephon had vanished
over the horizon, Calliya turned to see Titus standing in the smashed doors of the
homestead. His face was set in a grim expression, as if he already knew the news that
Calliya was about to give him. She walked up the chipped steps to the doorway and

embraced the Victorian, saying nothing. Her tears said everything.

Later, after Calliya had rested, and had a chance to eat something, she found Titus
in his laboratory. It took the shape of a spacious conservatory, fit snugly against the
western wall of the homestead. Here, Titus indulged in his favourite hobby — the
investigation of all things Elysian. Delicate glass tubes stretched across the thick
wooden benches, trickling coloured fluids into wide-bottomed flasks that bubbled over
oily flames.

Titus was poking and prodding one of Sullivan’s plastic devices under a thick
magnifying glass. His face was still pale and drawn, and he did not even look up as
Calliya entered the room. She sat beside him by the workbench, and for a long time
neither spoke.

“I cannot believe that I left him behind,” said Calliya eventually.

“From what you told me last night,” answered Titus, without looking up. “You
had no choice. The King would not have allowed you to stay on Kerreg’s Moon. We
would have lost you also.”

“But what about Jack?”

“I do not know. Nothing you have told me can offer any explanation as to what
happened to our Mr. Sullivan.”

“He was keen to meet Kerreg, Titus. He said as much in the control chamber of the
Caradan before we landed. He must have found a way to get past the sentinels — when
they were distracted by the darklings.”

“And then what?”

“He must have gone into the fortress to look for Kerreg.”
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“But you said yourself — there was no sign of Sullivan or Kerreg in the fortress. So
where did he go?”

“I don’t know,” said Calliya, pouting in frustration. She rose from the bench and
walked to the wall of windows, staring out across the thick dark forest.

Titus joined her at the window. “Tell me again,” he said.

They sat on the long wooden window bench as Calliya recounted again the exact
details of everything that had happened since they had left Elysium. When she had first
told Titus, the night before, she had been so full of rage that the story had made little
sense to the Victorian. Now, in the bright light of the day, she could relate the details
that she had previously omitted.

Titus listened intently, but stopped her when she reached the account of how she
had fetched Tayfen from the eastern camp of the fortress. He seemed most interested in
the strong smell of brimstone and the Midnight Prince’s jubilant mood.

When she mentioned the small purple sphere, Titus’s expression shifted
dramatically.

“What?” she asked. “What is it?”

“I believe I know what has befallen Captain Sullivan,” said Titus gravely.

“What do you mean?”

“The sphere in Tayfen’s hand can only have been a nemotaph. They are ancient
artefacts, abandoned by the Titans, and part of the forbidden lore.”

“The forbidden lore?” Calliya was confused. It seemed Titus was far better at
keeping secrets than she had ever suspected.

The Victorian rose from the window bench, sighing deeply as he stared out over
the forest.

“How much do you know about my arrival on Elysium?” he asked.

“Not much,” replied Calliya. “Only that you were found on a cloud world, by the
King, before I was born. It is said that you had been snatched by a Fallen Lord, and
escaped his clutches only to find yourself stranded.”

Titus laughed. “That is not the only version of the story, I can tell you. There were
even rumours that I was the most sought over prize in the realm, before the King rescued
me. But none of them are true.”

“How did you get here, then? And what has this got to do with Jack?”

“I believe the answer to the riddle of Mr. Sullivan’s disappearance has much to do
with how I came to be here. If Tayfen does possess a nemotaph, there is every chance

that he has used it to send our intrepid friend to the Fold.”
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Calliya was too stunned to speak. The Fold? The accursed place that inspired
countless stories told to little children to make sure they behaved themselves? She could
scarcely believe it.

“How can you know that?” she asked.

Titus sat down beside her on the bench and took her hands in his.

“Because once, before you were even born, I too was sent to the Fold by means of
a nemotaph.”

“You have been to the Fold? And returned? How is that possible?”

For once, Titus’s long life was clearly visible in his eyes. The usual twinkle had
been replaced by weariness.

“When I was a young man, my lady, on Earth, I became fascinated in the ancient
history of mankind. I searched the globe for trinkets and artefacts that I thought might
help me unlock some of the great mysteries of my age. The legends of Atlantis and El
Dorado romanced my youthful heart, and I set off on my travels, eager to make the
discovery that would win me fame and fortune.

“However, as the years passed, that great discovery continued to elude me. And
although fame and fortune lost their lustre for me, my desire to unlock the mysteries of
the ancients only grew. At last, it took me to the deepest, darkest, most forgotten corners
of the world. And face to face with the Exiles.”

He paused for a moment, rising to fetch a glass of water and mop his brow.

“The Exiles?” said Calliya.

“The last of the Elysians to walk the Earth. Surely you must know the legends?”

“We are all told the legends as children, Titus, but that does not mean that we
believe them.”

“It’s a matter of historical fact, my lady, that legends nearly always have their basis
on fact. The same can be said for the Elysian legends. Much of what you might have
believed as fantasy has its roots in truth.”

Calliya was lost in thought, recalling the legends Gerren had recounted to her as a
very small child.

It was known as the War of Dominion. After the last of the Titans had fled to the
far reaches of the Infinite Realm, Toth, the Lord of All, had sought to bend mankind to
his will. He wished to use the strength of the fledgling race to make the Elysians as
powerful as the Titans had been. He was resisted by some of his subjects, who sought to
protect mankind’s freedom. They were led by Tanis, who had once been the right hand

of Toth, as well as the Lord of All’s most trusted counsel.
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They rose up, and cast Toth from his throne. He had taken his Fallen Lords and
fled to the darkling belt, robbed forever of the song of the seerephon that would allow
him to cross the Rift. Forever more, the Elysians and their seerephon would guard the
Rift, and make sure that the Fallen never again sought to dominate mankind. Calliya
herself was still part of that duty.

“So what is true,” she asked, “and what is not?”

Titus laughed half-heartedly.

“That is a deeper question than I can answer, Calliya. I can only tell you part of
what I witnessed, and much of what I think I know is just guesswork.

“After the War of Dominion, another war was fought — a secret war. It began as
the War of the Bridges.”

“Bridges? Tayfen mentioned those on Kerreg’s Moon. He called the chamber we
were in a Temple of Bridges, but I didn’t know what he was talking about.”

Titus laughed again, but this time with more conviction.

“You would have done well to have listened more closely to your cousin as he told
you the ancient tales,” he said. “In the time of the Titans, the Temples lay in every
corner of the Finite Realm. From them, the Titans could walk from one world to the
next just as we walk from one room to another. And after the Flight, the lore was left to
the Elysians. And they took great care not to abuse it, until the War of Dominion.

“For Earth was key to the War. Whoever controlled Earth would be victorious, so
when Toth was defeated, he withdrew to this Realm and sought another way to return. It
did not take him long to realise the answer.

“He used the Bridges to cross to the Fold, and reached the Temple of the Titans in
the citadel. From there, he could reach every corner of the Earth, and continue his
struggle to dominate mankind. But still, the Elysians resisted him. The battle raged
from the Earth to the Finite Realm and back, as well as in the Fold, and to win the day
both sides began to draw the soldiers of mankind in to bolster their numbers. The
resulting war was terrible indeed.

“The Fold had been created by the Titans, and none amongst the Elysians knew
how or why it had been built. Only that time seems to stand still there, and men never
grow to old or too weary to wield a sword and strike down their enemies. Before the
war, it had been a place of heavenly beauty, a timeless paradise where the sun shone
eternally. But the blood of many men laid the Fold to waste, and blackened its heart. It
became the terrible, legendary place that is used to terrify the young.

“But it is very real. I have seen it with my own eyes.”
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Titus refilled his glass with cool water and offered Calliya one, which she took
eagerly. She tried to swallow the liquid past the lump that had grown in her throat. Ever
since she could remember, she had only ever been interested in one thing — flying. Her
whole life had been an impatient wait to raise her seerephon, followed by the joyful
abandon of flying amongst the stars. She had paid very little heed to some of the darker
legends of her past.

“The war would leave no victor. The Bridges, and most of the Temples in the
Finite Realm, had been destroyed. The Elysians withdrew, confident that Toth could no
longer use the Bridges to reach the Infinite Realm. They left mankind to continue the
battle, which he would do for an eternity. Hunger and bloodlust know no limits in the
Fold; no appetite can ever be sated.

“But the most powerful amongst the Elysians and the Fallen retained their ability to
cross between Realms, and so a small band of warriors continued the war in secret, for
millennia. They knew that if the War once again spread to the Realm at large that many
lives would be lost, and both sides believed they could win the battle with a few brave
souls.

“Eventually,” continued Titus, “my travels brought me to a lost city, deep in the
deserts of Mesopotamia, where I stumbled upon this Secret War. As a result, I was sent
to the Fold, much as Mr. Sullivan has been. The first thing I noticed was the
overpowering odour of sulphur, or brimstone as you call it. That’s why you could smell
it when you found Tayfen. The bridge to the Fold must only just have closed.”

Calliya was still trying to absorb all that Titus had said. The last few weeks had
been so full of surprises; she barely had time to adjust to one shattering revelation before
the next one came along.

“So Sullivan is in the Fold? You’re sure of it?” She needed to concentrate on what
was really important, and while Titus’s history lessons were interesting Sullivan’s
whereabouts was paramount.

“There can be no other explanation,” answered Titus confidently. “And Sullivan
may not be the only one the Midnight Prince has sent there.”

“Kerreg,” said Calliya.

“The King told you he could not sense Kerreg anywhere, and that there was no way
for him to escape.”

“So that treacherous dog helped him elude us,” spat Calliya. She rose to her feet
and paced angrily up and down the short length of the laboratory.

“Perhaps not,” countered Titus. “The Fold is not a very hospitable place. That

much of the legend is fact. Nor is it easy to escape. There are souls there that have
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walked that black soil for millennia. We cannot be sure that the Fallen Lord went
willingly.”

“But you escaped, did you not?” asked Calliya. She didn’t want to find out what
had happened to Jack only to discover that there was nothing she could do about it.

“Yes, I escaped from the Fold, but not without help. And even now, after I have
told you so much, I regret that I cannot tell you everything. The guardians of the
forbidden lore keep their secrets close to their hearts, and I am forbidden from telling
you what became of me after I found myself in the Fold.”

Calliya felt like screaming. What was the point of Titus revealing all this to her if
he couldn’t tell her how he had escaped? And what oath could possibly be so important
that it would outweigh the life of an innocent man? She kicked one of the plant pots in a
fit of anger, shattering it and spreading its earthy contents across the flagstones. The
noisy destruction brought her back to her senses, just as a construct scuttled in to dispose
of the broken pot and homeless plant.

“Sorry,” she said meekly.

“It’s alright, my lady,” said Titus, “you have every right to be angry. I wish I could
tell you more, but some oaths are destined to be kept. What I can tell you, though, is not

to give up hope. We will find a way to get Sullivan back.”

Scarcely a day later, Calliya streaked northwards in the Kelison. She and Titus had
talked long into the night, with the Victorian countering every one of her ideas with
faultless logic. At first she had suggested confronting Tayfen directly, but Titus was
very quick to convince her otherwise.

If the Midnight Prince had both the will and the ability to master a nemotaph, there
was no telling what other pieces of the forbidden lore he might be willing to employ.
And he would certainly deny all knowledge of what had befallen Sullivan.

So Calliya came to the idea of confronting the King. If any Elysian still had the
power to draw Sullivan out of the Fold, then it would be the oldest and strongest. But
even he would be slow to challenge Tayfen’s house directly. With such strong support
across the rest of the Elysian houses, any accusation against the Midnight Prince would
have to be irrefutable.

So they had returned to the most important question, and the first mystery that had
confronted them. Who had manipulated the funeral barge of Gerren the Strong, and told
it to seek out a human vessel? Calliya felt sure it was Tayfen, but she didn’t understand

why. Titus had voiced a tentative theory.
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“What if,” he had said, “Tayfen was the one who manipulated the barge? What
could be gained? Undoubtedly, he believed the stories about mankind building vessels
of their own. And obviously, he believed that mankind would find the funeral barge, and
seek out the Rift, which would bring about a war between Earth and Elysium. Tayfen
must see this as a way to return your race to the Golden Years, as they were in the time
before the War of Dominion.”

Calliya knew now what she had to do. If she could somehow prove Tayfen’s
treachery, his support in the Great Hall would evaporate, and the King would be
compelled to undo all the Midnight Prince’s foul deeds. Even then, if the King could not
retrieve Sullivan, perhaps he could force Tayfen to bring him back.

Either way, she had to have proof. And to find that proof, she was returning to the
top of the world. It had been the shipwright Lennat who had bid her to cross the Rift,
and discover the evidence of Tayfen’s treachery; perhaps he might also know how to
prove the Midnight Prince’s guilt. It was her last chance.

As the Kelison curled slowly down to land at the Whispering Woods, Calliya saw
the Orisa sitting in the dark landscape. It must have been damaged somehow in the
battle on Kerreg’s Moon, thought Calliya, cursing silently. Bellanis’s presence wouldn’t
help matters.

The Kelison dived below the leading edge of the Shroud, slowly descending
towards Lennat’s shack. Calliya didn’t wait for the seerephon to finish its descent, but
headed at a run back towards the hatch. Even as the vessel neared the stony ground, she
was halfway down the ramp. The Kelison took its place next to the Orisa and Calliya hit
the ground running.

She burst through the small crooked door of Lennat’s cabin. The shipwright was
sitting in front of the fire, talking with Bellanis. He looked around in mild surprise as
Calliya burst through the door, but the raven-haired seerephon master jumped to her feet.

“Calliya, what are you doing here? Has the Kelison been damaged?”

“No,” answered Calliya, a little unsurely. She hadn’t expected to find anyone else
here. “The Kelison is fine. At least, its wounds are healing well.”

“I’'m glad to hear it,” said Lennat. “So if the Kelison is well, then to what do we
owe this visit?”

“I have come to ask for your help,” said Calliya softly.

“What are you planning now?” retorted Bellanis. She eyed Calliya warily. “More
mischief, I’ll warrant.”

“Please, Bellanis,” interrupted Lennat. “Let us at least hear what the child has to

2

say.
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Calliya moved inside the cabin, approaching the shipwright.

“I need to speak to you alone,” she said.

Bellanis looked suspiciously from Lennat to Calliya. She made as if to speak, but
then thought better of it, and just bowed and left the cabin without a word. Lennat sat
gently down into one of the chairs. He removed a piece of fruit from his pocket, slicing
it in two with his small knife. He passed one of the pieces to Calliya, before eating the
other in a single bite. He smiled at her with bulging cheeks.

“How can I help you?” he asked her, rivulets of juice escaping from his mouth as
he spoke.

“Sullivan is gone.”

“I am aware of what happened on Kerreg’s Moon. Bellanis has related the details
to me.”

“But I believe I know what became of him,” said Calliya firmly. The shipwright
eyed her warily as she continued. “Prince Tayfen has consigned Sullivan to the Fold.”

The shipwright almost choked on his fruit in surprise.

“You are sure, my child?” he asked. “That is not an accusation to make lightly,
especially against one as powerful as Tayfen.”

“I have seen enough, Lennat. He has a nemotaph, and he used it to send Sullivan,
and probably Kerreg to the Fold. For what reason, I do not know. That is why I came
here.”

“But I do not know Tayfen’s plan any better than you,” said the shipwright. “I was
unaware that he even possessed an artefact of such power.”

Calliya knelt on one knee by the hearth, pleading with Lennat.

“But it was you that told me I should seek out the funeral barge. How else did you
know that someone had changed its purpose?”

“My dear, impetuous young friend,” the elderly shipwright smiled faintly. “Not
everything is so simple. I did not think for a minute that Tayfen had tampered with the
barge. I had no idea how it had come to pass.”

Calliya’s brow curled in confusion. “How did you know, then?”

“As I lay sleeping, one night. I heard the song of the Shoal. It stretched out across
the Realm, and touched my dreaming mind. I do not remember what was said, or how
exactly I knew it, but the next morning I knew that someone was trying to rob Gerren the
Strong of his eternal rest in the Fires of Helios. And being his closest living kin, I
believed you were the one to find out what had happened.”

“The Shoal of Shades?” asked Calliya. All she knew of the Shoal, like the Fold,

came from the stories she had been told as a child. It was the place the barges came
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from, a legion of ancient sleeping seerephon that orbited a distant giant star. It was said
that their many minds merged into one, singing a single powerful song that joined all
seerephon, wherever they might be.

“If it is answers that you seek, then maybe that is where you should seek them,”
said Lennat, rising from his chair. “But if you will excuse me, there is another injured
seerephon to tend to.”

“Of course,” said Calliya.

The shipwright paused in the doorway.

“Beware of the song of the Shoal, my child. It is powerful indeed, and dangerous
to both you and your seerephon. Are you sure you wish to risk so much, for the life of
one man?”’

“I am sure, Lennat. He deserves better than an eternity of torture.”

“He might be dead already.”

Calliya shook her head. She had never felt so sure of anything in her life.

“He lives still, I can feel it. Jack will fight to survive, hoping he can find a way
out. I have got to give that to him.”

Minutes later, Bellanis and Lennat watched the Kelison streak upwards until it
disappeared into the thick folds of the Shroud. Behind them, a tiny seerephon floated
soundlessly, nuzzling against the shipwright.

“Where is she going?” asked the princess.

“To risk everything, for what she believes is right. To find out how strong her
heart really is.”

Bellanis looked at the shipwright askance. There were times she had no idea what
he was talking about. Whatever Calliya was up to would most likely to end in trouble —

it usually did. Better that the King heard about this sooner rather than later.
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Chapter Nineteen

Sullivan was sure he had lost consciousness at some point, and now he couldn’t tell
if he was awake, and having a very bad day, or asleep and having a very bad dream. At
first, he had known he was dreaming. He was back in the Navy, following a squad of
marines into a southern enclave outside Cortez City. They had taken heavy losses, but
had used portable heavy weapons to devastating effect on the southern block forces.
Sullivan moved through the abandoned enemy positions, glad that his environment suit
stopped him from smelling the burning flesh. He had dreamed Orlat was there also, his
leering grin visible through his faceplate as he surveyed the fallen enemy. The Butcher
of Ganymede stood over a battered, slim body, and as Sullivan got closer, he glimpsed
the familiar blonde hair, matted with congealed blood and dark earth. He cried out, but
no sound issued from his throat. He tried to get closer, but the faster he ran the further
away they moved.

Then the dream shifted, and he was in the dark again, with an aching pain that
streaked through his whole body. He was hanging from his bound wrists and ankles, and
it was the numbing cold that finally made him realise he wasn’t dreaming any more. He
was being borne along by marching marauders, trussed to some kind of rough pole.

He strained to hear what was going on around him. Although he could make out
several sets of footsteps, in the darkness he couldn’t tell how many. When a shaft of
light appeared, blurred and blinding, Sullivan realised there was still something wrapped
around his face, blindfolding him. Occasionally, the jarring he would receive from the
pole bearers would shift his blindfold for an instant, and allow him to get a good view of
his captors.

Sure enough, he was being borne by two of the marauders, suspended on a two-
metre pole that they carried upon their shoulders. No two of the marauders were dressed
alike, unless you considered their haphazard attire a uniform in itself. A collection of
armours and weapons from all ages of the ancient world hung about their persons, and at

least two of them carried primitive short bows of some sort. If he listened vary carefully,
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he could even distinguish snippets of conversation, for some of them definitely spoke an
unfamiliar dialect of English.

“I says we should bloody well eat ‘im now, and say we never found ‘im!” said a
gruff voice.

“You touch a bloody hair on his head and we’re all for the chop!” replied another
voice, one with a higher pitched nasal twang to it. “If Sejanus finds out we ate his prized
newcomer, we’ll be the next ones on the menu!”

“Silence!” shouted a third, very close voice. It spoke with an accent that was not
native to English, and to Sullivan’s ears sounded like the ethnic French who populated
the de Gaulle enclave on Venus. “Do you want the entire Fold to ‘ear us?”

“Shut up Frenchy,” said the gruff voice. “If we want to talk, we’ll bloody well
talk, and there’s nuffing you can do ‘bout it, okay?”

Sullivan stopped moving for a moment. He guessed that Frenchy might 