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DEDI CATI ON:
To " Home"

PREFACE

H storians, as a rule, are particularly fond of "gol den ages." They
delight in pointing out how those condemmed to live in current times cone out
so poorly when conpared to the august citizens of later days. But it seens
that in the years immediately followi ng the Dorian Restoration, even the
dar kest chroniclers could not contain their admration for their own tines;
even nore renmarkably, they chose to wite about it while it was going on, not
waiting until we had fallen into the inevitable pit.

Because of this ebullience and of the nassive witings that it pronpted,
we should be in a unique position to answer the question that is connected to
all golden ages: why did they fail? It is, therefore, all the greater tragedy
that it seens that there is really no sure way of even approaching the
guestion; the libraries that have survived for our scrutiny contain vast
nunbers of works on history, sociology, and the |ike (but nost are oddly
deficient in works of science) which appear to be virtual carbon copies of
each other. Alnost all of themare briming with confidence in their own age
and an al nost irrepressible optimsmabout the future. Their titles (_The
Finest Age , _Now Forever_, _MIllenniumof Gods_, _Present Perfect_ ) give nute
testinmony to the tenper of the tines . . . and further notice that the authors
of these books were not crackpots or blind utopians, but acknow edged
authorities, men of substance and learning. O a Fail we can find no nmention
it is difficult enough to find nention of the nmere possibility of decline.

But while explicit nention of the beginning of the end is absent, one



can easily see that the nunber of works begins to slacken around 1483. The
hopes echoed in witings published after that date are alnpst identical to
previ ous works, but they are fiercer, nore enphatic, nore desperate in tone.
This decline continues until there were sinply no nore books printed at all
exactly when this occurred it is inpossible to tell because of the varying and
usual Iy inaccurate cal endars enployed in | ater days.

At first, one night suspect sone nonstrous plot designed to renove al
pessimstic literature fromthe hands of the people, but we have enough
evi dence to surnmise that alnost no restrictions of this nature were ever
i nposed. It would seemthat people had been so happy, so incredibly content
t hat when things took a change for the worse, they could only ignore it. One
can al nost envision those last wetched authors fighting battles with their
own m nds that mght have rivaled the chaos that was ragi ng beneath their very
wi ndows. Their incessant denial of the obvious in favor of the broken nmenories
of the past led, in many cases, to out and out insanity.

And then, one supposes, people just stopped witing and turned their
attentions to darker things.

The age that followed this coll apse, the one which we are in now, has
been gi ven many nanes, none of themreally niserable enough: the Darkness, the
Pit, the Black Years, Badtine, and so on. For the year 1483 was nerely the
begi nni ng, when the first vital parts began to fail. Separating this date and
the present, there lie an indeterm nate nunber of years during which things
not only failed but changed and soneti nes even grew.

In man, the change consisted, | think, of a loss; of what | cannot say,
but the results of it are the ghastly societies of our tinmnes.

In the Wrld, the change was nore visible, or it wuld be to a citizen
of the First Wrld, had he the misfortune to be alive now CQur Wrld has been
twi sted, warped, and torn so utterly out of shape that it bears virtually no
physi cal resenblance to the First Wrld. The people and some of their stories
linger on, but that is all. Just how this nonstrous dislocation was
acconpl i shed is probably beyond human ken, but its fact is undeniable; the
maps and statistics in First Wrld volunmes could not all be conplete
fabrication, yet none of thembears the slightest resenblance to any portion
of the World today. .

_Five pages here seemto be missing or censored out_.

How can | sum up an uncal cul ated age of confusion and darkness in a few
pages? | cannot. My mind reels and stunmbles as each passing mnute rem nds ne
of yet another tragedy, another catastrophe that nmy readi ngs have prodded from
nmy imagination with their mndless optimsm and which ny direct experience
has nmore than confirmed the possibility of. | am sickened and hum liated that
the fate of nmy race and ny Wirld should come to such a dreadful and apparently
per manent juncture.

_Fragnent of a manuscript found during the opening of the Black Library
at Calnarith_.

Sir Henry Linpkin's head servant had brought himword of the proposed
neeting at a little past mdnight; he had been fully awake when the man



entered and thus did not fly into his customary rage. An O fice of
Reconstruction officer treasures his sleep as some do pearls, but tonight it
was not to be had.

When he was told that General Toriman's batman had brought a summons to
his residence, he had slipped out of his snoking jacket and into a warm sports
coat even before the servant had returned with his greatcoat and boots.

A hansom cab was called, and Linpkin left as soon as it arrived at his
doorstep, leaving word that Lady Linpkin was not to be disturbed and that she
should not worry if he did not return by norning.

Normally it is about a twenty-minute drive to General Toriman's castle
on the sl opes of Munt Royal, but the icy slush slowed the cab's horse
considerably. In the half hour that it took to reach his destination, Linmpkin
had a chance to think, his concentration broken only by an occasional curse
fromthe freeziflg driver above and the hard thunp of the iron-shod wheels
hitting a pothole.

After sone ten minutes of driving they canme to the city walls, were
identified, and passed through, leaving the North Gate behind. They took the
sel domused River Road that curves off to the northwest just past the northern
extremty of the walls; after a bit of fast trotting, Linmpkin could spot the
lights of Caltroon against the hulking inmensity of Munt Royal.

Li mpki n di sm ssed the cab at the castle's nmain gate (being careful to
generously tip the frozen driver) and rang for admittance. "Your business,
sir?" called a voice fromthe high battlenents. Linpkin |ooked up but all he
could discern were three flagpoles: to the right, Toriman's personal flag with
the famly coat of arnms; to the left, the reginental banner of the 42nd
| mperial Hussars, Toriman's unit before he retired, with a tangle of battle
streanmers flying above it; and in the center, the black and silver of the
Caroline Republic. "Sir Henry Linmpkin to see General Toriman, as requested,"
he shouted at the bodil ess voice.

A smal |l door opened on Linpkin's left; a nman appeared with a lantern and
a polite, "Follow ne, if you pl ease, sir?"

Li mpkin was | ed across the icy courtyard through Caltroon's second wall,
past the now lifeless formal gardens, and finally into the Geat Keep

Caltroon's history could be traced back al nbst seven hundred years to
the tine when it had been but a small, fortified outpost of a forgotten
enpire. Since then at least thirty nations and a hundred great nen had added
wal s, fortifications, towers, and, five hundred years after Caltroon's birth,
the Geat Keep.

It was a place of great antiquity, where the inherited relics of a
t housand defeated nations |ay, where crossbowren of Toriman's personal guard
patroll ed over stone-filled shafts, housing the rusting shells of ballistic
m ssiles six centuries old. The Toriman coat of arns, brought from di stant
Mourne with its mailed fist and wi nged horse, hung beside those of the
greatest nen that ever strode the Wrld in those pathetic days. Everywhere one
| ooked, his eye would alight upon the beautiful or the awesonme, never anything
el se. For it was an identifying characteristic of the masters of Caltroon that
t hey shoul d prize beauty, because their lives were so often devoid of it, and
power, because without that they would soon have no life at all.

Li mpki n thought of all this as he was | ed through the | abyrinthine roons
and halls. The bl oodi ed | ance of the present and the pitted rifle of past ages
hung between a piece of exquisite crystal scul pture from Bannon der-Min and
an illum nated manuscript fromthe Black Library at Calnarith. But the dust
was gat hering on the beautiful and the powerful alike. The castle and its
master were, by slow degrees, dying. _As | am, thought Linpkin wearily, _as
is the Caroline Republic, as is the Wrld_. The lot of them would never
actually fall, but the dust would sinply keep on piling up until they were al
buri ed.

Li mpki n absently recalled that once, when he had had |lunch with Tori man
and several other officers and civilians fromthe War O fice, he had remarked
to the General that mankind seenmed to have | ost sonmething a very long tine



ago. As to what it was or as to when it had di sappeared, Linpkin could give no
clue. And Toriman had turned to himand said that he often got the sane
feeling; perhaps the m ssing essence could be found? Perhaps. Torinman was
credited with stranger feats, and Linpkin had received unofficial word that

t he General had been wandering around the western wastes for the past four and
a hal f nonths; perhaps this nmeeting .

Li mpki n qui ckl y abandoned this Ilne of thought as the servant opened a
door and stood to one side. "The Ceneral is waiting for you in his study,
sir," he nmurmured, and vani shed into the shadows behind Li npkin.

CGeneral Toriman's study was a col ossal room nore rem ni scent of the nave
of a cathedral rather than the cozy, wal nut panel ed dens that one usually
associates with gentlenen's studies. Its walls consisted of hardwood bookcases
running the length of the room Row upon row of finely bound volunes, richly
inlaid map trays, and celestial globes of all sizes filled the walls and
dotted the floors on either hand. The far wall was dom nated by a huge wal k-in
fireplace; its fire, along with four wought-iron chandeliers, lighted the
vast roomwith a warm pul sating glow. Replicas of the three flags that
Li mpki n had seen flying fromthe walls stood by the fireplace, their brocaded
insignia glowing in the rust-yellow light. And once again, the Toriman coat of
arms, this time made of burnished steel and brass, hung directly above the
mantle. The rest of the wall was paneled with a deeply stai ned mahogany.

As Linpkin wal ked into the cavernous room he becane aware of the floor
bl ack and white checkered nmarble. Even a roomas large as this one could have
been nade nore pleasant by the vast quantity of books and artifacts at hand,
the warmfire, the soft light and darkness, the snell of fine |eathers, paper
and rare wood were all canceled out by that cold floor. Leaf through one of
the volumes and a soft rustling would be heard; listen to the fire: a pleasant
crackling. But wal k upon the floor, with the reginental insignia of the Arny
graven into the black squares, and you put a frigid screen over the soft
beauty of the place. Linpkin crossed the floor quickly, his steel-tipped
travel i ng boots cl anki ng harshly on the polished marble.

Toriman's desk was set directly in front of the fireplace; it was al npbst
as inpressive as the roomitself. It was at |east seventeen feet |ong, nade of
a single slab of rosewood; it was supported by four thin, alnost delicate |egs
whi ch, along with the border that hung down about five inches fromthe
rosewood sheet, were richly carved and inlaid wth nother-of -pearl
Conpl i cated but not profuse gilt noldings ran around the desk.

Turned toward the fire was a rather |arge, high-backed chair; it too was
done in rosewood with gilt enbellishnents. It was uphol stered in black and
gol d brocade. Ceneral Toriman sat there, leafing through an ancient folio with
the General's crest on the covers.

Toriman was ol d now, alnpst sixty-eight, and his face showed the
reflected horror and nisery of a lifetime spent on the battlefield. H s hair,
iron gray, was conbed back severely and was remarkably thick for a man of his
age. His face, with its interlacing network of lines and old scars, was a
marvel of shadows; his deeply set eyes sat in two dark caves, betraying their
presence only by an occasional glint as they caught the firelight. His sharp
nose, solid jaw and al nost |ipless mouth conpleted the cold portrait.

As he rose to greet Linpkin, one could see that his marvel ous physi que
of latter days had deteriorated only slightly; the General still carried his
bulk with the brutal grace of an Inperial Hussar. Linmpkin felt as if he had
noved under a thunder cl oud.

The two nmen were not the best of friends. Toriman had no real friends,
but for the past ten years they had known each other fairly well. Torimn was
the first to speak, apol ogizing for his dragging Linpkin out on such a beastly
ni ght, but he thought that he had come upon sonething which he and his Ofice
shoul d know about as soon as possible. He notioned toward another high-backed
chair, this one not quite so large, which Linpkin pulled close by the fire. A
servant brought in sonme wine, and the General produced a small wal nut
therm dor fromamd the clutter of maps and docunents on the desk.



When both men had settled down with their goblets and cigars, Torinman
spoke. "Linmpkin, | hope that you will forgive the faulty nenory of an old man,
but am | correct in saying that your job involves something to do with the
devel opnent of the nation? | think you told ne at a party once, but as | said

" Toriman touched a finger to his forehead; firelight glinted off a gold
ring.

"Yes. 'Getting the country back on its feet' is the usual phrase.

Al though | am at tinmes, really quite confounded as to how!|l amto recreate a

worl d that | know nothing about and one which mght" -- Linpkin's voice
dropped slightly -- "exist only in legend." He brightened a bit. "But, it's an
easy job; nobst hopel ess ones are. | can sit in ny fine office on George Street

and fire off no end of orders and plans. And the results? My dear Toriman, you
can see as well as | that the Caroline Republic and the rest of the Wrld is
not hi ng nore than a sonetines-freezing, sonmetines-burning hell hole. It
appears that it has, for all intents and purposes, always been so and will
continue to be so, or worse, until some benevol ent deity chooses to bring it
to an end.”

"You paint a discouragingly black picture.”

"The nmodel is black" -- Linpkin paused -- "a fact which the exploits of
the 42nd I nperial Hussars and other el enents of other arm es has not hel ped.”

Instead of being insulted Torinman only seenmed to relax a little.
"Correct, nore or less; | offer no apol ogies and no excuses. Those days are
dead now. " Torinman drew thoughtfully on his cigar and stared into the fire.
"But we can hardly allow the unalterable past to sully the plotting of a
brighter future, can we?"

"Hardly. Please continue," breathed Linpkin, nore relieved than anything
el se.

"Do you renenber, once several years ago, | had had |lunch with you and
several other officials? And do you renenber that you had taken nme aside and
remarked that the trouble with the World lay not in its barren fields, but
within the spirits of the nmen who inhabit then"

"Yes, of course. As a matter of fact, | had been thinking of that very
i nstance on the wal k here."

"Good, fine. | have a report" -- Toriman lifted a fat folder fromthe
desk -- "whose contents | will not bore you with." He dropped it with a slight
smle. "In substance, though, it says al nost exactly what you had suspect ed:
somet hing has been lost. Call it the ego, the will to power, or whatever you

mean; we both know what | amtalking about."

"Then | was right?" Linmpkin asked a little incredul ously.

"Ch, quite right. Now, don't go conplinenting yourself," Toriman said,
smling, the firelight glittering off his shadowcl oaked eyes. "Many nen have
suspected it before. The trouble is that few could prove it and fewer stil
would admit it to thenselves. | nust confess that even | had sone trouble in
getting used to the idea that nost of the people alive today are virtually
enoti onal eunuchs.

"But that is true, as | said, of only nost. |I hope that I am not being
overly vain in considering nyself in the mnority. And | hope that ny
estimation of you, Linmpkin, is equally correct. But back to the report.

Tori man picked up the folder once again and began | eafing through it.

"This essence, which neither of us can precisely name, was probably | ost
| ong ago before any nodern records were penned. But the | egends, as far as |
can tell, contain a great deal of truth. | have traveled nmuch in the service
of my country" -- Linpkin thought he could detect a trace of disgust, but he
chose to disregard it -- "into nany strange -- the rabble would call them
enchanted -- lands and | have seen many of the relics that our fathers |eft
behi nd. They are ol der than you or | can ever possibly inmagine; their
character strikes the people dunb with awe -- which, of course, defines our
whol e problemright there. The Grayfields with its fleets of spectra
aircraft, overgrown with fireweeds and vines, but as real as ny hand. The
Fortress at the nouth of the Tyne River -- beside it even my ancient and



m ghty C atroon appears to be a wooden |l ash-up built only yesterday."
Li mpki n was amazed and sonewhat frightened to find the myths of his
provi nci al chil dhood suddenly acquiring awesone substance; but he al so found

an odd confort init. "Please go on."
Toriman | ooked into his eyes for an instant and nodded. "Go on? How far
shall | go on? For every legend there are ten actual wonders. The hul ks of

great ships, aircraft, and machines litter the edges of the Wrld, and not
even the |l egends attenpt to understand them"

"Just by way of curiosity, why have we not heard nore of these things?"

Tori man shrugged. "Who can say? The World is an incredi bly vast place,
far outpacing the estimtes of even the w sest geographers. It is easy for
even works of the Tyne Fortress' magnitude to becone lost in it.

"Qur World, Linmpkin, the civilized one, is but a snmall island. The
ravages of a hundred thousand pogroms, wars, inquisitions, and 'rectifications
of history' have further helped to erase any sure know edge of the past. The
m ght and power and skills have al nost all been purged fromthe earth.”

Li mpki n nodded and then sinply asked, "How did it happen?"

"What happen?"

"The end of the First Days."

"Ch? Not even the Black Libraries can tell us that, but |I can make a
guess as to how |l ong ago it happened: three thousand years."

"Smal | wonder that traces of the old Wrld are so hard to find. It nust
have been an incredible cataclysm"

"Perhaps. Sone volunes in the Black Library at Cal narith hypot hesize an
Apocal ypse of sone sort, but these accounts are always subrmerged in so nmuch
religious rot -- Second Comings and the like -- as to be al nbst usel ess. But
whet her our loss in man occurred just before any Arrnageddon or, nore likely,
as the result of one, is irrelevant. The thing was | ost and then all the
horri bl e decline foll owed. Perhaps men just went to bed one night, and when
t hey awoke they found that the night had stolen something fromthem

"I'n some places the fall was rapid and absolute, as it is in the far
west and south. In other places, here for instance, the fall was slow and
agoni zing. Hell, Linpkin, if | see right, we are still sliding and won't stop
until our lands are as sterile as the Black Barrens, our cities occupied by
dry rot and worns, and our descendants the pets of |izards."

"And now it is you, ny dear Ceneral, who is painting the black picture.
Qovi ously, you have brought ne here to present a schene for relieving the
bl ackness. Wat do you suggest ?"

Toriman bl ew a snoke ring and lightly said, "Rebuild."

Li mpki n had expected sonmething a trifle nmore original. He let out a
little laugh. "Ceneral, | realize that that is the way out but certain rather
form dabl e obstacles stand in one's way."

"Overcone them" The General seemed to have sunk into a pocket of
conceit arising fromhis very evident ignorance of the real state of the
nati on; Linpkin wondered, for the smallest of nmonents, if the man was going
senile. Linmpkin patiently pointed out, "My Ofice has been working on that
problem for the past century and we have cone no cl oser "

"That is because you were not working with the right tools nor with the
right technique," Torinman said am ably.

Li mpki n was begi nning to get upset. "Perhaps being al ways on the
busi ness of war, dashing across the country from one canpai gn to another, you
have not been able to exanmine the | and and the common people as closely as |
have.

"I admt that, by conparison, the Caroline is in pretty fair shape; but
what we are conparing it to . . . dammit, Torinman, stop grinning at ne

"Sorry, Linpkin." But he kept his grin.

"The land is destitute; the collections of hovels that we call towns and
cities are virtually ruled by juvenile gangs and vice lords; industry, such as
it is, has maintained a steady 2.8 -- 2.6% annual decline." He shot a frigid
gl ance at Toriman. "And foreign wars ravage our fields, destroy our finest



men, and bleed the state treasury white."

"\Why 2"

"What ?"

"I asked, why haven't these faults, which | have already outlined (so
you can see | amnot a total dunce), been corrected by your Ofice?"

Li mpki n was getting progressively nore irritated. "W have tried. Didn't
| tell you that? The cellars of the Ofice are glutted with copies of orders
and directives to the Governnent, our own regional offices, to the people
t hensel ves; sone of these orders are nore than eighty years old! W've sent
out every kind of order, used every kind of appeal, threat, or tactic that we
could think of, but the letters go out and that is the |ast we ever hear of
them Send a man out and he cones back enpty-handed or beaten to a pulp,
dependi ng upon the tenperanent of the people.

"Ah, the people! The bl oody-dam, sacred people! Tell themthat their
very lives depend upon a dam or upon the repair of a city's walls and it's
like talking down an enpty well. It's alnost as if the men were | ess than nen,
as if" -- Linpkin lifted an eybrow -- "they had | ost sonething." Torinman
smled briefly, his face a harlequin mask of shifting light. "Al'l right then
once again we have conme upon this fact. Now what?"

"First of all, ny agitated friend, perhaps we should qualify ourselves
by saying that this essence has not really been lost, but rather has been, ah
anesthetized by three mllennia of sinple hell. Acceptable?"

"It seens to be your conversation."

"Al'l right, we don't have to go traipsing off into the Barrens or sone
ot her objectionable place | ooking for enchanted vials with this thing in them
All we have to do is awaken it in the citizenry."

"Ah, there you are. Just what nmy Ofice and its counterparts have been
trying for years to find. Wth all due respect, Ceneral, you have told ne
nothing that | did not already suspect, and if you can offer nothing nore
original and concrete than these phil osophical or psychol ogi cal meanderi ngs,
then we can both count the night a failure.™

Toriman took a puff on his cigar and then suddenly crushed it in an
ebony ash tray on the desk. "Yes, quite right. W have had enough of cigar and
brandy tal k. Enjoyable, but time consum ng." The General's voice shifted
enphasis subtly. He heaved hinself out of the chair and vani shed into the
shadows past the fireplace. He was back in a second, towing a wheeled frane
with a map strung between its uprights. He pushed the chart in front of the
fire so that the translucent vellumtook on a three-di mensional aspect when
viewed fromthe front

Li mpkin studied the map. To his right in the east was the Sea and the
coastline of the Wrld. He could recognize the Maritime Republics, New Svald
and the Dresau Islands off the Tal bi ght Estuary. Above and below this, the
seacoast was pockmarked by mnor nations with progressively unfamliar nanes
(some of which, such as Truden and Dorn, he had previously thought of as
existing only in children's tales).

He caught a reference point, the free city of Enador to the south of the
Tal bi ght Estuary, and foll owed the Donigol Trace westward until it reached the
southern extremty of the Caroline. Around his honel and were her nei ghbors and
their sister nations; very conforting, but the eye could not hel p but notice
that they conprised only a very snmall portion of the map.

Ignoring the snile of satisfaction that Toriman was wearing, Linpkin got
up and unabashedly gawked at the illum nated chart. The fire behind it nmade it
ook as if the Wrld were floating on a sea of nolten glass. The cartography
was flaw ess; nmountains appeared to be in relief and the rivers seened to fl ow
wi th turquoise water. Many of the countries had their national standards
printed under their names: the gol den eagle of the House of Raud, the w nged
horse and mailed fist of Toriman's own Mourne, the four stars of Svald and the
seven of New Sval d, and the indeci pherable rune-standard of the tribes which
laid claimto the heraldry from Heaven and Earth and | ess savory real ns and
deposited themon this frantic map.



Tori man eased back into his chair and began tal king. Linpkin at once saw
that this was to be a virtual |lecture and the guise of dial ogue would be
di scarded. Torinman began. "Linpkin, before you |lies the concentrated know edge
of too many years spent in places that | and the other people who hel ped to
make this map had no business being in. Rather like a partial outline of

"Hell," Linpkin meekly offered. Torinman accepted it wi thout notice and
noved on

“. . . of hell, although I rmust own that Purgatory seens |like a better
term nore varied, you know.

"The map itself represents an unknown percentage of the World. Beyond
its precincts lie, one would suppose, nore | ands and seas and oceans, but of
them we have not even | egends. But for all intents and purposes, this map wll
be nmore than adequate."” Toriman got up fromhis chair again and stood before
the glimrering chart; he lit another cigar and used it like a pointer. "Now,
here we are. Around us, of course, are ringed our neighboring states. Direct
your attention, if you please, to our northernnost province, nunmber 1 8, which

goes by the name of Tarbormin, | believe. Up there, in those desol ate

hi ghl ands, lies a | ake, unnamed, from which springs a river, also unnaned. It
flows down, Qut onto this plain" -- tracing the course of an incredibly thin
streak of blue with the glowing cigar -- "where it crosses into our

illustrious and thoroughly detestable sister state of Yuna.

"It continues across Yuna, having acquired the name, the Tyne, and quite
a bit nmore water, past the Arnmories, and finally down into the Inperial Vale
where it is lost to conmon know edge.

"Once into the Vale, the Tyne becones quite a large river. In one spot,
Bl oody Ford, it's alnmost a mle across. That name is mne, I'mafraid.”
Toriman's voice shifted slightly, away fromthe tone of absolute command. "The
42nd had been pursuing bandits and we were quite taken up in the chase unti
the half-nen and their wild dogs set upon us." Toriman gazed off into the
pul sati ng darkness for a nonent and then returned his eyes to the map.
"Forgive nme, Linpkin, I will try to stick to essentials; but there are so nany
menories here, all either bitter or awesone ones, never beautiful, except for
one." Again his eyes wandered, this time to the northern reaches of the Wrld
where the coastline dissolves into a shattered patchwork of fjords and inlets.
The tight skin went slack about his face and his eyepits fell to the cold
marbl e floor. "Again, Linpkin, your pardon. This is alnpbst turning into an
expedition into a life I would rather forget."

"A woman?" Linpkin questioned, hardly knowi ng he had said it.

"Yes," replied Toriman in a distracted nmanner. Linmpkin was mldly
ast ounded that Toriman was capabl e of even approachi ng such a thing as
affection.

"“And fl ow?"
"Dead, for this was ny youth, so very, very long ago; dead by my own
hand, | suppose, but that was in the days when we still used the Plague as a

tactical weapon." He shook his head Iike a man rising froma heavy sleep. "The
Tyne," he continued abruptly, the scarred skin again drawn tautly against the
skull, the eyes flashing in their dark sockets; so sudden was the change that
Li mpkin instantly dropped the thought of questioning the General on a point:
that the Caroline Arny had never used the Plague as a weapon because of its
unpredictability. "The Tyne exits the Inperial Vale here, after about six
hundred niles, and curves southward until it finally reaches down to here."
Toriman outlined an area near the bottomof the map. "It enters the Bl ack
Barrens where, through sonme ancient w zardry, or nore |likely radiation
poi soning, the land is as sterile as an operating theater. Finally the Tyne
flows into the sea, whose probing armyou can just see here along the bottom
of the map; here we find our elusive goal

"On the western side of the delta stands the Tyne Fortress, which I told
you about earlier, and on the other bank, the eastern one, lie the Yards."

"Yards . . . ?" Once again Linpkin was totally in the dark



Toriman | ooked slightly exasperated. "No | egends? Curious, the people of
western Yuma certainly have enough about it." Toriman resumed his seat and
pi cked several sheets of paper froma folder. "Briefly, the Yards are an
enigmatic, to say the | east, expanse of concrete situated on the banks of the
Tyne delta. | have no absolutely sure information on who m ght have built
them for what purpose, or anything along those lines; but | can guess that
the Fortress and a rather curious structure several mles upriver called Gun

H 1l were constructed for its defense." The General |ooked at the papers on
the desk for a monent. "Just as an aside of no significance, all the main
armanent of the Fortress and what is left of GQun Hill's battery are pointed
west; but all of these affairs are of great antiquity so | shouldn't think
t hat any nenace they were supposed to conbat is still alive.

"The Yards thensel ves are approximtely four niles wide, five where they
reach down to the Sea, and about nine mles long. Along the nmddle of this
field, and running about ninety percent of its length, is a huge el evated ranp
or slipway of truly titanic dimensions; this ranp runs into the Sea and drops
off into an excavated trench | eading to deep water. Al about the Yards lie
mle upon mle of rail track with what appear to be carriages for cranes stil
on them and in operating condition

"There are huge storage caverns enpl aced under the surface of the
concrete, which are filled with nmore machi nery and equi prent; al so, there are

vast roons apparently devoted to the design of -- but nore of that |ater
"I spent quite sone time in and around the Yards -- | was al nost killed
when | strayed into one of the Fortress' ninefields. One can still trace out

what nust have been a conpl ex of roads |eading away fromthe Yards and through
what | think may be the remains of a town that surrounded them O these
ruins, there is little except for a spectacular tower |located in the mddl e of
the Delta. Its nane was Westwatch; once it mght have been tied to the Yards
and the Fortress by several |arge bridges, but this is al nost pure

specul ati on

"So here we have four structures. The tower is but a hollow shell now,
but its thousand-foot height m ght have been used to watch for whatever the
Fortress was supposed to fight. But it would be best to | eave the Fortress
al one, for | suspect that despite its fantastic age the equi pnent inside of it
is still quite alive and em nently capabl e of acconplishing its purpose:
killing. Then there is Gun Hill. Wio can fathomit? Huge, inconprehensible
machines remind ny mlitary mnd of nothing so nuch as the mounts for siege
cannon." Torinmon paused for a sip of w ne.

"I am astounded,” nunbl ed Linpkin in a dazed voice. "They nust have been
incredi ble men. "

"If they were nmen at all. No, now don't | ook so surprised.” Toriman's
expressi on changed from one of conplete conmand to one of perpl exed doubt; the
eyebrows arched and the |lips were tightly pursed. The voice, usually so
beautifully sure and comandi ng or reaching downward for sone |ost, gentle

sorrow, was now halting and confused. "I know very little of those that built
the Yards and the Fortress and | can only express a personal opinion of them
they were not" -- the General stopped uneasily and searched for the words --

"not of my kind of flesh and bl ood. They were _different_, Linpkin, and
fanatically dedicated to ideals totally at odds with those | hold eternally
sacred; | can only feel this, snell it in the wind that blows from@un H Il or
the Fortress, but | feel it as strongly as | feel the strength of Caltroon's
wal I's. There is an essence inhabiting those ruins which | cannot help but fee
woul d, if given physical substance, try to kill me. Lord, just talking about
it brings a fear to ny heart; can you feel it too, Linpkin?"

Li mpkin said yes, he did, but in a guarded tone, for while he knew that
anyt hi ng Toriman could fear should have thrown himinto a panic, all he could
feel was a great deal of puzzlenment at the Ceneral's reaction and an
i rrepressi bl e sense of worshipful pride in hearing of the great buildings. It
was al most as if he had been descended fromthe race that Torinman now said he
hat ed. Linpkin thought it best to try to return the conversation to its



original course. "But what has this to do with us? The builders are dead, they
nmust be, for such great power in the hands of the living could hardly have
escaped the Wrld' s notice."

Toriman brightened at this. "Quite right, Linpkin; just a persona

opi nion, but one which I think you will share nore closely when you see the
Yards for yourself. But even if you do not feel it as strongly as | when you
| ook upon the land, you will feel a deep fear for the countries that surround

it and us. And if not fear, then hate; the Wrld is up to here with it. The
Wrld is your hell, ny purgatory; it is a . "

" prison," Linmpkin again filled in unexpectedly; Toriman's
mask-face broke into something really approaching a w de grin.

"Precisely. And when a nan is unjustly condemed to a prison, what is
his first desire?"

"Why, to escape, naturally.”

"Again right. But in our case the prison, the Wrld, is so escapeproof
that the sheer weight of despair has wei ghed us down and killed hope itself.
This is why that sleeping bit of notivation has never awakened. Even if it
did, it would probably die of starvation. Despair, Linpkin, is the key. Wat
we need is the antithesis of despair: hope."

"Cbviously, but isn't this just "

The General held up his hand. "Fromthe brief sketch |I have given you,
what do the Yards sound like they were built for?"

Li mpki n thought for a nonent. "A shipyard?' he asked in a cracked voice.

Toriman's fear of a nonent ago was now conpl etely bani shed by this new
factor. "Yes, quite, exactly. A shipyard, the obvious conclusion. And | will
further confess to you that any ships that m ght have issued fromthe Yards
did not sail upon any sea."

" Meani ng?"

"The night sky . . ."

"A starship !'" Linpkin al most screamed with rage that Toriman shoul d
climax his tale with such an absurdity. "Toriman, is this your great
antithesis of fear? This?"

Again Toriman halted himwith a gesture of the hand and a turning of the
head. "I am dead serious. No proof, none at all, but this conclusion is
i nescapabl e. "

"But no nation, not even the whole Wrld, could have actually built
Linpkin rolled his eyes at the mere thought of the size of such a ship.

"Why not ? Soneone built the Fortress and the Yards; renmenmber, they were
not crippled by the dead air of the Wrld. Now, what | propose is that the
Caroline build a duplicate; | have found quite a few fragnentary plans |eft,
and the Yards' cellars are filled with parts. Make it the escape route, the
way out of this vile prison.”

"Escape to where, if I mght ask?"

"That," said Toriman with a wave of his hand, "is a minor detail."

"I"'mafraid, General, that | have been led into too many pits of
i gnorance by your convol uted nanner of speaking. The idea of a starship
l[ifting us all to a, hopefully, better world is certainly intriguing, if
i mpossi ble."

"But the ship's primary purpose will not be one of sinple
transportation, but that of a Cause, the thing about which all the dormant
hopes of our nation can crystallize.

"And here is the trick: the ship will betray the people for their own
good. Here, look at this." Torinman unfol ded one of the sheets he had renoved
fromthe folder. Standing up, he laid the report aside and spread the paper
out on the desk. Linpkin also rose and saw on it a beautifully executed
"artist's conception” of what nust be Toriman's ship.

It was an overpowering thing; incredibly long and thin, it |ooked
exactly as one might suppose a starship to look like. Its sharp, pointed nose
hovered far above the flat expanse of the Yards; the body curved back
dol phin-like, to a pointed tail atop which grew a single vertical fin of



uni magi ned height. The delta wi ngs started about onequarter of the way down
the hull, slanting to a sharper angle as they grew, and finally ending in a
straight dropoff at right angles to the ship.

"Beautiful, Toriman, just nmagnificent. The engi neer who conceived of it
had the soul of an artist," said Linpkin, half joking.

"This total plan was designed, as were nost of the things for which we
have no plans, by a psychologist. As a nmere carrier of human freight, it would
be a practical failure, but it is alot nore likely to capture the inmagination

of an illiterate peasant than a dun-col oured sphere."

"How | arge will, ah, would she be?"

Toriman turned to Linpkin. "She'll be about seven miles long, a third of
amle in diameter, and have a nmaxi mum wi ngspread of three and a half mles.
The tail will rise about five-eighths of a mle above the hull." Toriman

si pped sone wi ne; Linpkin collapsed into his chair, trying to deci de whet her
to laugh or pity Toriman. "Has it captured your inmagination, Linpkin?"
guesti oned Toriman solicitously.

Li mpkin could only grinmace. "Are you serious about this thing? Really?
Even if those of the First or sonme other Wrld could build it, this Wrld
hasn't a chance.”

"I agree it is beyond us now, and perhaps it shall remain so forever,
but this is a mnor consideration. The real point here is that the origina
buil ders left enough nmaterial to start. W' ve even a set of engines, or what
seens to be a set, sitting below the Yards." The General |it another cigar
Li mpkin saw that the gold ring on his left hand had, predictably, the horse
and hand crest on its face. "Here, then, is ny plan. First, we nust establish
aroute to the Yards; once Yuma is renmoved through a mnor war, the Tyne River

will serve us splendidly. Once the way to the Yards is open, the building of
the ship may comrence. | estimate that a proper schedul e should allow for
about two hundred and fifty years." Linpkin coughed lightly. "But of course
the ship will never be conpl et ed.

"You see, Linpkin, the main, indeed the only purpose of the ship will be
to become a rallying point about which the will to power nay awaken and be

nouri shed. And, here conmes the tricky part.

"Al'l the plans that | have shown you for the ship are conpletely
theoretical. Even those that | found in the Yards have translated fromtheir
rune-|l anguage into our own on a very unsure basis. For all we know the ship

m ght collapse of its own weight, or m ght blow up on take-off, or -- the
possibilities are endless and this is why we nust never allow the ship to be
finished. The effort that will flow fromthe resurrected spirit of the people

and directed at the ship to nake it their escape hatch, must be covertly
rechannel ed back into the body of the nation proper

"Allow ne to el aborate. You, man, today go out to one of our outlying
villages and issue an order: build a dam here. Wiy? the peopl e ask you. For
your own betternment, you answer, and for the growth and strength of nother
Caroline. Yes sir, right away, sir, they answer. They will attack the stream
i Mmediately with gratifying fervor, until one of themnotices the |and about
him He and his father and his ancestors for a thousand years before himhave
wor ked that sterile soil, died of the plagues left in it froma hundred dark
ages. Wiy build the danf? What good will it do? Nothing can touch this |and,
not hi ng can change the cast of the hell that he has been born into. And for
not her Caroline? Was it nother Doria so many years ago? or nother Aberdeen? or
. " Toriman shrugged. "The man is inpermanent, the states transient, the
efforts at inprovenent swallowed by the everlasting agony of the Wrld; only
the Wrld exists and will continue to exist and to bend it to one's wll
appears to be beyond the power of God Hi nself.

"But a year later you return to the settlenent; the spring floods have
washed away the pathetic efforts of |ast year. You issue the same order. But
this time when they ask you why, you will have a different answer: 'You, ny
bel oved people, will build a damfor the ship. You will build it so that eight
power lines may run into a far-off place called the Yards where this mighty



mechani smis abuilding. A starship, a way out. | do not ask you to try to tane
this hostile land, | only ask you to honestly work upon it so that we may
someday | eave it behind.' Then you will produce illustrated di agrans of the
ship. I'magi ne their expressions, Linpkin, when you start to describe the
di mrensions of the ship in niles instead of nmere feet. And then they will | ook
about them at the same |and and a new thought will arise: escape fromthis
Wrl d where before the only escape had been deat h.

"Your men nust be skilled, Linpkin. They nust speak |ike prophets and
engrave this silver fantasy upon those torpid, withered brains. And if your

Ofice is skillful, every tine a peasant |ooks at the land his eyes will rise
to the sky, and at night they will stand out under the stars for hours,
dream ng of their new destiny; they will not make it, you nust tell themthat,
nor will their sons, but someday their seed and their spirits will be freed
fromthe shackles of this dismal prison

"'*Where will my son's son go?' they will ask. It hardly matters what you

answer. Use your ingenuity, but make sure the story is always the sane. Legend
has it that men, before the end of the First Wrld, journeyed to the stars;
pick a star, dreamup a planet green and golden in the light of its young sun
Tell themthat there are hones and factories and roads there, |left behind and
carefully preserved when the dying First Wrld called its children hone in a
| ast effort to save itself. Paragon, Harbor, Home, nane it whatever your

O fice chooses, but nake it a paradise, and one as filled with nan-nmade
wonders as those of nature, for ny psychologists tell ne that if the people
are told that their newworld is ready for instant, confortable occupation
with a mininumof struggle, it will be all that nore desirable. A world fit
for the habitation of nen, and nothing |ess.

"So the people will set to work with the nonstrous shadow of the ship,
graceful as a cornorant and powertul as an awakened god, casting the hideous
Earth into servile darkness. But here is where the ship will begin her
betrayal. The damwi Il be, if my and nany others' estimation of human nature
is correct, conmpleted and the eight power lines will stretch to the southeast.
Here is where your Ofice will nmove in. Only two lines will eventually reach
the ship; the other six will be diverted into an area that truly needs them
Their places will be taken by enpty dumy cables. And if anyone ever asks
about any of this, sinply tell themthat it is 'for the ship.'

"As nmore and nore of these efforts are diverted back into the nation

the and will beconme nore bearable and nore profitable. At first there will be
a steadily ascending curve of work, then a zenith will be reached when the
people finally begin to realize that the previously unyielding | and has
changed. As the land grows richer and richer, interest in the ship will taper
of f, for nowthe people's will to power wll have awakened and fed upon a

sufficient quantity of sinple hope to allowit to Iive and grow.
"So you see that the ship's ultimate aimis to beconme a hal f-finished

hul k. Her reality will be in her building, not in any never-to-be-taken trip
i nto space.

"Who knows" -- Toriman drew deeply on his cigar; firelight glinted off
his golden ring -- "perhaps someday, when the Wrld has grown a great dea

nore like the First Wrld, the ship will be conpleted. But then it will rise
fromthe Wrld in the spirit of adventure and not as a beaten fugitive."

For at least a minute neither nman spoke. The CGeneral had outlined the
battl e plan and now his chosen lieutenant tried to digest its essentials.

Anot her m nute passed; Torinman's gaze drifted to the map and stopped over the
tangl ed northern coastline. At |ast Linpkin spoke. "Seven mles |long; seven
mles |long and three w de.

Toriman chuckl ed with satisfaction. "Exactly, my good civil servant,
seven mles long. Think of it | Seven _mles_ by three _mles!_Think of it
blotting out half the sky while thirty thousand feet up; see it runbling down
its ways to neet the Sea, for no runway possible could ever support its
wei ght. And think, Linpkin, as will the people, of a day that will never coneg,
when they will file into the cabins and | eave the world behind them Then the



t hunder, the Sea thrown into confusion, its surface boiling fromthe engines
breath. Slowy, very slowy at first, she will start to nove; then faster with
a tidal wave wake trailing aft. Then up into the air, the shock wave of
conpressed air traveling before her like a terrible herald, flattening
nount ai ns. "

Again the still ness.

Li mpkin finally roused hinmself. "I find your schene entirely
i mpractical."

"W are in an inpractical position."

"My mnd refuses to accept the sheer size of the thing. But then ny
i magi nati on takes over, with a vengeance in this case. Could we not just use
the pretense of building the ship?"

"I admt that it would be nore inexpensive, but no, I"'mafraid that the
ship rmust be built. Perhaps a man of your stature, one who has read sone of
the First Wrld | egends and now knows that the stories of its mght are true,
can be excited nerely by the idea of the ship. But here we are trying to
inspire the slowmnded, dull, witless people, and several generations of them
at that. They nust be able to go to the Yards and come back to their
godf or saken villages and tell of the glory and power of the ship. The Yards
are many | eagues fromhere and you can be sure that with every step the
pilgrimtravels back toward his hone, the ship will grow just that nuch nore
magni fi cent. The ship, the ship, the ship, this nust be their only thought
until the land begins to bend, as it nust, to their wll."

"The ship could easily beconme a god," intoned Linpkin as the thought
grew in him

"Only if she grows too fast. Only if she absorbs the imagination instead
of merely capturing it. That is the job of your Ofice."

Li mpkin now turned to the painting of the ship. "And her nane?" he
i nqui red, not raising his eyes.

" Victory_."

_Victory, Victory_ . Li npkin repeatea. "And | suppose that your
psychol ogi sts dreanmed that up too."

"Of course. That and rnuch nore." Toriman wal ked over to one of the thin
map drawers that, twenty deep, ran along each wall; he flipped out the end of
a blueprint and a sheet of mathematical notations, normal nunbers and synbol s
ranged besi de an apparently correspondi ng row of rune-figures. "The ship,"
said Torinman, gesturing at the rest of the library, "and the know edge to
build and sail her."

Li mpki n sensed that the audi ence was over. He put on his coat and waited
for a sign fromToriman. "I hope that | have not kept you too |ong, Linpkin.
Here, 1'll walk you to the gate." Torinman produced a fur-collared jacket with
the silver piping of a field officer.

When they had reached the main courtyard, between the two walls, Linmpkin
could see that dawn was grow ng beyond the distant city. One of the general's
carriages, conmplete with footnmen and heavy chasseur escort, was waiting.

As Linpkin boarded the coach, he turned again to the east to see the
cl ouds of a young snow storm al ready shroudi ng the sun. "A dark dawn," he
observed with as nuch dignity as he could sunmon up at that early hour

"Perhaps others will be brighter,"” Toriman rejoined. "Many others
besi des nysel f have had a hand in this plan, Linmpkin. Many nore able and
knowi ng than either you or | shall ever be; we are not alone in this, and we
never shall be."

A footman shut the door and the convoy runbl ed out of Caltroon and down
to the River Road.

About a mle fromthe castle, while adjusting his bl anket and warni ng
pan, Linpkin came upon a present fromthe General. It was a snall nodel of the
_Victory_, wought fromsolid silver, and beautifully detailed. Linpkin held
it uptothe feeble light of dawn until they reached the city walls; _seven
m | es!



For a week after that the work piled up on Linpkin's desk as the
mniature _Victory_flew on a thousand i magi nary voyages to a mllion
different worlds. And at the end of each trip, when the great starship had
been nobored in a turquoi se bay, a party was sent ashore only to find that the
new worl d was the one they had |l eft so many years ago, but changed into
somet hing fine and beauti f ul

On the eighth day a nessenger was sent fromthe Ofice of Reconstruction
to notify Toriman that an appoi nt nent had been nmade for himand Linpkin with
the King and Council.

But the nessenger returned saying that the General had contracted a
slight virus and his physician had insisted he stay in bed. In his place the
Ceneral had sent twenty-eight carriages with the contents of his library on
the ship in them He also sent the keys to the Black Libraries at Dartnoor and
Iriam they had not been opened for a thousand years, for their contents had
been adj udged by successive Churches to be too heretical and dangerous to be
absor bed by the human ni nd.

Despite Toriman's absence, the audience with George XXVIII and his
Council was successful, although Linmpkin felt that he had not conveyed the
grand scope of the design as well as he mght have. In place of the CGeneral's
conmandi ng | anguage he had used graphs and maps and charts. And when he |eft
he noticed that several Councilors, as they waited for their carriages,
gl anced up at the night sky and quietly nmoved their lips.

Suddenly the Ofice of Reconstruction assuned a different character. The
staff was reduced by about half, for after several mllennia the words
"security risk" had reentered the comon tongue.

The O fice itself was a pleasant pile of granite |left over fromwhen the
Dorian flag had fl own over Caltroon. But now an iron spi ke fence grew up on
its lawn, separating it from George Street and the surrounding buil di ngs.
Guards arned amazingly enough with actual rifles and, perhaps even nore
amazing, in clean uniforms, stood at the new gate and patrolled the grounds.

A carriage shuttle with the War O fice was established, for the upconing
war with Yuma would require a great deal of coordination between the two
mnistries.

Most of all Linpkin noticed that his staff, which had been told of the
ship and its actual purpose, was actually exhibiting a near enthusiasm for
their work; he alnost yelled with surprise when he saw a clerk runni ng down a
corridor to catch a War O fice coach



But these were fairly intelligent people, nmenbers of a nore or |ess
elite and their activity could be the result only of the novelty of the whole
schene. Linmpkin hoped that this estinmation was wong, and as tine went on he
t hought he saw evi dence that he was.

Every week a fat dispatch pouch arrived by nounted nessenger from
Caltroon with instructions in Toriman's handwiting; although it made Linpkin
feel at times like a marionette, he followed themreligiously. The first step
was the manufacture of a war with Yuna.

Later historians called it part of the "era of the Ship," but when the
war started, only the innernost circles of the Governnment and sone of the
mlitary knew of its eventual aim It was begun in the south and centered
around a small village by the name of Canbau, which sat at the intersection of
three of the major trade routes in that area. The town's nmjor industries were

I egal and illegal highway robbery, bars offering sonmething politely |abel ed
the Bl ack Death, and bordellos. The Caroline garrison there synthesized the
needed i ncident when it "found" a cargo of illegal armaments secreted away in

a Yuma caravan

The Caroline Republic demanded an apol ogy for sending arms to
revol uti onaries operating in her nountains. The Yuma Foreign O fice had the
stupidity to note that this was the first nmention of any sort of insurrection
in the Caroline. Publicizing this as a deliberate evasion and an intol erable
di spl ay of arrogance by Yuma, a force of Caroline cavalry was sent to plunder
all Yuma caravans on the three roads. Yumm, still not seeing the point of the
affair, protested first with several notes and then with the destruction of a
Caroline irrigation dam which a hasty survey deternmined to be within Yuma's
bor ders.

The Caroline's sense of justice and right being of fended, an attack was
| aunched from Canbau. One coul d al nost hear the chuckling comng fromthe War
Ofice, the Ofice of Reconstruction, and Caltroon. Caroline nounted forces
supported, it was runmoured, by horse-drawn artillery of a very ancient vintage
(and consequently, of a very high state of efficiency), swept westward. They
reached the eastern border, wheel ed, and drove northeast, diagonally across
the country.

It was not a very bloody conflict, for in those days of fluid alliances,
| oyalty often depended upon which way the chi ps happened to be falling at the
nonent. One by one the towns of Yunma surrendered until, four nonths and one
day after the first incident, the black and silver of the Caroline was run up
the State House flagpol e at Bannon der-Main, Yuma's capital. The only rea
battl e developed in the north, a week after the formal truce. A group of
di e-hard patriots, crying God and Constitution, barricaded thenmselves in the
Armories. There, enplaced in cliffs overlooking the Tyne, they managed to hold
the entire Caroline expeditionary force at bay for a nonth.

Since the Caroline liked to preserve the inage of a perfect war fought
in a perfect way to a perfect victory, contenporary accounts of the battle at
the Arnories are generally sketchy. But there are songs about that place: the
confidential war diaries of the units involved provide enough material for the
construction of |egends. The Tyne was supposed to have flowed red for a week
and the peasants living in the surrounding regions now tell of a hideous



battl e between nmen and deni gods.

There is now a small |ake, fed by the Tyne, where the frontal galleries
of the Arnories used to be, and one has only to overturn a stone or clod of
soil to find sone bl ackened instrunment of war.

The 42nd | nperial Hussars garnered another battle pennant. Toriman sent
a wagon |l oad of wine to the survivors and a shipnment of fine coffins to the
dead.

Anot her nonth passed. Linpkin had just returned froma victory parade
and was goi ng over arrangenents for the opening of the Black Libraries. A nman
in Toriman's personal livery arrived and handed hima note. The General had
died last night. In pursuance of his will, the body was i medi ately given the
last rites and crenated.

Li mpki n was shocked, first by the fact of the great man's death, and
then by the alnost funbling haste with which the burial had been carried out.
Had anyone been at the General's side when he expired? The man answered t hat
there had been only his personal physician, a priest, and the comuander of the
househol d guard. It was they who interred the body and gave the sealed coffin
over to be incinerated. Caltroon's guard had been di sbanded that norning and
many of them had already left for their old homes. The castle itself was
cl osed and seal ed.

Li mpkin's first inmpulse was, of course, to go to Caltroon to try to
di vine sone purpose in the shameful speed with which the General had been
di sposed of. He voiced his intentions to the nessenger

"Little point in that, sir," the man answered politely.

"Why? Has Cal troon been picked so clean that there is nothing of
Toriman's left?"

"Yes, sir. It was all in the General's will; he said that we were to
renove anything that was his and either destroy it or send it back to his
fam ly's house in Murne." The man paused, |ooking enbarrassed. "And now, if
you'll excuse nme, sir, | must be going, for nmy famly's house is even nore
di stant than the General's."

Li mpki n di sm ssed him He felt a sudden wei ght of responsibility
crushi ng down upon him

Despite the General's sudden withdrawal as the guiding force behind the
ship, Linmpkin found his notes, the contents of the Libraries, and the new
spirit of his colleagues nost hel pful. After the eventual success of the Yuma



war, and the sending of a secret expedition to the Yards, Linpkin found that
the next |ogical step would be to begin | eaking word of the Myth of the Ship,
as it has since been called, to the people. In this cause, Lady Linpkin held a
ball at which certain "highly secret"” bits of information were inparted to
certain carefully sel ected gossips.

Wthin the week the story had penetrated the upper echel ons of Caroline
society. Wthin another week enough had filtered down to the | ower classes to
set the markets and bars abuzz with specul ati on. The ship becane a bonber
(curse her!); a nmissile torid the supposedly fertile west of the Dark Powers;
not a starship at all, but a boat to sail to the | ost continent of Bal bec; a
poi ntl ess project that showed that George XXVIII had finally gone conpletely
off his nut.

Li mpkin followed his instructions and all owed the people to whip
thensel ves into a frenzy of wild guessing. Matters were hel ped al ong, as per
one of Toriman's directives, when Linpkin sent wagons through the streets,
their towering | oads tantalizingly draped with thin canvas. Then, as a fina
touch, Linpkin had a notor truck exhumed from Caltroon's vaults, set up with
the hel p of sone Black Library volumes, and run through the city in the dead
of night. OF course the inplied secrecy of the operation was belied by the
fact that the vehicle's nuffler had been renpved and it took a nost tortuous
route fromthe O fice of Reconstruction to the walls. On the flatbed trailer
that the truck pulled sat an inmense transfornmer, dating fromthe First Wrld;
its insides were rusted out, but a fresh coat of paint made the coll ossa
mechani sm appear quite inpressive. This weird machine, coupled with the fact
that there had not been a single self-propelled vehicle operating in those
| ands for two hundred years, sent the popul ace into a spasm of wondernent.

Li mpkin al so sent the truck, this time with a chasseur escort, runbling down
many of the Caroline's main highways at appropriately odd hours.

Messengers were sent dashing about the nation bearing dispatch cases
filled with blank paper. Fromcenturies of torpor, even in war tine, the
Caroline responded to this synthetic atnosphere of crisis; only a very small
elite knew of the hoax, but for the other 90% of the nation, the ship, the
Second Comi ng, the new day, the world called Hone were all at hand.

In the early spring, heralds came into every town of the Caroline and
into the new Protectorate of Yuma. They carried notices of an assenbly to be
held in the capital three weeks hence, for George XXVIIl had a nessage of
par amount i nportance to convey to his people.

VI

Never before in the history of the Wrld, or so the Caroline's
publicists said, had such a multitude been gathered together in any one place
for any purpose save war. Thousands upon thousands crowded into the city and
canped out on the surrounding slopes. Fromevery village in the |land and from
many of the Caroline's sister nations they cane to hear what some said would
be a hoax but what nost believed woul d signal the beginning of the Third
Vor | d.

Li mpkin stood in his office on George Street, |ooking out upon the vast
crowmd; the nob started five or six blocks north, in Palace Park, and backed up
past the O fice of Reconstruction, finally thinning out by the War O fice. The
throng filled the five other streets that radiated in a sem-circle away from



Pal ace Park, to a sinilar degree

Townsmen and nerchants on top of their carriages, cavalry officers,
bright in their red and gold unifornms, rough teansters in what passed for
formal dress in that level of society, illiterate shepherds fromthe Randau
Basin and befurred nountain folk fromthe north, sweating in their heavy
cl oaks. Prostitutes wi ggling through the masses, doing a |land of fice business;
drunken braw s causing swirls of color in the ocean of heads and shoul ders;
t he raucous yell of hawkers selling bad water and cut gin. A pity Toriman was
not there to see it all

Li mpkin turned fromthe wi ndow and sat down at his desk; he picked up
the nodel of the _Victory . He did not go to the Park to hear Hi s Mjesty, for
he al ready knew what he woul d say; Toriman had witten the speech. George
would tell the Myth of the Ship with an el oquence that the Ceneral's
psychol ogi st had figured would not tax the neaner mnds present, yet would
lift the know edgeabl e.

The wild cheering told himthat George had appeared; the ghostly silence
told himthat the ship had been born

VI

The acceptance of the _Victory_ project was successful beyond Linpkin's
wi | dest expectations. The papers, even the non-official ones, caught on to the
idea with a passion; the Victory , the Victory_ was all that one coul d hear
in the Streets.

A small silver star was added to the flag of the Caroline: _Hone_.

A few days after the announcenent, Linpkin picked up Directive #975 from
his desk and read the instructions of the dead General. "The physical position
of the Yards presents sonething of a problem the people could easily becone
estranged fromthe ship by the great distances involved, not only in niles but
intradition and feeling also. Interest could wane and fail

"It is clear that an enotional, hal fway station nust be established
until the ship itself acquires enough physical majesty to obviate its need.
Sonmewhere in the wilderness between here and the Yards the flag of the
Caroline must be raised in great and glorious conflict, for only an act of
vi ol ence can be acconplished out there -- such is the nature of the land. Qur
banner must be liberally sneared with the blood of heroes and enem es, the
greater the heroes and the lower the villains the better. The nore violent,
the nore vicious the fight, the greater the size of the nmonunents that will be
rai sed. The nore famlies cruelly broken, the longer will the bitter nenories



remai n.

"So it appears that our only problemis finding a suitable |l ocation with
sui tabl e opponents. Allow nme to suggest the Inperial Vale; it offers really
det est abl e i nhabitants who can be counted upon for a good fight, a beautifully
hostil e | andscape and historical setting in which the heroics may find an
appropriate backdrop; at any rate, the Tyne runs right through it and it rmust
be cl eaned out eventually, so why not now?"

There followed a short list calling for a noderately strong force of
galleys to be sent, ostensibly to the Yards to begin prelininary work there;
this expedition, in contrast to earlier ones, was to be made fully public.

At the end of the directive there was an assurance fromthe General to
Li mpki n, that he and his nmen woul d nake sure that a battle of the proper
character woul d take place; Linpkin put it down, awed at the General's
i ncredi ble foresight and praying that this admrati on would not be ruined by
the outconme of this adventure.

Philip Rome was as close to a civil engineer as any nation could have
been expected to produce in those days.

In his youth he had dreaned of building a new and greater World, full of
shi ni ng machi nes and great cities. But when he set out upon his career, he
found that one may design the npst wondrous and perfect machine inmaginabl e,
but that to build it properly was inpossible. People just did not care if a
gun expl oded after five shots or after five thousand; the nost inspired plan
for a bridge was useless when it was hardly | ooked at during the building. The
Worl d abounded, nmore or less, in pure know edge, but to effectively apply this
know edge in even the sinplest manner was just beyond hunman capabilities.

So Rome's work decayed until he reached a state of slip shod quality in
keeping with the rest of the Wrld; a battleax design, but not too inproved,
had been his crowni ng achi evenent for the past five years.

But sonme of his early doodlings had cone to the attention of the Ofice
of Reconstruction; the nman had some imagi nation, thus the Myth of the Ship
woul d doubt| essly be enough to lure himinto any sort of venture. Al so, the
man had lost virtually every shred of talent that he once had and was
t heref ore expendable. Finally, he had a nonstrous fanmly that would recall his
gal l ant sacrffice, should he be |ost.

"Your Nation and the _Victory_ have need of your abilities, M. Rone .
read the formletter.

Thus it happened that Rome found hinself on a river boat convoy heading
down the Tyne to the Yards. There were thirty galleys ranging in length from
forty to a hundred and fifty feet |long; they were follow ng the buoys laid out
by an advanced party that had preceded them by two days.

They had left the gaping hole in the Yuma nountains where the front of
the Arnories had been several days ago, had crossed through the Battle Plain
west of Yurma and were now penetrating into the Inperial Vale. This canyon,
hundreds of miles in length, was hot, sterile and dark. The vertical cliffs
that rose al nbst a thousand feet fromthe floor of the canyon gave one a
maddeni ng feeling of inprisonnent or even burial. If the Wrld was a prison
then the Inperial Vale must surely have been its dungeons.

The stifling, fetid atnosphere, the large nmud flats and numerous caves



of fered refuge for some of the nost noxious life forms then existent. Mid
snakes fifteen feet Iong and seven inches in dianeter made water sports a
decided rarity, and nonitor |izards kept short expeditions to a mninum Then
there were the hal f-nmen. Despite the nunmerous ways of warpi ng body and nind
out of its proper shape that a thousand years of war-oriented science had
produced, and despite the liberality with which these weapons were used,
mutants were fairly rare in the Wrld. If their own body did not hide sone
mechani sm of sel f-destruction, then one could be fairly sure that the I oca
popul ace would either kill or exile them usually to the Inperial Vale. O
course, this applied only to those with aberrations of the body, all too often
the m nd nutants escaped the attentions of the municipal vigilance comittees,
contributing to the downfall of quite a few states. (Wtness the nation of
Arnheim which in its final days based its political appointnment systemon the
applicant's ability to nurder the current office holder. The entire state went
up i n snoke when sixty percent of the popul ation decided to run for the

presi dency.)

As the decades died, the sophisticated efficiency of generadi ati on bonbs
and m nd gases gave way to the sinplicity of the club and sword; a bit nore
messy, but you only killed individuals instead of the future. So the body
mut ants were driven off, nostly to the Inperial Vale, and the m nd nutants
pretty well took care of themnsel ves.

At one time, now nercifully forgotten, the Vale teemed with those
grotesque refugees, their frightful powers governed after a fashion by the few
m nd nutants that had al so escaped there. There, it was whi spered, you could
find neo- humans worshi pi ng everything fromtheir own excrenent to the
munmi fi ed bodi es of normal nmen. Sone could fly, others could swim many could
do nothing but crawl. And out of all of this, the nbst horrible thought was
that every single one of those abom nati ons had descended from people |ike
yoursel f; the fact that humanki nd was capabl e of producing things like them
drove many into a nmadness of their own.

Then the Vale was a nore hospitable place; a junglelike mat of
vegetation hid the vile bodies fromprying eyes on the cliffs above.

Eventual | y, though, the festering sore of the Vale grew too hi deous and
dangerous to ignore and, in a rare instance of cooperation, a coalition of
nati ons under Mol nor 1V of Murne undertook to cleanse it. Two hundred years
ago that shining horde, nmounted on everything fromkillertanks fromthe First
Wrld to the great draft horses of Svald, marched into the valley. Wth | ance,
bow, cannon and flame-thrower to cauterize the Vale, a hundred thousand nen
roared into the canyon and were net by a million of the dammed. Only a conpany
of two thousand energed at the other end.

So the Val e had been cl eaned, although not quite as thoroughly as
M ol nor would have liked. In the following two centuries the few creatures
that had escaped the battle crept back into the light of day. But now the Vale
was a harsh and hellish place of scorched dirt and starving herhage, bearing
little resenbl ance to the green hothouse it had once been. Fortunately, the
survivors | acked the power to ever break out of it into friendlier |ands, and

in the Vale they remained, secluded, hostile, and still dangerous.
Rorme thought of all these things as he sat staring at the barren river
banks. The ruins of the great battle could still be seen here and there: a

rusting helmet, a burnt-out tank, the rib cage of its | ong dead gunner stil
struggling to escape the turret. Here a dark movenent of nud suggested
something a bit nore deadly than the normal shiftings of the earth; dark
things flickered anmong the shadows of the bordering cliffs. Sun glinted off
t he wi nd-polished remains of a great battle nmachine or, perhaps, off a
prinmitive heliograph

The convoy was about a | eague upstream from Bl oody Ford; Rone tried to
stay out of the way of the river nen as they prepared the craft for a possible
engagerent . A nuzzl e-I1 oadi ng cannon of dubi ous wor kmanshi p was nounted on a
wooden pose at the bow and | oaded with cannister. A brand-new machi ne gun
handl ed with a reverence that was conpletely at odds with its sl apdash



construction, was set upon its tripod atop the fighting castle. Wile the
fearsone aspect of these rare contrivances inspired some confidence in his
heart, Rome was too well acquainted with contenporary standards of design and
execution to be really at ease. He felt a little better when several of the
crew went bel ow and energed with Pythian crossbows and netal -ti pped arrows.

Gradual ly the Tyne widened until it was alnbst a mile across and little
nore than three feet deep. The line of yellow buoys placed by the preceding
expedi tion ended abruptly just as they were approaching the Ford. The
Ri vermaster, sitting in the fighting castle, scanned the area with a crude
tel escope. Rome was on the second boat in Iine and he heard an indistinct cry
fromthe | ead ship. The Master swung his glass around, stared for a nonent and
then called to the Captain, "Weckage to the south, sir."

The nmen stiffened at their stations; hide bow strings were tested, the
seating of shot in the cannon adjusted, and the machi ne gun was briefly
checked by the Master. Ronme stopped a man running aft to ask himexactly what
was the matter. Instead of answering, he handed Rome a secondrate shirt of
mail, a leather helnet, and a sword that mnmust have journeyed into the Vale
with Molnor -- and had not been polished since. Rone i medi ately protested
about the quality of his weapon. "G ves the bastards blood pisinin', sah,"
runbl ed the nan as he continued aft.

They were now getting close to the Ford itself and Rome could easily
make out the gutted hul ks of two small river galleys some distance beyond it.

The Ford was essentially a ridge of crushed rock stretching the w dth of
the river. Some say that it is all that remmins of a gigantic damthat once
provided the entire region for a thousand miles around with power; the Berota
Wall was to have been its nane, and it night have been built by the same race
that had built the Yards.

Rome put on his rusty mail and helmet. He turned up to the Rivermaster
who was adjusting the sight on his gun; it broke off in his hand. "Wat do
t hey have?" asked Ronme, beconing aware that his voice had taken on the texture
of broken gl ass.

"They?" said the Master

"The hal f-men."

The Master, shrugged and tried to refit the sight. "The usual lot:
clubs, spears, bows . . . that sort."” The man eyed the surrounding cliffs
uneasily; a bird-like object was riding the thermals just to the west of the
convoy. "And thensel ves, of course, sir. They've fangs and teeth and bl eedi ng
venom pouches. Thi nk of any weapon had by any animal in the Wrld and you can
be fairly sure that one of them|l have it."

"Anyt hi ng el se?" Rome's voice had grown even rougher.

The Master | eaned over the top of the fighting castle and whi spered
conspiratorially, "There's the bleeding m nd nuties, sir, the ones that
directs the others. My Dad said that they have the Dark Powers on their side."

"The Powers? Sorcery? Surely you can't expect ne . "

"I don't expect you to do a thing, sir. You asked ne a question and
answered it straight as | could. Maybe in other tines they would call some of
their acts science or something like that, but now. . . M great, great
grandsire was a drumer boy and one of the two thousand that made it out of
this hellhole with Molnor, and by ny hand, sir, the tales that he left to the
famly were unholy, that's the only word you could use -- unholy."

Rome was about to question the man about the possible insanity of his
ancestors but was cut short by a sharp rattling fromthe | ead boat.

They were al nost directly over the Ford now, the rocky bottom sonetines
visible when the mud swirled the right way. Rone junped fromthe cabin top and
crouched | ow on the starboard deck; he had never heard a machi ne gun before.
The | ead boat, which had two autonmatic weapons, the extra one being nounted on
its bowin place of a cannon, was bl azing away at somethi ng above them Rone
| ooked up and saw that the flier he had noticed earlier had noved cl oser and
had been joi ned by several comnpanions.

Shielding his eyes fromthe afternoon sun, the engineer tried to see



what manner of bird it was. The nost readily apparent feature was its sheer
size: its body was about five feet long but the nmenbranous w ngs nust have
stretched al nost twenty-five feet across. The sun shone through them
outlining the thin bone structure and lending a ghastly yellowtinge to their
surface. There were no feathers or any other sort of covering on the wings so
Rome surm sed that it nust be sone form of bat, grown to nonstrous proportions
with the help of a gene-radiation bomb; with a shock he noticed that the head
was that of a human, tw sted, drawn out into an al nost reptilian cast, with
horribly prom nent fangs. The parody was furthered by the dull corselet of
mail that the creature was wearing; the sun glinted on a doubl e- edged
battle-ax clutched in a spindly claw at the joint of the right wng.

Even as Ronme watched, terrified and sickened, the thing descended wth
an ear-splitting scream Above himthe Ri vernmaster opened up with the machine
gun. Ot her boats joined in and soon the sky was richly enbroidered with
thermite tracers. The aninmal evaded the shells for a nmonment and then a fine
networ k of holes was stitched al ong one wing; the chain mail buckled and fl ew
into a thousand glittering fragments. The torn body fell into the river not
five feet from Rone's boat, its blood mngling with the scumof the river.

"Shrieks, bloody flam ng Shrieks,"” hissed a nan at Ronme's side. "They
fight a battle like a damed ritual. Al the time a goddammed ritual: first a
sacrifice and then they fight." The man turned away and viciously braced his
crossbow agai nst his shoul der

A shout arose fromthe afterdeck and all hands | ooked skyward. Were
once not nore than five Shrieks had been hovering, there were now well over
three hundred. Down they fell, tucking their parchnment w ngs close in.

The Ford began to fill with yelling and the smell of gunpowder. The
cannon was touched off, ripping the bodies of two fliers away fromtheir
Wi ngs. Burning, lidless eyes cane driving down fromout of the sun. Steel
striking out froma yell ow cl oud descended over Rome, and the man who had
dammed the Shrieks fell to the deck, his liberated head rolling overboard.
Rome struck out, his eyes screwed shut, and drew back his sword dripping with
scarlet blood; little bits of yellow skin and mail clung to its pitted
sur f ace.

Rorre | ooked hurriedly about him the boat in front of them had been set
afire and was drifting ashore. Hal fway back the flagship, engulfed in a swarm
of pal e bodies, was sending up a continuous stream of signal rockets. The |ine
was breaking up and many ships, not knowi ng the way through the Ford, were
drifting aground.

The bow cannon fired again, shoreward this time, where of force of rafts
drawn by hal f-men was putting out. They were nen, that was horribly apparent,
but their bodies were torn and brutalized into shapes nmore ni ghtmari sh than
the Shrieks. Caws, talon and fang; arnored torso and faceted eye; hands
arranged al ong three planes instead of nerely one. The water glistened on
t heir weapons and grotesque bodies, the two often indistinguishable.

The boats were now bunching up in a pack, apparently with the idea that
their best defense would lie in a concentration of firepower.

On the rafts, Rome could make out small groups of nen that actually
| ooked |i ke men. O oaked and hooded, they were like nmourners at a warlock's
funeral. One of the figures raised a gnarled staff and pointed it at a
straggling ship about two hundred yards off; a ball of blue light bulleted
fromthe staff and struck the ship in the bow A yell from above Rone: "D d
not tell you, sir? Did | not?" The rest of the Master's speech was cut off as
he swung hi s weapon around and started peppering the waters around the raft.
Anot her flash and the already burning craft exploded. There were four other
rafts, each with its own small band of mind nutants, and soon the Ford was a
cauldron of fire. Swords flashed and sliced through the heavy air to the
acconpani ment of machi ne gun and cannon shot.

More hal f-men waded in fromthe shore. Wld curses in a score of
di fferent | anguages and di al ects dammed the enem es' souls to a thousand
different hells. Dark flags and banners of nations whose only heritage was one



of hate were unfurled by reptilian hands to rise over the black and silver of
the Caroline. Ancestors and gods were called upon; bullets tipped with

mal dreque fromdistant Telth roared off into the snmoky haze to topple the
fire-wi zards. Hell was raging in the Vale and its sulfurous funes rose to hide
it fromthe sight of Heaven

Rome had | apsed into a state of near insanity; a quiet man whose | ast
battle was in a school's play yard, he alternately hewed arnms and necks and
then fell, retching into puddl es of bl ood and shredded organs.

Gradual ly the gunfire ceased; quietly when the actions jamed or with a
crash when they misfired. The R vermaster above Rone had been pointing and
training his gun for a full mnute before he realized that its nechani sm had
di sintegrated. The Master hit the gun in his fury, hit it again, and then
wrenched it fromits nount. He grasped the glowi ng barrel in his hands and
| eaped down to the deck, the war cry of a nountain clan of Enomrising from
hi s foam ng mouth. Swi ngi ng the broken gun over his head, the Master junped
into the boiling water. A dragon-man fell to the Tyne's bottom his helm
driven into his brain. The man noved further into the struggle, shattered
arnmor and torn flesh flying fromhim black feathered arrows sang through his
quilted shirt and buried thenselves in a body that refused to acknow edge
their presence. A flami ng sphere streaned in fromone of the rafts and turned
the man into a burning waith; he collapsed into the filthy water, the gun
barrel steam ng.

Rome fell again, utterly exhausted. He lay immbile while the battle
surged about him blood and water flowed around his nouth and he began
choking. He lurched to his feet, trying to clear his throat, the insane fury
of a monent ago replaced by a void; he could feel nothing but weariness. Then
a voice bellowed in his ear, "Dropped your blade, lad." H's sword was thrust
back into his hand and he turned to see the aged gi ant who had done it. The
fell ow was enormous, dressed in a short corselet of golden mail and | eat her
breeches studded with silver. H's tan hobnail ed boots were tipped wi th vicious
shards of steel; his nmeathook hands were wapped in gray |eather gauntlets
banded with polished netal; he held a col ossal broadsword in his right hand,
its shining blade and hilt inscribed with many strange words and devices; a
crest with a winged horse and arnmored fist was engraved on the guard and
surrounded with brilliants.

"You all right, lad?" the man asked, his voice curiously distinct over
the din. Rone | ooked into his deep-set eyes and scarred face and coul d do
not hi ng but nod, yes.

Rorme tottered down the deck a few paces and then heard a groan rise from
the hal f-nen. He saw the ol d man noving like a scythe-wi el der through the
hal f-nen, their dismenbered parts literally sailing off through the air. The
giant turned into a dervish, a whirling Death, his sword everywhere; and
through it all he said not a word, uttered not a cry of fury. The Shrieks
seened to sinply fall apart while the blade was still thirty feet bel ow them
The man started to nove toward the rafts, casually murdering the hal f-nen that
stood in his way.

The cl oaked figures stirred nervously and pointed their staffs at him
Fires ten times nore brilliant than those directed at the ships screaned at
the man. Rone gaped in astoni shment as the spheres hit the giant and then
burst |ike soap bubbles. An unusually bright and |arge flane-sphere flew at
the man, its yellowwhite core burning with a fire so hot it appeared, in its
center, to be black. The man halted and then raised his sword before him He
caught the ball as it burst around him the fire attaching itself to his
weapon. He regarded it for a second and then hurled the burning shaft at the
| argest raft.

The cl oaked nutants saw the nmissile comng and gestured frantically to
the half-nmen pulling them The sword hit the barge squarely in the mddle, and
a flash of light erupted, it seemed, fromthe river bottom Tenporarily
bl i nded, Rome buried his eyes in his hands; titanic explosions assaulted his
ears and five successive shock waves battered his tired body.



Fragments of wood and torn robes floated down, burning, fromthe
snoke-filled sky. The whole battle was frozen with amazerment and awe; then the
man turned, his broadsword suddenly returned to his hand. "For the Ship, ny
lad! Kill the bl oody bastards! For the Caroline and the _Victory! " And he
rushed back through the steamng water to the renewed battle.

Rome grasped the hilt of his sword and felt power flow ng through him
Then he felt as if he had fallen into a kind of grimecstasy; he knew exactly
what was to be done and he saw that the other nen had the same ook in their
eyes as did the sword-hurler. He found a stooped hal f-man scuttling al ong the
deck; he brought his boot down heavily upon its neck and plunged his bl ade
deep into the cancerous hide. Rome sensed a maniacal grin distorting his face.

Then he enjoyed killing the hal f-nen; he |liked shoving his sword deep
into their corrupted bodies; the soft squishing crunch as a nmace pushed a
lizard head into an insect body becane an al nost rnusical sound. Cut, slash,
rip, tear their bodies to pieces, mtes! See the flow of the rich blood, how
beautiful its color, howrich its feel and lovely its taste. Death to the
bastards, mates, death to themall so that the Ship may |ive.

Rome kept on swinging his ragged sword until a man tapped himon the
shoul der. "You can stop now, sir." Conpletely drained, Rone fell heavily to
the beslined deck. He tried to retch again, but all that came up was a little
green bile.

The gray-haired man was nowhere to be seen. \Who had he been, man? Rone
was |ater told that the Caroline, inits infinite wisdom had seen fit to send
men versed in certain rare arts along with the expedition. The man had been
t he ghost of Molnor 1V, raised fromthe dead to once again defeat the Vale's
ghastly hordes. True enough, thought Rone, for in this land all the
preconcepti ons one had about what should, or should not be, nust be discarded.
Mol nor I'V! And indeed it nust have been he, for had not Rone seen with his
own eyes the ancient crest of the great house of Murne on the spirit's sword
hilt?

The Government made a great play of the expedition. Although the initial
m ssion of reaching the Yards had been a failure, they had defeated a great
and omi nous force that would have threatened future travelers. No official
mention was made of Molnor; the immrtal grapevine took care of that. The nman
in golden mail was soon interpreted not as being a lowy ghost, but a truly
di vine power -- the Caroline had God on her side.

All mutant strength, as |later expeditions were to discover, had been
wi ped out along with the dark beings who had stood upon the rafts. The Vale
was still a hell, but at least it was one devoid of devils.

A huge pyl on of polished steel and iron was erected on the south shore
of Bloody Ford, am d the battle weckage. At the bottom of the tower were
i nscribed over five hundred names of those who had fallen; admttedly, some of
t he nanes were changed to provide a glorious death for the bounder sons of
some of the better famlies, or a cover story for certain politica
undesi rabl es who had vani shed fromtheir hones late at night, but on the
whol e, those who fulfilled Toriman's schene were given full honours.



Edmund Moresly and his nmen had |left Caltroon as soon as the General had
i ssued their orders. Toriman had given thema cargo of |ong, thin packing
cases, and a strange bl ack banner, inscribed with the ancient crest of
Mourne's | eaders and with many of the indeci pherable runes that the natives of
the Inperial Vale used for script. Mresly had only a vague idea of what the
flag stood for, but this belief was strengthened by the effect it had on the
Val e' s inhabitants: one nmonment they were scream ng |like the hounds of hell and
the next all fawning attention and rmunbl ed courtesies.

They had been conveyed to a |arge cave fromwhich the mnd nutants
exerci sed their dominion over the Vale. He could not understand a word of
their insane babbling, but that was hardly necessary. The flag was presented
to the rulers, amd intense whisperings, and then a scroll, engraved in a
simlar manner. Moresly correctly guessed that the scroll contained
information to the effect that mankind was plotting an expedition against the
Val e; Mresly al so made correct guesses about his superior's plans as things
logically fitted into place.

Next, still following the explicit instructions, Mresly' s men brought
up the thirty cases fromthe boat and renoved their contents. They | ooked |ike
staves, but fromthe expressions on the faces of the mutant rulers, Mresly
supposed themto be weapons of some sort.

Moresly's admiration for Toriman reached sonething of a zenith as he
perceived the grand sweep of history that he had becone part of.

Upon his return to the Caroline, he found that the General had died,
| eavi ng hi m anot her, nore conplex set of orders and a transfer to the Ofice
of Reconstruction.

He was ushered irto Linpkin's office and asked to sit down. "MNboresly,"

Li mpki n began, "you realize, of course, that you are here through the late
Ceneral ' s recomendati ons. He held you in high esteem" Mresly bowed his head
slightly and said nothing. "You have heard of the ship?"

"Yes, sir. |'ve heard what your O fice wanted the people to hear, and
the General told ne the rest.”

"Then you are fully aware of the details of this, ah, plot."

"Fully. And the particular detail which at the noment concerns nyself is
the | eadership of the agency that is to redirect the _Victory's_ enthusiasm
and efforts back into the main body of the Caroline. Since what this office is
supposed to do woul d be viewed by the public as sabotage, at the nonent at
least, it will be a covert operation; the Ofice of procurenent -- the CGenera
t hought we should call it that, nice, pedestrian, not very illum nating. Aml
correct, sir?" Mresly asked a trifle solicitously.

Taken aback by the man's know edge of highly secret information, Linmpkin
slowy answered, "Yes, quite correct. You seemto know nore about the project
than | do."

"I do, sir; that's why I'"'mhere." Linpkin felt a flash of irritation at
the man's confidence, but then he renenbered that, as Mresly had just said,
was why he was here.

"Then you should not mind if | voice one or two objections | have of ny
own." Moresly nodded assent, and Linpkin went on. "I frankly do not like this
i dea of creating a whole new caste of people who know of the real m ssion of
the ship, to direct the actions of the rest of the people. These nen and
worren, the saboteurs as you put it, under your office, and the technicians
under my ultimte comand who will supervise the ship's construction
constitute a virtual priesthood. And all these al nost childish devices which
you and Toriman have provided to set the elite apart fromthe rabble: badges,
bl ack suits, segregated living conditions, separate schools, and that sort of
nonsense. Is it all really necessary? | always pictured the ship as inspiring
one huge unified effort by the nation, with only the very hi ghest echel ons
knowi ng what was really going on. It alnost seens that the General was
attenpting to set up sone sort of tension or conflict whose eventual purpose
cannot fathom but which could, | think, soneday explode into class warfare."

Moresly shifted around in his chair and for the first time |ooked a



little distressed. "Yes, well, these fears are perfectly logical. | mght say
that they occurred to ne at one time or another. But | think that the CGenera
was correct in setting up this ruling class. First off, notice that when you
envision this unified effort to build the ship, you are presupposing a society
of total equals. W have an extrenely stratified society in the Caroline as it
is now In effect all we are doing is consolidating the social, intellectual
and econom ¢ classes into two great enotional classes. The tension is

unavoi dabl e, the General said to ne once, for thousands nust know what it is
about, howto falsify reports and test readings so that the nachinery that
could never really function will at |east give the appearance of success.

"I honestly believe that at the worst we will end up with an
enlightened, albeit tenporarily enbattled, oligarchy.

"Al so, we nust have paragons to which the people can | ook to be suitably
inspired," Linpkin did not | ook very satisfied. "OfF course,"” Mresly went on
"I can't expect you to accept so rough an expl anation; the General's
comuni cations and directives . "

"They comment only upon the actual mechanics of establishing the
cl asses.”

"Well, | fear then, we nust trust in the wi sdomof the General. He was
an extraordinary man, sir, and, if nothing else, he will be renmenbered for
what has happened in the past nonths: the feeling of purpose and nission --
the unity! Why, even in the great |egends there is no record of such a
feeling, so totally galvanizing the Wrld. The atnosphere surroundi ng the
tales of Molnor's first march into the Inperial Vale and the vague accounts
of the wars against the Dark Powers a thousand years ago are the only things
that conpare with it."

Li mpki n si ghed as he remenbered Tori man; indeed, he was an
extraordi nary, a great nan, and perhaps it was the way things were if such as
he saw fault or purposel essness in the CGeneral's ideas. "But | have a nore
concrete and i medi ate point | should like explained. The General had picked
the Arnories as the site for the Ofice of Procurement. Now why should Tori man
pi ck a half denolished systemof old caves so near to the nation that its
pur pose ni ght be easilly di scovered?"

Moresly interrupted. "But the blast at the Arnories occurred after the
Ceneral ' s death; he could know nothing of it."

"Then why not just nove to a nore conveni ent place?"

"But, sir, surely you realize that it was the CGeneral's _expressed w sh_
that nmy office be located . "

"I amperfectly aware of the General's expressed w shes, but | cannot
see why we shoul d endanger this project in the slightest detail. |I should
think that, say, Gun Hill or the Gayfields, wherever they mght be, would be
much better suited to your purposes: they're secluded, protected by
superstition, and closer to your work."

Moresly suddenly rose fromhis chair and nmade as to | eave. H s tone was
that of ice. "Sir Henry, if this is to be my Ofice, run by nyself in the
manner that the General prescribed, then | nust demand that this issue be
settled according to the original plans. In ny view the best possible |ocation
for the Office of Procurenent is still the Armories and if you feel so
strongly about it you can hire soneone el se whose nethods are | ess exacting
than mne."

Li mpkin stared at the man, not knowi ng what to do. Then it seened to him
that they were quibbling over a trivial point; Mresly was obviously a good,
conpetent man, as was evei ything connected with the |ate CGeneral's plans and
operations. To | ose himover a detail would be stupid, Linpkin told hinself,
but beneath it lay a fear that the slightest interference with Torimn's
divinely inspired scheme m ght botch everything, as Mresley said. "Hardly any
need to do that, Mresly," he said in as conciliatory a tone as his
professional dignity would permt. "If the Arnories mean that much to you and
if you honestly think that the efficiency of your new Ofice will suffer if it
is not there, then the Arnories are yours.'



Moresly continued to |l ook |ike outraged Justice. "My thanks, Sir Henry.
|"msure the General would approve of your decision.”

Li mpkin rose, trying to look as mffed as his new subordi nate, but not
bringing it off as well. He handed Moresly a letter of authority from George
XXVI'1l authorizing the establishment of his Ofice, its inmmunity from norna
Government al procedures, and a bl anket requisition for anything that mght be
needed to put the Arnories into proper condition. The two nen shook hands and
Moresly depart ed.

Xl

The river boat _Kestral _tied up at the wharf and Linpkin stepped off
into the Yards.

They had passed Gun Hill yesterday and the civil servant had thought
that its nonunmental dinensions would have insul ated hi magai nst the inpact of
the Yards. The Hill was a vast mound a nile in dianmeter at the base, rising
gradually to a height of just over two hundred feet. He had viewed it through
a heavy telescope; it was now overgrown with vegetation, but the trees and
grasses failed to conceal the two structures at the top. Placed a quarter of a
mle apart, they nevertheless crowmded the Hill with their incredible bulk. One
of the crew had told himthat they had, indeed, once nounted great siege guns
and that they had been instrumental in the defeat of the Dark Powers.

Vast hydraulic cylinders, ten feet in dianeter by Linpkin's reckoning,
studded the machi nes; pipes and fittings of every conceivabl e shape and size
ran al ong the bases of the mounts, clinbed up their sides and ended, tw sted,
in enmpty air. Shell carriages, big as First World trucks, stood scattered al

over the Hill, their chrome steel bodies rusting into dust.

The Hi Il had been the first of the great First World relics that Linpkin
had ever seen. They had drifted past the Hll as the sun was falling behind
the western nountains and it seemed as if the guns' fire were still scourging

the evil darkness there. Linpkin had noved into a near dream and found hinsel f
listening for the thunder of the guns' report and watching for the
yellowwhite flash fromtheir nuzzles; all the tales of his rural youth
fl ooded back to him He was noving through a | and which did not exist for npst
of the Wrld; the Dark Powers, the Builders of the Yards, the whole lot of it
bel onged to another creation.

As they had passed fromunder the Hill's shadow, a grassy plain reaching
all the way to the distant nmountains unrolled itself on the western bank
Li mpkin had felt a sadness descend upon him and he noticed it in the winkled
expressions and staring eyes of the _Kestral's_ crew

When the Powers had finally been defeated a millennium ago and thrown
back past the western peaks, a final stand had been taken by their nopst
powerful elements. The Battle of the Westwatch was supposed to have finally
ended the First World and narked the al nost-triunph of the Wrld. The plain
that ran for fifty mles fromthe Tyne to the foothills of the nmountains was
now said to be a graveyard for the battle's First Wirld victins; the dead | ay
shoul der to shoulder, head to foot, for virtually the entire expanse of the
field. Linpkin tended to view any account of so huge a battle as being nore
nmyth than anything el se, yet the stupendous fortifications of Gun Hill and the
Fortress were quite real, as was the sorrow that he and his men then felt.

They had noored several miles upstreamfromthe delta, for the river had



not yet been safely charted for night travel. At dawn they had cast off again
and had tied up at the Yards shortly afterward.

| mredi ately any sadness that Linmpkin had carried with himfrom Gun Hil
was swept away by the scope of the Yards, by the height of Wstwatch and by
the sinister immensity of the Fortress. He wal ked away fromthe ancient pier
his mnd spinning, for before him all the way to the ring of small nountains
that surrounded the eastern bank of the delta -- or so it seened -- lay
stretched a field of concrete. Here and there the first small cranes that the
first work crews had begun reconditioning stood like candles in the niddle of
an enornous birthday cake; they only served to accentuate the sense of
vast ness, of unbelievable space. Linpkin turned to the southeast and saw the
ways that were to eventually cradle the _Victory_. Even though its slope into
the Sea was nost gradual, the near end was still alnmost fifty feet in the air
bef ore the col ossal support ribs began

A year ago Linpkin had sweated over the construction of a ten-nile
drai nage ditch in the Randau Basin and now he had inherited froma vani shed
race an enterprise so vast that, as one of his reports had told him the ways
must arch slightly to conpensate for the curvature of the Earth. Linpkin could
not hel p laughing to hinself.

As he wal ked, not having any idea of exactly where he was going, he
noticed that the field was not as featurel ess as he had supposed. Sharply
outlined platforms of rusted nmetal were set flush with the concrete at random
intervals, varying in size fromfour-foot squares to rectangles a hundred feet
long and fifty wi de; Linpkin supposed themto be freight elevators. Stee
tracks were recessed into the surface and wandered, again w thout obvious
pur pose, across the official's path. Whndering at the excellent condition of
the nmetal, Linpkin bent over to find the grooves, sone of thema yard across,
were filled with a clear plastic materi al

Li mpki n rose and headed toward the | and end of the ways where a cluster
of cranes indicated some activity; he had, of course, forgotten that the ways
were nore than a mile distant.

He had been wal ki ng for about five m nutes when a twohorse surrey
approached him Linpkin shaded his eyes and as the coach drew near he saw t hat
it was driven by Danon Trebbly, the engineer in charge.

Once coul d hardly have found a person better suited to supervise the
resurrection of a |lost technol ogy; Trebbly, despite his gaunt, perpetually
st ooped body and perpetually conpl ai ni ng m nd, had been a good enough engi neer
to have been branded a warl ock in four nations and a high sorcerer in two
others. He had never attended any of the proper acaden es, had never read the
current masters of science and had never been able to accept contenporary
standards of craftsmanship, design, or anbition. He had been a child in one of
the nomadic tribes that wander the north-eastern rimof the Black Barrens;
instead of learning to tend his father's griffins and hi ppogrifs, however, he
had wornmed his way into every First Wrld ruin and Bl ack Library he found and
had menorized every | egend that every blind wanderer had sung.

When he had adj udged hinself to be adequately steeped in the w tchcraft
of the First Wrld, he had presented hinself to the governnent of New Svald
offering to tame the Shirka River. He was i mediately convicted of insanity,
denoni ¢ possession, and of being an agent for the Dark Powers. A simlar
recepti on was given himwhen he tried to interest the House of Raud in a plan
to rebuild the great bridges of their mountain ki ngdom

Eventually news of the _Victory_ project attracted himto the Caroline
O fice of Reconstruction. Seeing at once that here was a man tailored for the
job at hand, Linpkin enlisted himas the head of the technical elite which
would rule in the Yards -- and which would build the ship.

But in the short tine that Linmpkin had known the nman -- and the
associ ati on had been a cl ose one, for nmuch had to be | earned and exchanged in
that brief space -- he had not once seen himsnmile or show the slightest
indication that life was anything nore than tolerable. His religion was the
techni cal greatness of the First Wrld; he had grown up am d the nenories of



men and machi nes that had conquered creation (but not, as the hack phrase

i nevitably runs, thensel ves) and now he was forced to exit in a society which
presupposed the failure of its every endeavor. The store of pent-up
frustration that he had devel oped had bent his body and, Linpkin sonetines

t hought, his mind

But now the bean-pole figure that sat in the surrey was actually
grinning. Linpkin stared in pleasant disbelief and searched for the cracks in
the man's skull that the smile nust produce. The |ow, cynical voice had been
repl aced by a tone that quavered with expectation and hope.

Li mpkin greeted the man and asked hi m how t he work was progressing.
Apparently nmaking a monunental effort to surpress hinself, Trebbly asked
Li mpkin to acconmpany himon a little trip.

They set out in a cutter through the maze of small islands that conposed
the delta and within half an hour of rowing they had reached the artificial
i sl and upon whi ch the Westwatch was built. Trebbly munbl ed sonet hi ng about
"the big picture, sir," and then clinbed fromthe cutter onto the island. The
i sl and was about five hundred feet in length and was situated a nile and a
half fromthe Yards, three nmiles fromthe Sea, and two miles fromthe western
shore. Six mles to the west sat the Fortress.

Li mpkin foll owed the engi neer. He gazed up at the fantastic hei ght of
the tower and was at once terrified and intrigued. Fromits diameter of |ess
than two hundred feet the tower grew upward until its needle top ended over a
t housand feet fromthe waters of the Tyne. It did not clinb as an ordinary
buil ding mght, but really did seemto grow like the trunk of a bl asted,
bl ackened tree. It appeared to be hewn out of a single piece of rough gray
rock; indeed, except for its height, it was nearly identical to the |onely
rock spires that Linpkin had seen as they had sail ed past the Bl ack Barrens.

Yet the building was undeniably of intelligent conception. Linpkin
entered the small door to his left and saw that the inside was dimy |ighted
by torches. The two men crossed a vaulted chanber, perhaps thirty feet high
and partially covered with crunbling nosaics, and passed into a small booth
opposite. They got into a cage-like affair; as it swayed in the shaft, Linpkin
noted with a shock that a single stout cord was all that supported the
platform Two of the boat's crew had gone over to a | ow stone cabi net that
projected fromthe wall beside the shaft entrance and had inserted an iron
crank. The cage rose jerkily into the darkness above. "Strongest single piece
of hemp in the Wrld west of the Arnories," said Trebbly proudly. Linpkin
didn't answer.

After several minutes of noisy clinbing, the platformdrew even with a
smal | oval door. Trebbly stepped out and then hel ped Linpkin over the conbing.
Fighting down a wild desire to either cry or run back to the platformand its
soft darkness, Linpkin stepped OQut onto the deck that ringed the top of the
Westwatch; it was roughly circul ar, extending outward fromthe tower for about
ten feet, and was bordered by an exceedingly flinmsy-looking railing. Above
themthe tower rose for another fifty feet. Bracing hinmself against the w nd
and summoni ng up his courage, Linmpkin nmoved out to the railing where Trebbly
was st andi ng.

Bel ow t hem were the Yards. Trebbly | eaned closer and yelled into
Limpkin's ear. "I wanted to bring you up here, sir, so you could get an idea
of howreally grand this whole conplex is." Trebbly was grinning like a fool
Li mpki n thought that the boy finally had a toy to suit his gigantic talents.
"Look at it, sir! Did you ever see anything nore bl oody marvel ous in your
l[ife? Nne mles! And see there, the ways, a hundred feet across and it | ooks
like a ribbon fromup here.

"Now, aside fromthe fact of the Yards existing at all, |'ve been poking
around a bit and, if | may say so, our beloved and nysterious CGeneral Torinan
didn't do nmuch real investigation when he was here. It's utterly beyond
belief, sir. Below the surface of the Yards are storeroons that go down for
al rost two miles! Goddamm, sir, we don't have to build the Victory_ ; all we
need to do is assenble her. |1'd estimate that al nbst sixty percent of the



structural fittings necessary to build the ship are already down there."

"But the age, Trebbly, netal fatigue and that sort of thing?"

"All sealed up in the plastic that covers the rails down at the Yards; a
hundred, a thousand years wouldn't matter a bit.

"And not only parts, but machines to build what we don't have. Cranes,
generators, tools, lifts, lorries, everything." An air of disgust invaded his
voice. "And all of it good solid craftsmanshi p. Goddam, at |ast actua
engi nes and fuels that don't have to have a torch thrown into them before
they'Il burn. Sir, | tell you it's a bleeding wonderl and down there."

"Then you woul d say that we have really tunbl ed onto sonething," said
Li mpkin with feigned gravity. Trebbly hardly noticed but went right on in a
near fit of joy.

"And the |l and around here! | don't believe it. | don't see how anyone
could believe it. Below the sands out there are the foundations for roads
which, 1'll wager, lead to some of the richest mines in the Wrld. And

foundations for a whole city! Wiy, some of nmy nen even report that there are
whol e factories, rolling mlls, and foundries under the Yards just waiting to
be put together again and set to work. It's bl oody unbelievable, sir, too
bl oody good to be true."

Li mpkin swall owed the lunp in his throat that had ari sen when he had
| ooked down, and grinned as broadly as possible. "Sounds as if we really could
build a ship."

Trebby | ooked a little enmbarrassed. "I know that isn't the point of it,
sir, but" -- he stared at the Yards, looking like a happy idiot -- "but as a
child, | had heard stories of a race known as the Builders, but none of them

can match all this. Dam, but they were a conscientious lot! Al that
material, all those plans, all that power, neatly packed away and seal ed up
just so the inperial Caroline could build, your pardon, start to build a
myth."

Li mpkin was finally beginning to rid hinmself of his acrophobia and began
to stroll around the deck. Trebbly followed behind him On the other side of
the platform Linpkin | ooked out upon the gray western nountains and upon the
grassy, featureless plain that |ay between them and the Westwatch. C ouds were
nore nunerous to the west and the silence and far-off darkness served to
danpen his nood a bit. Even Trebbly let his face sag back into its norma
cast; he noved to Linpkin's side and pointed down and to the south. "The
Fortress, sir," and yet a third Trebbly presented itself to Linpkin: one of
cold awe, tinged with something very close to, but not quite, fear

"WIl it hinder you in any way, Trebbly?"

"Not in any way that | know of. In fact, somehow | find nyself glad it's

there."”

"How so?"

"Well, the Powers, you know . " Trebbly trailed off weakly.

"Real |y, man, that was supposed to be over a thousand years ago -- if it
existed at all."

"I know that, but the Fortress is still there. It's shaped like a

hexagon, a mle long on each face; her ferro-concrete walls are sixty feet
thick and topped with three feet of stainless steel or sone such netal. |
figure that about half of that facing has been worn away by now, but when the
sun hits it right, it's like a flanm ng jewel.

"It's open in the nmiddle and the man |1've had | ooking at it tells ne
that the court is filled with huge, inconprehensible machi nes, tubes,

ant ennae, and so on. But | do know that it's still quite alive. W at the
Yards can hear it stirring every once in a while; jets of steam can
occasionally be spotted escaping fromthe inside, and, well, it seens to be

repairing itself. Look over there, just where one of the western walls angles
out of sight; it's alnpst parallel to our line of sight. Now you can't see
fromhere without a glass, but with one you can see that the nmeal facing that
wall is smooth and up to what | suppose is its proper thickness." Trebbly
pointed up to the top of the tower. "And if you'll l[ook up there, sir, you can



see sone hol es and bracings; we've found sonme detection equi pment, antennae
and the like, under the Yards. They might fit those sockets."

"Det ecti on equi pnent ?"

"Well, sir, it is called the Westwatch. The tower itself is older than
anyt hi ng around here but has been used by nmany nations. Wy not those who
defeated the Powers? If, as Kirghiz once told nme, the Fortress was built to
keep the Powers behind their nountains, then it would need eyes. The Fortress
is apparently blind but, like | said, alive; why not its enemnies, too?"

Li mpkin tried to sound bored. "Then maybe it is best it is there, if it
can't hurt us."

Bot h nmen stood | ooking at the Fortress for a nmonment, Trebbly thinking of
his | egends and Linpkin wonderi ng what they might be. Linpkin thanked Trebbly
then, for the observati on was obvi ously ended and besides, it was al npst
[ unchtinme; both turned to go. Then a faint, highpitched whine penetrated the
how i ng of the wind. Trebbly instinctively |ooked to the Fortress and then
t apped Linpkin on the shoul der

A plune of snoke was jetting out of the Fort's hollow center. It was not
steamfor it did not disperse quickly, but collected and clinbed over the
wal s to be caught by the breezes. A small branch of flane appeared at the
base of the snoke columm. The roaring grew | ouder until it was quite distinct
to both men. Gradually the flane increased in intensity and began to rise.
Slowy at first, and then faster, it clinbed out of the cloud; Linmpkin saw
that the fire was issuing fromand supporting a dark cylinder. Gathering speed
and altitude it began to curve off to the west and was soon lost in the clouds
over that |and.

Li mpki n gl anced at Trebbly with the intention of asking himabout this
curious thing, but he saw that the engineer had the same expression of
wor shi pful awe that he had when he first started tal king of the Fortress and
the | egends that had grown up around it.

Instead of nentioning the missile, therefore, Linmpkin pointed out that
it | ooked like they would be in for a stormand perhaps they had better retire
to the Yards. Neither nan said another word on the ride down the tower and
back to the Yards.

A stormdid indeed hit the Yards that afternoon, forcing Linpkin to
cancel any further touring that day. That evening, Trebbly dropped by his
quarters for a short talk, requesting, anong other things, to eventually try
to fit up the detection apparatus that |ooked as if it bel onged on top of the
West wat ch.

On the five days that followed, Linpkin was led Iike an anmused child
t hrough the new toy store that his friend had just discovered. Trebbly's
ecstasies nmultiplied as he guided Linpkin down into the storage vaults under
the Yards and showed hi mthe disassenbled factories, vehicles, and the titanic
sections that would soon be the _Victory_ . Linpkin began to share Trebbly's
euphoria for, even though he didn't have the slightest idea of what nost of
the machi nes actually did (he was even nore confused after Trebbly attenpted
to explain), he knew that with the death of Toriman, _he_was the ultimte
conmander of this enterprise.

Finally, Linpkin's six days were up and it was tine to return to the
Caroline, Lady Linmpkin, and work of a nore tedious nature.

He bid goodbye to Trebbly and told himto hurry along his work; the
first of the People, those who knew only the Myth of the Ship and not hi ng
el se, would arrive to help with the physical |abor. Al so, nore nen and wonen
who knew the full story would be heading for the Yards as soon as they could
be found and indoctrinated; if either man could have had his way, he would
have shifted the entire popul ation of the Caroline bodily to the Yards in one
nmove. But such things must be executed with discretion.



Xl

Li mpkin took with hima folder from Trebbly: reconmendati ons,
requi sitions, plans, blueprints, and duplicates of plans being sent for
deci pheri ng.

When he arrived home three weeks later, Linmpkin found that the O fice of
Reconstruction had been renamed the Adnmiralty; George XXVIII thought it had a
rather appropriate air, but Linmpkin suspected that the sloww tted nonarch had
just not grasped the idea that the ship was to fly instead of float. He saw
that Moresly was noving along nicely at the Arnories and was al ready begi nni ng
to turn out plans for dummy transforners and real power lines that could be
set up at the rate of a nmle a night.

The first |arge convoy of conmon people was preparing to shove off
within the nonth; a contingent of engineers and scientists had already |eft
wi t h enough personnel to nore than double Trebbly's force.

Wthin six nonths of Linmpkin's return, two remarkabl e events took place.
A small dam not nore than fifty feet across, was actually conpleted; equally
amazing, its mniature hydroelectric plant worked. Then, with some secret help
fromMresly's rapidly expanding force, a telegraph |ine was strung fromthe
capital to Kel ph on the Tyne, the main junping-off spot for the Yards.

The day after the line was finished, a ball was held on the grass at
Pal ace Park -- the weat her being exceedingly mld for that time of year -- the
first one so staged in over a century. Linpkin with his inherited collection
of psychol ogi cal studies made the nost of the affair: speeches by all the
great men involved in the project, fireworks, dancing. At m dni ght George,

with his Council in attendance, nounted a pavilion and slowy tapped out the
word "begi n" over and over on an ancient telegraph key. A crude electric |ight
di spl ayed the dots and dashes to the watching crowd until it burned out

hal fway t hrough the sixth "begin." Mles away, at a dock at Kel ph, a fast
gal l ey saw another light blink out the word; it shoved off for the Yards, its
captain carrying the order to Trebbly.

Al most exactly a week later the order reached the Yards and the first
section of the _Victory's_keel was lifted into place. Four years after that,
the entire keel was finished.

A grand cerenmony was held in the Yards and in the Caroline Enpire (for
so it was now nanmed) to cel ebrate the conpletion of the keel. But the whole
thing was turned into a rather dismal affair when George XXVII1l, who had been
I apsing in and out of insanity for the past couple of years, died. And to
conpound the genuine sorrow that the nation felt for the kindly half-wit, Sir
Henry Linpkin, OOQC, D.S.C, KOS., followed the nmonarch soon afterward
The Council assumed rule of the Enpire until George's son C ement cane of age
and as its first official act made Linpkin the Viscount of Westwatch; his
wi dow said that she was overcone with the synpathy that the nation and the
Governent had di spl ayed, and pronptly ran off to New Svald with a cavalry
of ficer twenty years her junior

According to Linpkin's will, he desired that a young man naned Trensing
shoul d becone head of the Admiralty. This nettled Mrresly quite a bit, for he
had expected Linpkin to follow the General's instructions and | eave the
appoi ntnment of O fice of Reconstruction heads to the Ofice of Procurenent.
But considering the essentially covert nature of his Office and the
t hen-rampant synpathy for Linpkin, his vehement objections were not heard
out si de of the higher governnment circles.



Al t hough Trensing's lens-like spectacles and artificial arm (the rea
one had been lost, along with his famly, in the Fairnont Massacre twelve
years before) repelled nost people, no one could deny his adninistrative
conpet ence. Trensing won even Moresly's grudgi ng admirati on when he took over
the funeral duties and conbined themw th those of George; he ended up
managi ng the resulting carnival and drained every |ast ounce of enotiona
value fromit.

Trensing fully approved of the synbolic way station of Bloody Ford, but
it seemed to himthat a term nus was needed at the Yards thensel ves. The ship
was still too alien to nost people and battles were out of the question in
that deserted land. In lieu of the triunphant sorrow with which victors al ways
regard the scenes of their victories, he placed sorrow al one.

So, on a bright day in the mddle of spring, when the trees and fl owers
wer e begi nning their annual struggle against the poisons of the Wrld's air
and soil, George XXVI1l, Sovereign of the Caroline, Comander of the Arnies,
Patron of the Arts and Sci ences, and Rebuilder of the Wrld, was carried to
Kel ph upon a huge flatbed trailer. Behind him on a bier about three feet
| ower, rode the coffin of the Viscount Linmpkin of Westwatch. The trailer was
pul l ed by the ancient truck that Linpkin had sent running about the
countrysi de before the Myth of the Ship was generally known.

At Kel ph the coffins were unl oaded and pl aced on board one of the five
gall eys that had made it back from Bl oody Ford. A thirty-gun salute was fired
froma battery of nine newly cast, rifled cannon; the assenbl ed nasses were
heartened when only one of the guns blew up during the cerenpony. A mausol eum
had been built for George just within the northern edge of the Yards. It was
made fromthe steel that had | ain beneath the Yards for thousands of years;
engraved upon its three-foot-thick outer door were Ceorge's acconplishments,
or rather nost of the noteworthy things that happened during his pleasantly
nmuddl ed rul e and that synpathy demanded be attributed to George. Alittle to
the east a smaller tonmb was built, this of stone fromthe Yards thensel ves,
and here Linpkin was laid to rest, at the right hand of his king. It was al
nost effective for the mob of People who had even then come to live by the
Yards. A city was growing for the People -- as they were now called by the
Technos -- a thousand little prefabricated houses, each with its own neat,
sterile plot. Over to the north and east, anmong the foothills of the mountains
that ringed the Yards and separated themfromthe Barrens, the houses of the
Technos -- as the technical elite were now called by the People -- were being
built, |ooking down fromtheir rugged heights upon the vast ship that was
t aki ng shape under their direction. Al classes came to weep, sonme nore for
show than others, and bid farewell to the G eat Men. Trebbly, observing the
rites fromhis home on Mount Dethmet, smiled approvingly; now he could tel
the People to work for the ship _and_ for the nenory of George _and_ for the
menory of the Viscount Linpkin. But, as he peered through a tel escope, he
could not help but feel a perplexing kind of fear, for the People thronged the
| arger of the two death buildings al nost w thout exception, while his Technos
had congregated in a solemm mass of black around Linpkin's grave, their silver
insignia flashing in the dark universe of their uniforms. O course, the
expl anati on was that not many of the People knew anythi ng about the role of
Li mpkin in the building of the ship. Trebbly turned fromthe w ndows, for his
mai d had just finished preparing |lunch; he wondered who had nourned over poor
Toriman's resting place.



X'V

There had been a great flotilla of boats to follow the funeral barge
down the Tyne; the capital, as a result, was conparatively deserted. Perhaps
the only man of any public stature left in the city was Philip Rone, now Sir
Philip. Both Rome and the People had heartily accepted the engi neered neani ng
of Bloody Ford, and instead of returning to his original profession, he had
becone what is known as a Leader of the Masses. Wth subtle CGovernnent
assi stance, and quite without his consent, he found hinmself recruiting people
to work at the Yards. For several years he had done this happily, his stature
growing with the | egends about the Ford Battle. But the CGovernment, Trensing
especi ally, bad decided that he was beconmng a trifle too | egendary and had
ordered himto the Yards to join his People. The day after the Governnent
directive arrived, a silent nessenger, dressed in nilitary attire, delivered a
handwitten note sumoning himto Caltroon; at that noment, George and Linpkin
were being buried nore than a thousand nil es away.

Rome had never really heard of General Tenn, who had invited himto that
nmysterious stone pile, but he seemed to vaguely recall someone of that name in
the war news from Yuma. Anyway, the stationery was of the finest vellum and
the coat of arns at its head, a mailed fist and pegasus, was nost inpressive.

At about el even an open | andau arrived at his house. As the el egant
coach trotted through the warm ni ght air, Ronme | eaned back and gazed at the
wel kin, trying to guess which star Honme orbited about. The town walls were
soon passed with little trouble, nunicipal security being much slackened in
t hose days, then down along the R ver Road, and up to the northwest where
Mount Royal hid half the night sky with its bul k. Rome | ooked up intently and
soon he coul d nake out the denser blackness that nust be the Castle. They drew
nearer and he could see that the only lights in the place were in the G eat
Keep.

The | andau | et Rone off at the main gate, and he wal ked through the
opened gate unchal l enged. Up on the deserted battlements the flags of the
Caroline, of sone nmilitary unit, and a personal ensign, probably the
Ceneral's, hung linp in the tranquil night air.

He noved through the outer courtyards, though the inner wall and
negl ect ed gardens, his way guided by smoking torches. A liveried servant was
waiting for himat the door of the Great Keep; Rone was nost flattered by the
treatment he was getting. Not only that, but it appeared that Caltroon had
been opened up just for him obviously, this General thought a great deal of
hi m

The servant | ed Rome through many rooms and halls until he was finally
ushered into the CGeneral's study. Rome had heard of this vast, cathedral-like
roomfromhis friends in high places, and it was said that in this room George
XXVI'l1l had proposed the idea of the Ship to the Viscount Linpkin and sone
obscure general named Toriman. Great things had been transacted in front of
its fireplace and Rone felt that he was about to be let in on one of them

As he approached the roaring fire and the opul ent desk that was placed
before it, he noticed the enpty shelves and map trays that lined two sides of
the room yes, here the Ship and all that she woul d becorme had been born

CGeneral Tenn was seated in front of the fire and rose to greet Ronme. The
engi neer was i mMmediately struck by the intensely mlitary bearing of the man,
the aura of conmmand and authority that surrounded him H's gaunt franme towered
some five inches over Rome, the battered face patterned with a network of
scars and winkles. There was a gray patch over his left eye, but it failed to
cover a hideous scar that crept down the Ceneral's cheek. A shaved skull and
bul | neck conpleted the splendidly martial appearance of the nman. Rone was
properly awed.

The General introduced hinself pleasantly, offered Rome sone w ne and
then a chair; the General wasted little time on prelimnaries, however, and
soon broached the point of the audience.



"Sir Philip, | hope that you will forgive the appearance of Caltroon

but nmy duties seldomallownme to be home. | will only be here for another day
or two, and that is why | found it necessary to call you here, even though you
were scheduled to leave for the Yards. | hope you are not inconvenienced."

The idea of such a man asking himif he was inconveni enced took Rome by
surprise, but he hid it as best he could. "No trouble, sir. Your summopns

sounded urgent, so | thought it best to come. The Yards will not nove and
guess that our late Sovereign will still be there to receive nmy honmage when |
arrive."

Tenn smled thinly and nodded. "Well put, Rone. Nowit. is quite
evident, even to the npst obtuse eye, that you have become sonething of a
| eader anong the people.”

"I hope that I'mnot flattering nmyself if | say .

"No, of course you're not. You are every bit the | eader you think
yourself to be; if not you would not be here." Tenn | ooked at Rome, the
firelight glinting off a large signet ring. "Tell me, what do you think of the
Government and the Technos?"

Rome nulled it around for a while. "The Governnent has been nost kind to
me, sir, and has followed a very wi se and daring course in their building of
the Ship. As for the Technos, | cannot say; they seemto be conpetent enough
in their direction of the building. But never having been to the Yards, |
woul d rat her not pass judgnent."

Tenn flicked open a folder that was sitting beside the decanter. "D d
you know that the Technos come al nost exclusively fromthe top social and
econom c tenth of the nation, with ability counting for al nbst nothing?"

Di sturbed by this, Rome asked Tenn if he were sure of his figures. "They
are correct," said the General. "They nust be, for you, yourself are living
proof; if ability and | eadership meant nore than fanmily fortunes, then why
have you not been absorbed into the Techno cl ass?"

Confronted with such irrefutable evidence, Rone asked the Genera' to
continue. "You say that you have never been to the Yards, Rone. | have." Tenn
| ooked as if he were sonehow wrestling with hinmself over just what he should
tell Rome; he spoke slowy, choosing his words with great care. "My duties in
the Arny have taken nme to the farthest outposts of our civilization. |'ve
visited the Yards several times, tw ce before George and the Viscount Linpkin
even conceived of the Ship, and a few nore tinmes since. Frankly, Rome, what |
have seen disturbs me."

"The Ship?"

"Ch no, hardly. The Ship is comng along beautifully. Atrifle nore
beautifully than some would like." Tenn gestured earnestly to Rone. "You see,
my loyalty is to the Arny, not to the Governnment or the i Mmortal masses or any
synthetic class divisions that anyone has dreaned up. | amreally at a loss to
expl ain the purpose behind the Technos and the People being split apart for
any reason other than that of dom nion by the fornmer.

"At any rate, nmy unconmmitted status has allowed nme access to infornmation
and freedomfromrestriction that . . ." Rome thought that the General | ooked
like a man who was about to betray sonebody. "Rone, it appears to ne that the
Technos, or whatever you care to call our new rulers, have taken over the idea
of the Ship and perverted it. They mean never to conplete the Ship."

Rome was astounded. "The Government woul d never permt such a thing !"

"I know. | said the same thing when the possibility first presented
itself and was then confirmed by ny studies."

"But what could they hope to acconplish with this trickery?"

"I can speak only from personal observation and conjecture, but it seens
that the Technos are using the Ship as a part in a deception. They plan to use
it like a carrot, dangling the prospect of escape fromthis godawful planet to
stinmul ate the nasses into productive action -- give thema great Cause to work
for and all that. But while all of us out there are breaking our collective
backs just so our sons may see a better world, the Technos divert a portion of
the prodticts and rechannel it back into the country itself. The theory is



that as this Wrld grows finer and finer through the work we inadvertently put
intoit, we will growless interested in the Ship. Utimtely, we will forget
her entirely, turn around, and find that we have built another Home w t hout
even knowing it."

Rome did not know how to evaluate the plan. Admittedly, it sounded fine
at first. "But, | nust say that if it works, it would be a good deal nore
practical than flying the Ship on a dangerous voyage to another world, no
matter how grand," observed Rome, hoping his opinion wiuld not be too far from
Tenn's.

Tenn smled in his spectral nmanner. "Yes, but don't you see that it
woul dn't work? This plan woul d probably succeed wonderfully in a normal world,
ina First Wrld. But this isn't the First Wrld, it is the Wrld, the
bast ardi zed parody World, where logical rules seldomhold. OF course we are
i nspired by the Ship and are now engaged in new works of undreamed nmagnit ude.
But it is only a matter of time until the Wrld swallows themlike it has
every other effort that we have made in the |ast three thousand years.

"Anot her thing. Who or what is to guarantee that our respected Technos
wi Il adhere to their own magnani nous schene? What is to keep them from
channeling all this effort into their own houses, as indeed nmany are already
doi ng, instead of into the country as a whol e? They now control all our
know edge, and eventually, whether we get to Home or not, they will contro
al | physical power and wealth.

"Thirdly, there is the fact that the Ship is awakeni ng many of the old,
sleeping terrors of the Wrld. The Inperial Vale is a perfect case. W were
living adequately and were reasonably happy, but then the Ship necessitated
our stunbling into that cursed valley and awakening all the nenaces that had
lain there harm essly for several centuries. | adnmit that this had to be done
to reach the Yards and start the Ship. If we conplete the Ship w thout
di sturbing the countryside any nore than we have to, especially the western
| ands, and | eave, then we run a mnimal risk. But if we allow our power to be
rooted to the substance and being of the Wirld, the Technos will inevitably
try to expand. And just as inevitably, their w elding of our power will
eventual ly disturb a force which will wipe them and in all probability, the
rest of the Wrld, out.

"The futility of it all is manifest. If you need any nore proof, you
need only refer to the Builders of the Yards thenselves. Their technol ogica
abilities and industrial capacities were so great that now, even though we are

actually using their relics, we still feel that we are noving in a nyth-world.
But even those creatures, with their unlinted power to conquer and pacify,
bent all their will, not to tame the hostile |land, but just to escape it!"

Tenn drank some nore wine and sighed heavily. "And the Technos presune to
conquer what the Builders knew to be invincible."

Rome sat quietly, alternately staring at the General and the fire.
Shocked and puzzled as he was, his primary concern was still that his words
shoul d not cause the CGeneral to | ose sone of the obvious respect he held for
him "Haven't the Technos thought of the dangers that you have just told ne
of ?"

"I should think so; nost of themare certainly not fools. But | think
that they have been carried away by the magnitude of their undertaking -- or
by the magnitude of the profits they hope to reap fromit. They are taking a
cal cul ated risk, but they have underestimated the odds; you and | and our
future are the stakes they are ganbling with."

"I"moverwhel med by this, sir. |I don't know what to say, if anything at
all. However, | nust adnit that what you have told nme does seemto -- uh --
coincide with some suspicions that | myself have |ong had." Rome inmedi ately
set about nodifying any thoughts he night have had on the Ship or the Technos,
and naki ng them cast doubt on the intentions of the latter; it suddenly seened
to himthat great minds do run on parallel tracks. "Yes, now that you mention
it, and back it up with an amazingly obvious but previously ignored . "

"Or censored," added the General



Rome sniled knowi ngly -- the machinations of power were beconi ng very
clear to him "O censored, it does look as if the Caroline m ght be cheated
out of her liberty and her escape to Hone. How does all this involve ne

"You are involved as a | eader of those whose lives and heritages are in
danger. You have the ear of the People and, nore inportantly, you are one of
them They believe in the Government now, but certain unforeseen events may
shake their confidence; then the inescapable fact of rigid class lines wll
cone to the fore. When you speak and act at that time, it will be with their
own voices and with their own hands."

"And what is it that | nust say?" asked Rone, heady with the power that
so great a man as Tenn had accredited himwth.

"You will tell them nothing, now You will wait and carry this secret
i nside of you, as | have done. For all | know, the whole affair m ght cone off
even better than planned. But watch! Watch for the Technos to becone nore
authoritarian, to attenpt to siow the construction of the Ship, to channel the
fruits of our labor into their own treasuries. And when you start to see this,
Rome, tell the People that the Ship has been betrayed. If this tine does not
cone in our lifetinmes, as it well mght not, then we nust al so be prepared.

"Find men you can trust and share this knowl edge with them if anything

it will ease the burden of carrying the suspicions alone. O ganize, prepare
and wait.

"I know of some men that would be of use to you. Here." Tenn handed the
engi neer a snall piece of paper. "If | can get word to themin time, they wll
contact you as soon as they are able." Tenn relaxed a little; Rome noticed
that the white burn-scar had becone a brilliant red in the firelight. "And
then, ny good man, | have every confidence that the People, once they are in
possession of all the facts and | ed by you or your successors, will act in the
proper manner."

"What do you nean, 'in time'?" asked Rone unsurely.

"One of the reasons |'ve told you all this is because | fear that the
Government is aware of ny beliefs. As an officer | am powerless to do anything
overt, but they must know that | can tell others; if they ever find out about

this meeting, ny mlitary record and value to the nation will count for

little. OF course, if they are as honest as they would have us believe and are
working for the betternment of us all, then | have nothing to worry about; but
if I have correctly guessed their evil intentions, then they will stop at

nothing to silence ne."

Rome was about to question Tenn further when the General abruptly stood
up and thanked himfor his presence. Rome was soon wal ki ng besi de the Genera
as a servant lighted the way to the main gate.

Rome spent the trip hone trying to decide whether to be delighted that
happeni ngs of such vast inmport should pivot on his shoulders, or to be
terrified at the consequences that would follow any failure. He assuned the
sad | ook of Great Men who are both aware of their own linmtless abilities and
of the responsibilities that they incur; he thought it nade himl ook nmuch nore
dignified.

A week later, Rone finally left for the Yards, |ooking even nore
dignified than he woul d have |iked. Every night since he had nmet Tenn, he had
taken a ride out to the foot of Munt Royal to see if the lights of Caltroon
were still burning. On the third night of his observations he got the distinct
feeling that he was being followed. He quickly turned and headed for the city;
but before he was within sight of the North Gate a pack of horsenen, dressed
in the dull green uniforns of the Household Cavalry, galloped past himand
took the River Road to Caltroon. Rome rode al ong behind them cautiously; he
was relieved to see that the lights in the Geat Keep were still lighted. But
the relief turned to fear as sonme of the |lights suddenly went out and the
night wind carried indistinct fragnents of screans and what m ght have been
the rattle of automatic weapons. As the last |ight went out, Rone was already
runni ng through the North Gate.

Inquiries at the War Office netted Rome an outright denial that any



CGeneral Tenn had ever been carried on their lists. The Admiralty had never
heard, or said that they had never heard, of anyone named Tenn, but perhaps
the O fice of Procurenment m ght know. Rome knew not hing of any such Ofice,
but since they had an office in the basenent of the Admralty, he tried
anyway. There an enaci ated-1ooking matron with steel dentures said that the
only Tenn she knew of was working with the Admiralty arid that he had just
been sent on a diplomatic mssion to Mourne. This Tenn should be back in ten
years. Whuld Sir Philip care to wait?

Vennerian was a fat little man about whomthe reek of sweat hung |ike
the fog on top of Mount Atli. He was eternally irritable and perpetually
hostile to his situation in life, or to life itself for that matter. But he
was a Techno, and inmmensely proud of the fact.

He was slouched in his office, a wooden shack near the southwestern
corner of the Yards, when another even nore m nor Techno canme in. Mad at being
taken away fromthe report that he was already nad at having to read in the
first place, Vennerian asked the nan, one Kort by nane, what he wanted. Kort
replied in his slowest drawl that he had finally gotten around to checki ng out
t he antennae and detection gear that old Linpkin had ordered put on top of the
Westwat ch. They had been nounted by Trebbly a nonth after Linpkin had given
hi m perm ssion, but he still did not have any notion of just what the
equi prent did; Trebbly had just followed the wiring diagrans and attached the
| eads to nore mysterious machi nery underneath the Yards.

And those machines had sat in their little conpartnments enitting sounds
and displaying lights that no one had the ability or the desire to interpret.
Finally, in an especially anbitious nmonent, Trebbly had ordered a study of the
whol e apparatus. Since the antennae at |east resenbled First Wrld assenblies,
it was deened that an "intensive analysis" would reveal some useful facts. But
once the initial command was given, the process ran sonething like this:

"Benman, | want you to find out exactly what those damm things are supposed to
be watching." "Right, Chief !'" "Fullor, find out what those antennae nean."
"Right." "Beam check out those things up there, will you?" "Yeah."

"Vennerian, |look after it."
there."

(grunt)." "Kort, look at those fly swatters up
That was seven nobnt hs ago.

"Bl oody well about tine, Kort.
particularly earth shattering?"

Kort drew heavily on his cigar, filling the roomw th choking fog.
"Well, ny honored superior" -- he crushed the cigar slowy on the bare desk,
gazed out into the depths of Eternity, and then continued with nuch agoni zed
twisting of the face nuscles -- "yes -- yes, | have di scovered sonething."

"Ch?" Vennerian was taken off bal ance.

"They're all antennae, all right."

"Look, Kort, if this is your bloody .

"Uh- huh, all antennae. Wadda they call it -- radar? sonor? Real First
Wrld junk. Pity none of us can understand what nost of themare trying to
tell us."

Vennerian lifted an eyebrow. "But not all of then®"

"Ah, no. That report you gave ne said that Trebbly set up seven
ant ennae; and seven are, you know, receivers: infra red, that sort. But it

Vennerian grunbl ed. "Find out anything



| ooked to ne like there were eight pieces of netal on top of the 'Watch and
one of that eight is a transmtting antenna."” Kort |eaned forward and hissed,
"Terrifying, ain't it?"

"I's this crud on the |evel ?"

"Superior, would | lie to you?"

Vennerian decided to get really mad; he colored to a deep red, uttered
some oaths worthy of the Dark Powers thensel ves, and tossed an enpty |iquor
bottle after the retreating Kort.

A week after this interview, the maintenance staff was debati ng whet her
or not it was worthwhile trying to renmove the |arge splash of blood and gore
that a m nor Techno naned Vennerian had |left when he fell fromthe top of the
Westwat ch. The clunmsy fool. There were al ways people like himleaving a ness
behi nd for soneone else to clean up

On the sane day that a brigade nmarched out to the delta with buckets and
a shovel, a crane operator noticed a curious snell coming fromunderneath a
big transporter rig. Mich to his surprise, he discovered the remains of one
CGordon Kort intertw ned about the forward loading [ift nachinery. Mre steel
wool for the maintenance staff. Trebbly issued an order requesting that
Technos be a bit nore careful of where they step in the future.

Trensi ng had done a magnificent job of adm nistering the project. But of
all the many papers that crossed his desk, he could hardly be criticized for
reading only a fraction, such were the pressures of resurrecting a world. As
time went on, his personal signature was replaced by a rubber stanp, and then
by a staff, all w elding rubber stanps. One particularly interesting request
whi ch Trensing never saw was from Moresly in the Arnories.

Because of the secret nature of the Ofice of Procurenment's work, it was
left pretty rmuch al one by the few people who did know what it was about.
Hence, comrendations of Trensing were really irrel evant because, even if he
had seen the request, he would have felt hinmself duty bound to approve. The
paper merely asked approval to refurbish sone of the |ower |evels of the
Armories for the production of nodern weapons. The reason given was that the
m ssion of the O P., as far as nost of the nation was concerned, was of a
treasonabl e nature. Obviously, the Ofice had to offer its nmen sone neasure of
safety in their work. The Arny could not openly support the O P.'s operations,
so they would have to protect thenselves fromthe Caroline citizenry and from
the hostile nations or uncivilized tribes that lived in the areas that they
were active in.

A committee debated this request and others -- material, nen, noney,
etc. -- for the Arnories. They were conpletely unaware of the nature of the
O fice, but since Trensing' s | atest devel opnment report had praised its work --
wi t hout saying what it was -- and its value to the nation -- in an unnentioned
capacity -- they approved it with a top priority.



XV

There is one nore mnor incident which night be interesting to the
reader. It occurred a full twenty-five years after Trensing resigned in favor
of Sir MIler Curragh. Cenent had |ong since died and Edward VI was then on
the throne; the head of the Admralty was Justin Blyn. The Techno director of
the Yards was Ord Syers, perhaps one of the worst men ever to have held that
post .

The set of engines which Toriman had spoken of so many years ago had
been brought up from underneath the Yards. They presented sonething of a
problemin that they were only about seventy-five percent conplete and the
princi pl es upon which they were supposed to have run were totally beyond the
grasp of Carolinian science. There were plenty of plans around, all in the odd
script of the Builders, of course, and many of the nore advanced theoretica
works fromthe Black Libraries seemed to jibe with these blueprints.

So, after sone twenty years of slipshod interpolation and sinple
guessing, the Admiralty produced a set of instructions for conpleting the
engines. But since it was irrel evant whether or not the engines actually
wor ked, the Adnmiralty and Syers spent nuch of their tinme on making the engines
|l ook as if they should work and in designing instrunments that would confirm
the sham

The possible blast and radiation effects of the engines and their phony
adj uncts had pronpted Syers to |locate themin as isolated a region as
possi bl e; but the Admiralty insisted that they be |located within sight of the
Yards and of the city that had grown up around them They were finally |ocated
about seven mles down the coast. Their bulk conbining with the testing shacks
to produce an appropriately inpressive and nysterious conpl ex.

Syers had watched the test with his wife and a nan fromthe Admiralty
and all had been gratified by the show, the Sea steaned, the earth even up in
t he Techno-domi nated hills shook, nearby glass was shattered, multiple
bl ue-white flames cut through billow ng snoke clouds. It was exactly what one
woul d expect to see at the end of a seven-nmnilelong starship.

The Techno in charge of the engines and their testing was an intelligent
young fell ow named Marlet. Although nmotor vehicles were now quite common in
and about the Yards, Marlet and many ot her Technos still preferred the
hor se-drawn camages that Trebbly and his contenporaries had used. Marl et
arrived early the next evening with his report. Syers, feeling sonmewhat
self-satisfied after yester day's success and a fine dinner, accepted the
report with many bel ches and congratul ations. Marlet did not seemto share the
ol der man's delight.

"What's wong, Marlet, old man? Been thinking about the possibility of
nore tests, fooling the People again and thinking they mght find out? Forget
it. My boy, | was very inpressed by the display you and your nen put on
yesterday. | think that the People are convinced their precious ship has the
power to get off the ground." Marlet stood silently, fidgeting. "Well, then
what's the trouble?"

"As you said, sir, the special effects went beautifully, really

tremendous. | have enough tapes and records to satisfy the nost intelligent
and suspi ci ous nenbers of the People that the engines are fully operational
You see, | set up this parallel rig too, just to let us know what the engi nes

were really doing. Sir, it looks like they really do work."

Both nmen | ooked quietly at each other for a nmonent; Syers tried
desperately to figure out an appropriate reaction. "So is that something to be
ashaned of, Marlet? So they work, all the better; now they can never accuse us



of deception -- on this count at |least. Wiy should it bother you?"

"I suppose that you're right, sir." Marlet raised his head and peered
directly into Syers' eyes. "But, by Heaven, sir, it just doesn't seemright.
That we should do such a sl apdash job of putting those nonsters together, and
that we should just fake what we either didn't understand or have, and then
t hat the whol e package should work like the Builders did it thenselves."
Marl et cast about for the words. "Sir, it's just too damm _right_to be true.
Thi ngs shouldn't be working out like this."

"Never question fortune, ny boy," said Syers in his nost paternal tone.

Marl et settled down a bit. "Again, sir, | suppose that it's the
unexpected real success. After all, we're in the business of deception

"The busi ness of progress, son."

"Of course, but | amupset that Fortune, a |ady who has shown us little
favor in the past, should suddenly join our side."

Syers turned to a nearby wi ndow. Below them nore than eight nmles to
the southwest, lay the Yards; the barren concrete field that Linpkin had known
was now aswarmwi th the People; cranes noved with stately grace about a
growi ng tangl e of steel. The ship was growi ng and even now, only fifteen
percent conplete, the eye thrilled to its grandeur and its incredible size;
| ooki ng nore closely, the eye soon found itself rocketing off on tangents of
specul ation, tracing the unbuilt wings and tail. "The _Victory_, ny boy, as
you can well see, has grown much bigger than any of us; she is clearly
reaching into a realmthat may lie far beyond our neager sensibilities, so who
are we to question if Fate or Fortune or God Hi nself chooses to work in Hs or
its own strange ways in our favor?" Syers assunmed a | ook of mindless euphoria,
such as the devout assunme when repeating Scripture.

"OfF course," said Marlet coldly, for he knew that the ol der man had
lifted the passage word for word fromone of Blyn's speeches to the People;
Bl yn had not believed it, Syers did. The Myth of the Ship had taken over his
m nd al nost as conpletely as it had the nminds of the People. Mrlet knew that
the Admralty would call it treason, and indeed it would be, but Syers
controlled all official conmunication with the capital; and even if Mrlet did
get word through, the powerful friends who had gotten Syers installed as
director of the Yards in the first place would i nmedi ately quash any
criticism

Syers ordered the engines installed wi thout nodification and di sm ssed
Marlet. Marlet left in a snoldering fury.

The young Techno felt that he was sitting on sonething fantastic, but
exactly what he could not say. Hi s coll eagues chided himfor being so
suspi ci ous of good luck; but it was the arrogant, second-handed prophetic
attitude with which Syers treated his constant pleas for sonme sort of
i nvestigation into the engines and into the origins of the Yards that really
inflaned him Marlet was just as fanatically dedicated to the original mssion
of the ship as Syers had become to the Myth. Thus it is understandable that in
an unusual |y dark and broodi ng drunken rage one night, Marlet took a thermte
flare froma special effects shack and tossed it into Syers' house.

Syers' post was soon filled by Owell Cadin, a thoroughly conpetent man
whose abilities and frame of mnd nore than served to quiet any guilt feelings
Marl et m ght have had. A perfunctory investigation of the fire was carried
out, but since many others had al so taken a dimview of Syers' position on the
Ship, it never came anywhere near Marlet.

In fact, Marlet became al nbst proud of his service to the nation, and
secretly shared the credit that Cadin received for restoring a business-like
at nosphere to the Yards. So it was only natural that his growi ng self-esteem
shoul d readily accept a transfer to the highly secret Arnories. The order
arrived two nonths after the murder; it was signed by Dennis Hale, Head of the
Arnmories, and Marl et half-hoped that this powerful official had heard of his
patriotic deed and appreciated its inmport. However, one can |earn nothing of
any successes that Marlet night have encountered at the Arnories, for when he
left the Techno riverboat at Kel ph and boarded a coach for his new post, he



vani shed from human chronicles entirely.

XVI |

Aside fromthe engines, the nmost puzzling thing that energes is the fact
that Marlet coul d di sappear so conpletely into an arm of his own Governnent.
It turned out that the Arnories and the front organization, the Ofice of
Procurenment, were operating virtually w thout any supervision what soever.

In the eighty years or so in which the Arnories operated as a separate
agency, it would appear that the O fice had sinply been created and then
i medi ately subnerged fromthe sight of nen. Toriman had gi ven Linpkin
conparatively little to go on in the creation of the rechanneling armof the
Admiralty; in fact, the General's instructions on this point were not only
[imted but also rather confusing in their om ssion of certain broad points of
policy which anyone el se woul d have consi dered absol utely necessary, while
dwelling at great length on apparently mnute details (such as the |ocation of
its base, the nodification of which so upset Mresly).

In the absence of direct instructions, Linpkin had no choice but to turn
over all managenent to Mrresly; the only comunications with the Governnent
being a binonthly progress report and the annual "Budget, Capability, &
Necessity Report". The public at large, regardless of class, knew nothing of
its existence let alone its function

Left alone, the Arnories formed a tight, closed society long before the
Technos at the Yards even began to approach such an end. Leadership was
centralized within the physical linmts of the caves; the Admiralty saw a total
of seven different signatures affixed to the reports and budget requests, and
it saw four of these nen appear in its offices on official nissions. O
course, no one outside of the Arnories had any way of knowi ng that all seven
of the names and all four of the faces belonged to Mresly, Toriman's man.

The caves that actually made up the Arnories had originally been part of
a nation called the Aberdeen; its caves, tunnels, and vaults not only occupied
the cliffs bordering the Tyne, but honey conbed the plains above the river for
a distance of nearly ten mles inland. Formed in an era when nucl ear warfare
was enjoying particular popularity, its ambitious founders had proposed to
construct an entire country bel ow the ground. The Arnories were as far as they
got before internal strife and newy devel oped radiati ons nade the tunnels
usel ess: but this was many ages ago, when the weapons and concepts of the
First World were still very nuch in evidence.

As weaponry and di plomacy reverted to nore prinitive forns, the Arnories
acqui red enormous val ue as one of the outstanding fortresses of the age. It
has been estinmated that over a score of nmajor wars had been fought wth
possession of the Arnories as their sole object. The caverns had lately been
occupi ed by the old Garil ock Empire; Yuma, sensing the progressive senility of
that nation, acquired the conplex through the judicious use of Plague
carriers. They in turn were foll owed by the Caroline and Mresly.

Under the successive hands of these many conquerors, the Arnories had
been expanded and strengthened in the best manner that the age would all ow,
into a construction that could have rivaled even the Yards. In its seemnm ngly
endl ess corridors could be found rolling mlls, warehouses, machi ne shops,
barracks; in short, all the ugly machinery required to give the caverns the
nane they went by.



Before the war with Yuma, nost of the First World vintage glories of the
Arnories had passed into | egend; many of the tunnels were by then either
seal ed off and forgotten, or the stresses of heavy-handed statesmanship and
time had caved themin. While the Arnories still retai ned enough of their
former volune and appontments to nake an inpression on contenporary eyes, npst
of the caverns' riches lay walled up and protected behind tons of rock. It is
easy to see, then, why Linpkin thought he was turning over a devastated shel
to Moresly, the war having wi ped out the only readily accessible portion

Not only did the Admiralty grant or rather forfeit conplete freedomto
the Arnories, but it allowed the front agency to operate in a sinmlar manner
The O fice of Procurenent did naintain an office in the capital, but it was
| ocated in a run-down mansion in the secluded Kni ghtsbridge section outside
the city walls.

The behavior of the OP. is quite enlightening when considered in
conjunction with future events. Wile on the one hand it went to great |engths
to isolate itself fromthe Governnent, it was constantly trying to integrate
el ements of the People into its ranks; these initiates were not told about the
reality of the _Victory_, but they were drawn into what the CGovernnent often
criticized as "overly frank relationships with nenbers of the Techno cl ass,
thus defeating the aimof instillation of a sense of veneration in the People
for menbers of the aforenentioned class."

Organi zing his People fromthe Yards, Rome also felt the need to keep in
touch with the masses in the capital. A dispatch was sent back to his
new y-appointed lieutenant, a man named Crownin who said that Tenn had sent
him at Rone's request, Crownin established his Pal ace of the Peopl e across
fromthe Admralty on George Street. Two years later, this Crownin was
appointed as a "liaison officer" between the Ofice of Procurement and the
Peopl e; again, it is strange that no one in the Governnent was puzzled by this
curious arrangenent or by the sudden nove of the Palace of the People fromits
Ceorge Street storefront to an ol d mansion in Knightsbridge, right next door
to the OP. office. The conclusions to be drawn shoul d have been painfully
obvi ous, but if anyone had arrived at themthey either kept themto thensel ves
or net the sanme fate as Vennerian and Kort.

XX

The ni ght was one of singular beauty; the season was mid-spring and the
gentl e wi nds had polished the stars to a crystal finish. The nman and wonan
stood upon a snall hill to the east of the Yards; bel ow them was anot her
uni verse of light, for the Victory_was glimering quietly in the starlight.
The city that had risen around the Yards, the only one in the Wrld to be
electrified, spread its carpet of light fromthe Tyne alnmpst to the encircling
mountai ns; the city's first name had been Georgetown in honor of the late
nmonarch, but Trensing had renaned it Gateway.

It was the sixty-seventh spring of the Ship.

The two young peopl e were both Technos, and sterling exanples of the
breed too. Both clearly reflected the slender grace and aristocratic bearing
that had cone to characterize that class in those days. At times, if you
| ooked at themfor very long, the black of their uniforms seened to blend with
the night sky and the silver trimgleaned in the starlight |ike far-off
uni verses, leaving only their pale faces and hands to indicate mere norta



presence. The boy's face was of fine sharp features with deep-set eyes that
reflected the conplex glitterings of the Yards in their depths. The girl was
also fine and fair, but her bearing was of a |l ess earthly character than the
man's; while the man dreanmed of the great ship below, the opal gl ow of her
eyes appeared to drink in the limtless mystery of the weikin. And at tines
t he warm breezes stirred her golden hair and entw ned the strands about the
gal axi es and stars above.

She was beautiful, in the ethereal manner of the queens of the ancient
enpires; he was quite handsone in the cast of the old knights. It was as if
t he bl ood of vani shed ki ngs had suddenly sprung up in the new aristocracy of
the Caroline.

The stage was set for a predictable chain of events, and nuch of the
conversation was quite in keeping with the tine and rel ati onshi ps of that
sort, but sonmething was clearly off-key. To begin with, examne their eyes
again, for there was too nuch steel in them The man saw only the _Victory_,
twenty mles to the west but still overpowering in its growing i mensity; and
even the regal gaze of the girl was barbed with iron, whether fromthe Yards
or fromsone hidden spot in the sky it was inpossible to tell

Their actions were equally disturbing, for while they stood cl ose
t oget her, they never touched; while they tal ked, they never |ooked at each
other. The girl | ooked to the stars above her, and the nman to the di anond
tangl e bel ow hi m

The boy tal ked nostly, at first only of the girl's beauty; but gradually

he began to speak nore and nore of the _Victory_. "Ah, can you see her now, ny
girl? Seven mles long and three across. Seven by three! By Heaven, what a
beauty she'll be, too. Even now you can see the curve of the wi ngs and the
prow . "

"But the _Victory_wll never be finished. Renenber?" the girl nurnured

absently, her eyes tracing the constell ations.
The boy sighed and | owered his head. "Quite, of course. But when | | ook

at her and at what we've done in these short years, | just can't help
thinking, what if . . ." The man smled to hinmself. "And | start seeing the
pl aces where her cabins will be and where her wings will cut the clouds. Al

really against what they told us about the _Victory_and her purpose. But,
like | said, | really can't help it. And then there is always Hone to think
about . "

"Hore, " the girl whispered. "Wich one do you think it is? That one?"
She pointed to a star near the northern horizon. "Or that one, perhaps?”

"Ah, nowit is you who is the dreaner."

"Possibly, but" -- she searched the sky for the proper words -- "but
there is a Home out there. Probably not like the one we tell the poor People
about, but certainly a newworld full of green things and |life; quiet, open
spaces you can watch sunsets or dawns without fearing for your life or having
the ring of jackhammers in your ears." She | ooked down at the Yards with a
m xture of distaste and fascination.

The man turned to her, for he had heard these words nmany tinmes in the
past few nonths. He lifted an eye slightly and sighed for he knew exactly what
it all nmeant. Hi s tone was now one of resignation rather than one of hope or
happi ness. "Then you, my lovely, to your green wilderness and sil ent
nightfalls; | know that wong or futile as it may be, you have come to believe
in themas surely as | have in the Ship." He touched her hand, but fearfully,
as if he thought he would sonehow pollute her in that sinple action. He waved
a hand at the Yards. "As for nme, I'mafraid that nmy dream nust be pl aced
before yours if either are to be attained -- in any sort of way. Ah, the Ship,
all bright shining nmetal burning in a noonday sun. Hardly as quiet a creation
as yours mght be. Thunder, thunder and fire and a huge shadow dar keni ng hal f
the sky. There'll be nmy world even if it nust remain as much of a fantasy as
yours." The girl said nothing. "Goodbye then, ny lady." He touched her hand
again, as if to raise and kiss it, but he stopped and drew back his hand; he
wal ked down to Gateway and to the sleeping Yards. The girl started to wal k up



into the nmountains where the distant |ights of her hone resided anong those in
the constellation of Eringold, a wanderer of the western seas.

On the sanme night a parallel conversation had taken place inside the
Yards. Two of the People, both of the thickly graceful sort that nmuralists
| ove to paint, had found the heat and noi se of Gateway unconfortable. The
enconpassi ng hi ghl ands were ignored since for the past fifty years they had
been strictly the territory of the Technos. But the Yards, deserted at night,
had appealed to them They stood down at the end of the ways where the slipway
ran into the quiet Sea and tal ked of dreans nmuch |ike the Technos had: the nman
spoke of the Ship for he was a pipefitter and exceedingly proud of his work.
The wonan tal ked of Hone for she very nuch wanted any children she m ght bear
to walk in a kinder land than hers. To themthe dreans were nore than sinple
musi ngs, they were concrete hopes, not "but ifs," but "whens". Their hearts as
well as their nminds were wholly committed to what they were expressing. This
was good for it neant that the Myth of the Ship had becorme part of their
lives. The disturbing part of it all was that, despite all the protestations,
they were nmerely specul ating: the two Technos and the dead Syers had spoken in
i dentical tones.

To the Admiralty, the _Victory_ project was already an unqualified
success. All over the Caroline, although its physical appearance had changed
very little, one could sense the sane spirit that Linpkin had seen ranpant in
Pal ace Park. Carefully planted | egends took their place beside the quaint
native ones that travelers heard at the Yards and then spread, suitably
enbr oi dered, throughout the rest of the Wrld; the Adniralty had hired severa
witers to manufacture synthetic mythol ogy about the Buil ders and Home; al nost
anything that they mght dreamup, if it was about peace, and power, and
plenty, was readily accepted and incorporated into the very soul of the
Peopl e.

But as Anon Macalic, then head of the Yards, sonetines felt the | egends
and nyths were joining the People to the Ship in a tie nuch nore binding and
absol ute than that of sinple hope. Over the whole of the Caroline, not just in
the Yards, one could see this tie growi ng and solidifying, draw ng the
_Victory_ and the People closer and closer together -- and farther away from
t he benevol ent rule of the Techno class and the Admiralty. Even in the | ands
beyond the Caroline, peoples were reorienting limted thinking capacity to
i nclude stories of this new creation

The Peopl e of the Yards, however, were the nost passionate in their
attachment to the Victory_ . The growing status of the Ship in their mnds
began to be quietly manifested in a singular nmanner: under the conpl eted
sections of the fuselage, small mausol euns coul d be found. Even nore
di sturbing, some of these gruesome little constructions had what appeared to
be provisions for worship; a hundred recognized religions existed in the
Caroline and her territories, venerating everything fromancestors to G eat
Men (Molnor IV being a current favorite) to the usual brands of pantheism
but now the Ship had truly acquired a capital "S' and all that went with it.

Even the character of the Yards had changed. By their nature and
occupation the Technos felt at honme in the Yards' bright new steel. That they
knew and | oved al nost as nuch as the First Wrld had. But since its first



awakeni ng, the Yards had grown into something less orderly; in places, it was
a netal forest where stories could grow as easily as they had in the Kar-back
cyprus marches. Under the enornous darkness of the Victory , an incredible
tangl e of pipes, power lines, and ventilation shafts had grown up. Mbbile
cranes that could no | onger reach a section of the hull stood unused for

nmont hs; steel fittings fromunder the Yards sonetines waited years before they
were lifted into position. The whole lot of it was nuch too untidy for the
Techno mind to tolerate; the People, on the other hand, were quite taken up
with it. But even these jarring discontinuities only served to make the
eastern bank of the Tyne delta a place that even the First World m ght not
have been able to outdo.

A traveler cresting the nountains around the Yards woul d suddenly feel
all the wetched hopel essness of the Wrld swept away. Hi s eyes woul d sweep
down the nountains, astounded by the designs of the homes he woul d see there:
| arge, spacious, open, and clean they were, surrounded by rich gardens.
Magni fi cent carriages and horses noved snoothly al ong the wanderi ng roads
carrying proud nen in black and sil ver

Further down the traveler would see a great city with tall, close-packed
tenenents and ringed by factories bel ching snoke and noise. Color, activity
and an at nosphere of purpose that he had never felt in all his travelings
woul d drift up to his high perch; he would see great notor vehicles upon broad
avenues, |aden with unrecogni zabl e cargoes.

Then, his eye would reach to the Yards and be blinded by what |ay there.

The psychol ogi cal reaction to such a sight, especially after having
spent a lifetine getting used to the Wrld, was quite predictable. One would
either flee in disbelief, nentally paralyzed by the scene, or, nore likely,
one woul d stumbl e down the slopes, utterly captivated by the Victory_ and al
that it suddenly meant to you

The Technos were continually delighted that their creation pronoted such
strong feelings in such a short time, and usually let it go at that. Then sone
dut y- consci ous Techno decided to send one of their converts back to the
Admiralty as an exanple of the job they were doing out in that godforsaken
wi | der ness.

The Admiralty people questioned the man, a lordless knight from Enom
and were simlarly gratified until someone pointed out that the instant
devotion to the _Victory_ depended to a great extent on the shock of seeing
all that accomplishnment in the nmiddle of the World. "Quite," replied the other
Admiralty people, "just shows how rmuch we've done." Then the man continued to
poi nt out that the knight had first journeyed to the Caroline and then
followed the Tyne to Bloody Ford and then by devious rojites to the Yards. The
snmles faded into worried frows as the Admiralty people began to realize that
t he kni ght had noticed no difference between the Caroline and the rest of the
Wrld. Seventy years and the Yards had grown trenmendously but it seened that
the I and had hardly been touched. An eager cipher clerk immedi ately began to
run off a progress report request to the Ofice of Procurenment in
Kni ght sbri dge, but a nore suspicious mnd suggested that any studies that they
make of. the Ship and the programthat supported it be conducted by the
Admralty al one.

To this end a new and regrettably short-1ived agency was established.
The O fice of Extraterritorial Intelligence was nmeant to be the coldly
determ ned branch of the Admiralty that was to keep watch on all aspects of a
program that suddenly seemed to need watchi ng desperately. But the nen who
were responsible for its creation were still strictured by a childish belief
that all was going well, and by a jeal ous concern that this new agency woul d
find something wong with _their_ particular aspect of the project.

When the Ofice of Extraterritorial Intelligence was finally put into
operation it had a total conplenent of fifteen nen, six horses and sone
sub-standard stationery. lronically, its sole office was established in an old
church in the Knightsbridge quarter: 25 Stewart Street, a nere two bl ocks from
the O P. and the People's Pal ace. The placenent of the office was quite



accidental and no one took advantage of it until it was too |late.

The only mission of the O E 1. was launched in the early fall of the
sevent h decade of the Ship.

As the Admiralty began to | ook about itself, it realized just how
conpletely it had renoved itselt fromdirect contact with the rest of the
nati on and how utterly it had cone to depend on nere reports to keep the whole
enterpri se novi ng.

Thus it was decided that for a beginning the O E |I. should send out two
parties. The first was to go to the Yards and nmake as conplete a survey as
possi ble of how, if at all, the purpose and neaning of the _Victory_ m ght
have beconme perverted. Three nen were assigned to this task and they left the
city for Kelph the day after receiving their orders. They were never heard
fromagain and one can only suppose that they perished in the subsequent
di sturbances in the Tyne delta.

The second party of four nen was to confirma progress report fromthe
Arnmories. According to the report, a "nodification" had been perfornmed on a
power chain | eading froma hydroelectric damon the Denligh R ver in southern
Yuma to the Yards. Three transformer stations had been established on the Iine
before its eight cables reached the Yards. All in all the line ran for severa
hundred nil es through four new protectorate nations of the Caroline and the
Badl ands. That the |ines had reached the Yards at all -- all but two being
dunmies -- was a bit of a miracle, for while the southern lands that |ine
traversed did not carry the | egendary stigmata that the far north and west
did, they still held the nore pedestrian horrors in abundance. It was thus
only slightly incredible that the Arnories reported that only three nmen had
been lost in its nodification; two hundred nmen in the original crew had died.
It had taken the Arnories five nonths to carry out its mssion; the War Ofice
engi neers had needed three years to build the real and fake power |ines.

The first station was reached, but a repair crew fromthe Arnories was
at work there. Only a single line was diverted here, but it was inpossible to
check out its operation w thout arousing the curiosity of the Arnmories' nmen;
the secret line was supposed to lead to a village naned Kendreal, fifty mles
to the northeast. Since the Iine covered the distance in alnost a hundred
mles of serpentine wanderings, the O E. |l. party decided to assune that it was
wor ki ng properly.

The second station was two hundred miles beyond the first; even in those
| atitudes the conming winds of winter could be felt. The station itself was
situated anmong the worn, |ow nountains that reached up fromthe Sea and
encircled the southeastern corner of the Black Barrens. It was a depressing,
sterile place, but relatively safe because there was not enough food to
support large life forns. There the three heaviest lines were diverted, tw to
garrison towns along the Tyne and one to a provincial capital in one of the
new pr ot ect or at es.

The lines had been set up about two years ago, and although no nention
of the new power had reached the Admiralty fromthe garrisons and the capital
it aroused no concern, for the whole schenme was carried out in secrecy, not
even the | ower echelons of the War O'fice being fully aware of what was
happeni ng. The object was the introduction of the new power into the sel ected
areas in as subtle a manner as possible. Cccasionally the lines had to await
the construction of a dummy power plant in sonme suitably visible spot so that
no one woul d guess that the lines had been robbed fromthe Ship.

The party quickly set to work, for they wanted to reach the Yards before
the end of the month. Prelimnary tests indicated that all three of the
di versionary lines were dead. Fearing that the transforners involved in the
swi tching of power had succunbed to the fierce sun or to the dust storns that
seasonal |y plagued the area, the crew attenpted to discover the difficulty:
all seened fine as far as they could tellL

Then, out of desperation, one of the crewran a test on all eight of the
original lines, and was horrified to discover that all of themcarried ful
power .



Under st andabl y shaken, the four set off for the last station, a hundred
and seventy mles southeast of the Yards. It was set on the plain separating
the nmountains that ringed the Yards and the worst parts of the Barrens; here
the final two |lines were supposed to have been diverted all the way back to
the capital of Yuma; standing on an artificial mound and surrounded by a stone
wal |, the station presented a forbidding face to an already vicious |and.

The party had foll owed the wooden transm ssion poles froma cautious
di stance, fearing nothing in particular but having vague prenonitions that
they mght find another detachnent fromthe Arnories heading for the sane
station.

They reached the little compound just before nightfall and hurriedly
shut and barred the door behind them The sun had al nost di sappeared behind
the nmountains to the west, but none of the group could contain their norbid
curiosity; testing equi pment was applied to transforners and the lines |eading
into and away fromthe station. The line running to Yuma's capital was anot her
i noperative dummy, the eight lines going to the Yards all registered ful
power, and the diversionary equi pment was patently phony.

Their worst expectations confirmed and the unavoi dabl e concl usi ons bei ng
drawn, the four men settled down for the night, resolving to nake a dash for
t he nearest Government garrison on the Tyne, two hundred miles to the
nort hwest .

They posted only a single man on watch, despite their fears, so desolate
was the surrounding wi | derness; the man was naned Annandal e. Born and rai sed
on the Great Plains east of the Caroline, he was the best horseman of the | ot
and much nore at hone anid the |oneliness than the others. He had been trained
as a weapons expert, which neant that he was | ost w th anything bigger than an
automatic rifle, and had thus been given one of the OE. |l."'s treasured
submachi ne guns; he was the party's protector, but at the nonent he felt nuch
less qualified for that post than the others deened him

Around three in the nmorning his drowsy attention was captured by a
strange growing noise to the east. Thinking it to be some | oathsone creature
t hat had wandered down fromthe nore fertile |lands of the east or north -- and
consequently a very hungry, |oathsome creature -- he fearfully retreated to
the farthest corner of the fort.

The noi se becane | ouder and | ess natural; there was a vehicle of sone
sort out there. Reassuring hinmself that he was, in fact, encountering a
humanl y-created force, Annandal e decided to nmake a reconnai ssance of the
si tuation.

Bei ng careful not to disturb the others -- for it mght after all be
only the wind and his inagination -- he saddl ed his horse, briefly checked his
weapon, and nmoved out through the west-facing secondary gate.

He felt safer now, out beneath a fam liar sky, even if the ground under
his feet was hardly the soft grasslands of his home. Now he had space; space
to run, he thought, but tried to dism ss that. Annandale | ed his horse
directly west for a quarter of a mle, using the bulk of the fort to shield
his movenents fromeastern eyes. He then traveled in a wide circling novenent
that should bring himup a little behind and to the south of the intruder

Pi cking his way carefully through the dead scrub and rock, he reached
his destination half an hour later. Al he could hear now was a |low netallic
bubbl i ng and what he supposed to be nmen talking in nmuffled tones. But he had

m scal cul ated: the sounds were still to the east of himand the station was
cl oser than he planned it to have been
The noon had set by now, but the brilliant desert stars gave Annandal e

enough light to see by. He crouched and saw a bl ack, crab-like object
sil houetted against the fal se dawn. As his eyes becane better adjusted to the
faint light, he detected the stick-figures of nen standing by the shape in
groups or at work on its hide.

Annandal e found a short |ength of rope and hobbl ed his horse. He
approached as quietly as possible. It was a tank -- that he recognized as soon
as he got within fifty yards of it. But the arnored vehicles that he knew were



either rotting hul ks, dead and lonely in the green immensities of the Plains,
or pictured in the few First Wrld books he had read. Then, of course, there
were the mserable, ox-drawn fighting wagons that had been the tanks of his
chi | dhood.

This was neither. It was notor driven -- even at lowidle the vehicle's
engi ne sounded |ike a sleeping storm Annadal e thought it mght be a patro
fromthe Yards, a resurrected giant sent to guard the _Victory_; indeed that

must have been it, for he knew that only the Yards had the ability to put out
such a mechani sm But that would have made it a First Wrld nachine, and this
was definitely not. Annandal e could not say exactly what disqualified it; it
was the feeling of wanton, purposeless evil that invested the hul king shadow
in front of him No, even that was wong, for he had sensed nmuch the sane

t hi ng when exam ning the plans for First Wrld tanks; but, dammit, they were
different. Cold and cruel they were and their evil was of a rigidly directed
character; with them Death sounded out its victinms with a ponderous but
jewel -1ike mcrometer. They were | ower and sl eeker, too, clean and light in
their titanic manner.

But in this machine, Death was a drunken, noronic brute, careening about
the countryside, his ragged scythe ravaging the land in sensel ess, ghastly
arcs. It was anything but clean: even though he was upw nd of the tank he
could still smell it. Not the sharp odor of polished steel and fine oil, so
bel oved by the Technos, but one of netallic and human corruption. The
starlight played over the cancerous, cobbled skin and Annadal e saw that the
snooth curves and faceted turrets of the First Days had been replaced by harsh
angl es and rough surfaces. Nondescript tubes and pipes crawl ed over its huge
exterior like maggots over a corpse

It was larger than any First Wrld tank he had ever read about; it was
not nmore dreadful or terrifying, for those were qualities inherent in any
tank's function, but it was infinitely nore repellent. Annandal e had al ways
t hought of the tankers of old as skilled technicians, acconmplishing a job they
detested as quickly and as efficiently as possible. The crew of this tank
Annandal e knew, would revel in their killings and sl aughter -- butchers
i nstead of surgeons.

Annandal e strained to identify the vehicle. H's attention was attracted
by the scraps of nmetal. Sone of the men were working on a panel just in back
of the turret. One of the nen on the ground picked sonething up and swung
hi nsel f aboard on the tank's col ossal gun barrel. He wal ked aft to the nen; as
he reached them he switched on a torch.

Annandal e saw that the turret was a mass of rust and clumsy wel ds; green
lichens seemed to be growi ng around the twi n hatches, and bl ack bl ast stains
mar ked t he punctures where machi ne guns were hi dden. He al so saw a bl ack
triangle with a white border encircling a star: the ensign of the OP. and the
Arnmories. There was a crude device ahead of it, a mailed fist and w nged
horse, but he did not recognize it and assuned it to be a reginmental or
personal crest.

The nmen sl amed the panel tight and di sappeared into the tank through
various openi ngs. The engi ne was revved up, splitting night and polluting the
fal se dawn with its exhausts.

The tank lurched forward, and Annandal e saw just how big the thing
really was. It began to nove toward the station, and panic seized him Leaping
to his feet, Annadale ran to his horse and flicked off the fetters; he rode
unthinkingly for the station, his insane yelling all but lost in the tank's
roarings.

He turned to see a piercing light spring froma nmount beside the main
gun. Blue-white it was, and it played like a hunting fire over the dead | and,
the grimwalls of the station, and finally the horseman. The |ight steadied on
Annandal e. Anot her sound: his conpani ons had awakened and were firing their
useless rifles at the nonster. The beamwas | ost in another, redder
brilliance; an incredible hollow thud joined the wavering fire. Annandal e
crouched, trying to hide in his horse's mane. A roaring, like the winter gales



conpressed and intensified a hundredfold, swept by, alnmost tossing himfrom
t he saddl e.

He | ooked up, partly to follow the shell and partly to call his mates.
The projectile hit the station near the northern corner, sending stone and
nmetal in all directions.

Annandal e wheel ed his horse violently away fromthe station as yet
anot her thud and another blast tore the rest of it to pieces.

The tank halted and followed the fleeing rider with its turret,
peppering the ground behind and in front of himwith automatic fire,
apparently unwilling to waste a heavy shell on so insignificant a target;
besi des, Annandal e was wearing the long fur-lined riding coat of the Plains
and the men nust have thought himto be nothing nmore than a | one nomad.

Nearly crazed with fear as he was, Annandale still retained his heritage
of fine horsemanship; he fled the burning fort and circled around in back of
the tank. He rode for several mnutes, stopping on top of a blasted hillock
half a mile north of the station. The tank still sat there, its evil hide
undul ating in the | eaping of electrical sparks. It |obbed a third shell into
the ruins and then finally nmoved forward; small geysers of dust spouted where
its light batteries raked over the w eckage.

The vehicle plowed into the station, shoving rubble fromthe hill. Once
the hill was cleared, the tank circled and its nen began rigging a crane on
its rear deck; they started to rebuild the station, even then. The only trace
of his conpani ons that Annandal e could detect was the severed, nai ned head of
a horse that one of the Arnories' nen had thrown fromthe hill; the dawn, just
begi nni ng, caught the bl oody object and nade it seemto sparkle |like an
obscene, bl ack baroque pearlL

Annandal e reached the Tyne garrison after three days of constant riding,
killing his beloved stallion. During those days he had apparently spent nuch
time deliberating on the things he had seen; the nman that stunmbled into the
Gover nrent compound was definitely not the young horseman who had | eft the
Caroline. His eyes, which once shone with delight at the snell of w nd and
grass, loving the smallest facet of life, had turned gray and dull. H's franme
sagged as with a great weight; a sorrow had descended upon him from whi ch he
coul d not escape.

He wal ked to the conmander's office, his Admiralty identification
serving to adnmit him He told his story sinply, alnost in a lyric manner, as
if the facts that he had di scovered had already been cast into a mnstrel's
song. The commander |istened in astoni shnment, punctuating Annandal e's
narrative with "you can't be serious,"” and later on, "God save us."

The conmmander directed that all the information be sent to the capital
but he was abruptly informed that all telegraph communicati on had been
nmysteriously cut off early that norning. A fast power boat was then di spatched
to the capital while the quickest galley available was sent to the Yards.

Annandal e seened nore weary now than ever. "Sir, | fear that the storm
has al ready begun. | request only a good horse and rations fromyou -- and ny
gun, if you please -- that | may escape fromit for a little while."

"But if what you say is true, then | should think your Ofice will need
you and your gun. The Caroline has need of nen like . . ." The conmander
| ooked into Annandal e's eyes. "Were will you go?" he asked.

"Hone, " the horsenan said.



The power boat was taken and burned at Bl oody Ford and is, therefore, of
little further interest. The galley reached the Yards about a day ahead of
time; its courier, a fat little man by the name of Shan, was met at the quay
by a worried Techno. The boat put about and started pulling upriver while Shan
was taken by carriage to the admi nistration conplex on the outskirts of
Gat enay.

The buil dings forming the conplex were the tallest to be seen. After
mle upon mle of pastel-painted People' s houses and shops, gaily ranmshackl e
in construction, it was at once depressing yet refreshing to see the black
marbl e towers; all but the | ower stories were wi ndowl ess, glass still being a
rare material. Gold and silver edging ran along the borders of some of the
structures; silver-gray marble formed a main court where a fountain stood. But
the fountain was dry -- refuse had been collecting init for quite a while.

Shan pulled his arny coat closely about him the w nds feeling
unnaturally cold even for early fall. He was further chilled by the interior
of the central tower where he was taken; while the buildings were of First
Worl d design, the insides were Iit by snmoky pans of oil, giving the wi ndow ess
floors the appearance of subterranean dungeons. Electric light fixtures stood
at every hand, dusty with neglect. The furniture too was a strange bl end of
this and past ages: stainless steel desks and chairs, seated secretaries
wor ki ng wi th abacuses and inscribing the figures on parchnent with quill pens.

Finally Shan was shown into a conparatively sunptuous office where the
current director of the Yards, Anon Macalic, was seated behind an ornate stee
desk. Macalic was a perfect counterpoint for the chubby Shan; thin, stooped
and irritable, he was often conpared to old Trebbly both in appearance and in
ability.

Macal i ¢ had been in direct and personal touch with the Adnmiralty, and
was fully aware of the hurried studies that were shaking its internal ranks.
He often wondered how the Admiralty would get rid of himif it decided that he
bad been responsible for the Victory's_ growh at the expense of the nation
He knew that the ship had been going up too fast, but he could not have sl owed
down construction w thout arousing the anger of the People. Not really his
fault, he told hinself; he had been told to avoid overt sabotage and nerely to
use the resources as they arrived. The Adnmiralty and the Arnories were
supposed to take care of the rest.

And then there was the matter of the People thensel ves. Macalic had sent
back nunberl ess directives voicing his fears at their increasing solidarity.

I nstead of individually worshiping the Technos, they had united into a mass
and had begun to worship the Victory_. Just as the Technos had donned the

bl ack and silver of the Caroline to dramati ze their new apartness and
divinity, and to show their basic loyalty to the nation, so the People had
taken to wearing inordinate anmounts of white clothing. There were those cursed
Peopl e' s Pal aces -- God, what a nanme, he thought -- hopefully nothing nore
than workers' canteens or what they thought ought to pass for nightclubs, but
again it was just that the People should not be doing that sort of thing.

Because of all this, it was understandable that Macalic was not in the
best of hunors when Shan entered the room sat down and proceeded to tell him
that there was a good chance the roof was about to cave in on all of them
Macalic offered hima little brandy; they both norosely toasted the _Victory_
and the furtherance of their own respective lives.

The brandy was beginning to warmtheir hearts and hopes when a rather
agitated young nman entered, dropped a seal ed envel ope on the director's desk
and then left. Macalic waited until the door shut and then broke open the sea
and read the handwitten note inside; he read it and | ooked even nore
m serabl e than before. "Anything the matter?" Shan asked, inmredi ately feeling
st upi d.



Macal i ¢ | ooked around the room vacantly, looking for a thing he knew

wasn't there. "Well, Shan, it seens that our darling People have decided they
deserve the stewardship of the Victory_ nore than we do. They have" --
Macalic cleared his throat -- "or rather, are now attenpting to take over the
capital ."

"What of the Arny?" whined Shan

Macal i ¢ touched the paper lightly with his hand. "The Arny, | amtold,
performed just as | should have expected it to. The officer corps, or that
good portion of it that knew of the _Victory_ , held their posts and |I suppose
died as valiantly as circunstances would permt. O the rest . . . you know as
well as I, Shan, that the enlisted ranks are drawn nostly fromthe People
anyway." Macalic glanced stiffly at the paper again. "It says here that the
Governnment has retained control of nost of the arsenals.”

"Good. Then there's hope for them. . . us," Shan said, brightening
slightly.

"No, not even there. Renenber that the benefits of our technol ogica
revol uti on have not yet reached the home Governnent. The reliability of our
Arny' s weaponry should still be up to its traditional, dismal standards." A
vei n of saracastic anger crept into his voice. "Besides, the People are
literally hurling thenselves at the guns. God, |'d never expected themto be
so shattered, | guess you would say, to find out our secret. Never! You'd
expect the wetches to behave with a little nore rationality." Mcalic sighed
and raised his eyebrows. "But then again, if the People had ever been capable
of thoughtful behaviour without the Victory , it would have never been needed
inthe first place. Wuld it?"

Shan nodded assent sadly. Then the sadness turned to incipient fear as
he realized that he was sitting in the very mdst of what the People saw now
as a huge conspiracy; he felt very conscious of the black and silver uniform
he wore.

Macal i ¢ pushed a button on his desk and the aide who had delivered the
original comunication entered. Macalic issued a set of general orders: al
weapons were to be broken out; the Arnmy garrison was to be placed on inmedi ate
alert with the officers to pay particular attention to the behaviour of the
enlisted nen; work on the Victory_was to be halted and the Yards cl eared of
all People; all Techno wonen and children were to be renoved to the highl ands;
the three Pal aces of the People were to be occupi ed by Techno forces.

Shan respectfully noted that this last action mght prematurely trigger
any pl anned insurrection, but Macalic told himthat at the worst they woul d
| ose sone nen -- who woul d probably be |ost eventually anyway -- and at the
best they just mght upset the whole tinmetable, giving thema slight
advant age.

The ai de, who had been turning progressively paler, wote all of this on
a pad and then ran out of the office. "And what do we do now?" Shan asked,
feeling some confidence return now, know ng that something was being done.

"We shall sit here, Shan, and wait, and think of all the things we m ght
have done to prevent this day from ever happening." Mcalic stopped and
uttered a | ow curse; he pushed the button again. "Here is sonething that
shoul d have been done." The aide burst in, alnost stumbling over the
t hreshol d. "Jenni ngs, do you know who the | eader of the People is?"

"Yes, sir, he's a bl oke nanmed Coral."

"Good. Do you know what he | ooks Iike?"

"Yes, a big fellow, well over six feet tall. Gaying hair, scarred-up
face, all very tough and distinguished. Ex-Arny, they say, but I'mafraid they
don't say in which army he might have served. | think he's known especially by

a big gold signet ring that's engraved with a hand and pegasus or sonething."
"The crest of Murne, | believe," Shan piped in. "Hone of old Molnor IV
and his ghost."
"And that of General Toriman," Mcalic reflected. "A strange nation
Shan, very curious. Way to the north of us, right up next to the Dark Powers,
and one of the Wrld's staunchest defenders against them. . . when such



conflicts were going on, of course." Jennings coughed nervously; Macalic was
shaken out of his little reverie. "All right then, detail a party to find this

man. Go with themyourself so there is no mstake -- and kill him"
Jenni ngs turned dead white. "Sir?" he asked in a bew | dered voice.
"Kill him-- as quickly as you can! Now get out." Macalic waved the man

away and returned to his broodings.

When the ai de had gone, Macalic set up a chess board, both men were too
nervous to play a very good game. Macalic won the first match and they were
hal fway into a second when they were interrupted by the thud of a heavy gun
Shan felt a fear-borne smle twisting his features as Macalic pulled three
pistols fromhis desk, two beautiful First Wrld automatics inlaid with pearl
and ebony, and a pitted old revol ver of col ossal dinmensions. Shan was
surprised when Macalic pushed the automatics and their holster belt to him
keepi ng the revolver. "Come on, Shan," Macalic said in a harsh, grating
whi sper. "Wuld you care to see our world die?" Shan toyed with the idea of
maki ng |ight coment on Macalic's indomtable optimsm but soon dropped it
for he felt the sane way.

The buil ding was deserted as they wal ked down the spiral staircase, the
sounds of gunfire and shouting growi ng | ouder as they reached the ground
level. The two nmen ran fromthe tower and across the courtyard to a coach that
was about to | eave. The driver was going to the highlands, but a firmword
from Macalic (and an ostentatious checking of the revolver's cylinder)
convi nced the man that honor conpelled himto run to the Yards.

They runbl ed through the People's districts of Gateway; both the streets
and the houses were enpty. Om nous trails of snmoke and the crackle of gunfire
were coming fromthe direction of the Techno highl ands and the industri al
perinmeter of Gateway.

They reached the Yards within five mnutes. They crossed the barren
strip of ground separating it fromthe city; they passed the tonbs of CGeorge
and Li mpkin. Above them covering fully half the western sky, was the
_Victory_; Shan stared up in absolute amazenent. The _Victory_ was conpl eted
up the point where the hundred-foot thickness of its wings was nore than half
fulfilled. Shan's eye discerned the ugly nortuary tenples of the People on the
spi der web of scaffolding, and then hundreds of the People thensel ves, dead.
An easy five hundred white-clad bodies hung within sight amd the scaffolding
and at | east as many nore |lay scattered on the ground.

The coach stopped and both nmen junped out, Mcalic full of questions and
then full of calmorders, Shan still in a stupor

Macal i c was nmore assured now, taking grimconfort in the fact that he
and his men were already defeated; only a formality remai ned. From what he
could gather fromthe Technos and | oyal Arny officers, the People had
attenpted a sudden w thdrawal half an hour ago. They were gathering at sone
poi nt near the nountains, possibly seeking to sweep i nward, w ping out al
Techno properties in one nove. Fromthe anpbunt of smoke in the sky, Shan
surm sed that they had al ready begun on the highlands. There was an enpti ness
in him he checked his new weapons to see if there were shells in their
chanbers.

Macalic conferred with the ranking Arny officer and redepl oyed sone of
their forces; although their heaviest artillery was nmachine guns and rifle
grenades of recent manufacture, the Technos felt reasonably sure that they
could, if not defeat the People, then at |east extract so dear a price from
themthat they would be forced to negoti ate.

The director of the Yards stationed hinself in a wellbarricaded nachi ne
gun position on the second |l evel of the scaffolding, about fifty feet fromthe
ground and directly across fromthe main gate, two nmiles off. The defensive
peri meter had been tightened up to forman alnost solid ring of machi ne gun
and rifle positions around the edge of the _Victory's_ shadow, black and tan
uni forms scurried back and forth bel ow, carrying

A faint yell split the quiet clank of nmetal and the murmur of busy
voi ces. Shan saw a novenent near the main gate; Mcalic handed hima pair of



battered binoculars. He saw the People, their white clothes stained with bl ack
and red fromtheir first battles. Flashes bl ossonmed along the line of the
fence, and a torrent of white began pouring through the snoking breaches. They
ran forward a bit and then divided, hurrying north and south al ong the edge of
the Yards. For two hours they came, running through the holes and then up to
the nmountain end of the Yards or down toward the Sea. Running, running unti
some dropped and were crushed in the rushing tide. Shan could see that many of
them had traveled far to reach here, for certainly Gateway coul d never have
housed so many or enbraced so many different types. And despite the wildly

di fferent kinds of clothing the mob wore, al nost every itemwas dyed a
deathly, norbid white. Guns, also white, broke up the oppressive pallor of the
mob with the gaping black of their muzzles. Pikes and hal berds waved above the
crowd; sone held crossbows, while others grasped kitchen knives or conveni ent
pi eces of wood.

Then there were no nore, and the i mense crowd stood, two nmiles fromthe
_Victory_, resting and waiting; their tired, bestial panting sounded |ike a
di stant hurricane to the nmen aboard the ship.

Qui et. Then a new sound, the one Shan had been dreading: engines. The
white mass opened at many points and not one, but many tanks of the type that
Annandal e had descri bed noved forward. And behind them cane yet |arger
vehicles; terrifying in their sheer mass, guns, antennae and flags sprouting
fromevery possible spot, they rolled out in front of the People, who then
cl osed ranks behind them Dark, rust-pitted hulls contrasted oddly with the
satani ¢ whiteness of the People. Shan picked out the iron fist and w nged
horse on their turrets; this Coral then, was at the head of it all, for they
were carrying his crest. He prayed that Jennings had found and killed the man.
The juggernauts drove to a point fifty feet in front of the white mass, and
then they too stopped and waited silently.

Five m nutes passed. Macalic subconsciously conplinmented the sense of
drama of whoever had planned this operation. The wind drifted in fromthe
west, whistling softly through the naked bones of the _Victory_ and bringing
with it some small, indefinable trace of corruption.

Then a yell, increasing into an insane roar. Shan swung his binocul ars
back to the main gate where the People were again opening a path. A col ossa
tank, three tines the size of anything on the field, nmoved slowy through the
passage and continued onward wi t hout pausing. The fighting nachi ne was of
purest white, edged with delicate gold striping. Shan was paral yzed with fear
every one of its nyriad guns seemed to be pointed directly at him Even at
that great distance, the vehicle's engines were easily heard; they sounded
i ke a continuous, never-endi ng cannonade.

Shan fiddled with the focus of his binoculars and soon nmade out a nman
perched on the main turret, his proportions in keeping with the heroic
di mrensions of the tank -- it must have been Coral. The sun sparkled off sone
object on his right hand; the ring, Shan guessed, thinking howironical that a
singl e nation should produce a savior, a redeener, and then a destroyer. In
his left hand the nman held a glistening broadsword weathed with blue-white
fire.

The fighting machine drove on until it was clear of the masses. The nan,
his shirt and trousers as white as the nmetal he clung to, transferred the
sword to his right hand and raised it to the sun. Seeming to catch the cosnic
burni ngs, the sword now glowed with a shattering light, yellow flanes rising
fromits tip. "For the Ship then, my People! Kill the bl oody bastards who

woul d keep her fromyou !'" The cry drifted across the rapidly dim nishing

di stance with astonishing clarity. The horde picked up the words. "The Ship,
the Ship, the Ship . . . !'" The chanting swelled with the sound of gunfire and
engines until the roaring of the Sea was lost and the wind was silenced inits
awful power. "The Ship, the Ship . . . I" Technos and sol di ers hunched over

t hei r weapons, counting bullets, calculating ranges and arcs of fire. "The
Ship, the Ship . . . !'" Shan becane dimy aware of the hatred that perneated

the chanting. "The Ship, the Ship . . . !'" A gun was in his hand; he and the



men around himbegan to fall into the brutal tranquillity that Rome had felt
at Bloody Ford. "The Ship, the Ship . . . I"

Now it was so clear -- here, around Shan and Macalic, the Victory_, the
Technos, the machinery, the steel and iron magnificently cold and i nhuman in
the afternoon sun. It was the First World in all its tragic power, standing

agai n upon the hangman's drop, as good as dead yet wanting to go in a
rut hl ess, slashing cloud of jagged metal and cordite. The conpounded bl ubber
of Shan's plunmp body sl oughed away as he noved into the sane creation that the
first Ship m ght have been conceived in. H's right hand gripped the automatic
with a mechanical fury; the metal grip cut into his fingers and dropl ets of
red flowed fromhis hand onto the gun, joining the two.

Across the Yards cane the people, wild, raging with a passion that could
never know the precise, crystaline exactitude that had fallen over Shan. Warm
panti ng and sweating they ran on, their eyes glazed, their feet noving in |ong
forgotten patterns, their mouth formng a single oath, "The Ship !I'" Ri ght now,
Shan refl ected, not a single one of them knew what he was actual ly doing,
whil e he and all those around hi m knew exactly what they were about: they were
pur pose, determ nati on and know edge, unhi ndered by clumsy, mndless enotions.
The shambling nmass that was rushing at themwas the Wrld, and that was the
ki ndest thing one could ever say about it.

The tanks, though, were sonething of a puzzle, for while they seened to
be related to the _Victory_ , there was a sense of infinite corruption about
them and their crews; but anything that m ght cause questions about the nmasses
or the tanks was utterly crushed by the concentrated power of Coral and his
machi ne. O all the thousands of People running toward Shan, only this one
could not strike any sort of fear into him

The wave was |less than a quarter of a mle away when both sides fully
opened up. A solid sheet of yellow flashes | eaped out fromthe _Victory's_
defense perineter; a thousand People fell, and several of the snaller tanks
vani shed in a torrent of heavy grenades. "The Ship, the Ship . . . I" The cry
nelted into the crashing of big guns, automatic weapons, and bonbs.

The nearest tank, the white one bearing Coral, was now | ess than a
hundred yards of f; expl osions swept away the bl ack and tan uniforms that stood
before it. Flame flowers bl ossomed on its nmountai nous flanks, but nothing
could seemto damage it or touch the giant atop its main turret, his hair
pl astered back fromthe nuzzle blast of the tank's nain batteries.

In an irregular curving |line beginning at the main quay on the Tyne and
runni ng across the Yards to the Sea, the two forces joined. Macalic was shot
t hrough the head, half his skull and brain splattered upon the clean hull of
his wondrous _Victory_.

Shan pushed the body of his late superior down into the tenpest bel ow,
to get a clear field of fire. He used only one of the guns, holding it
steadily in both hands and taking dead ainm ten short cracks, reload, ten
nore, another mmgazine, then nore. . . . There were no nore clips and Shan
felt as if the life had been sucked out of him he felt starved and sick

He turned to the machi ne gun position ten feet to his left. The two
attendants were dead amid a clutter of enpty amunition boxes, but the gunner

was still alive. Shan stared at him so amazing was hi s appearance. The nman
was screamng |ike a maniac, his reddened eyes bul ging fromtheir sockets but
still riveted to the sights; his twi sted nouth was dripping foam Even over

t he thunder of battle, Shan could hear the man's piercing shrieks, revolting
and tinged with madness. But the man's body was as cool and nechanical as Shan
had been a monent ago. Calmy his hands sighted the gun, pressed the trigger
and cleared the action of faulty slugs, while his torso and | egs sat rooted to
the floor plating. A bullet whistled by Shan and clipped the man lightly on
the arm he sw veled his raging head and gl ared at the wound briefly before
returning his eyes to their work. His armhad not flinched, his body had
betrayed not a single evidence of pain. There was only his possessed head t hat
fought to be with the People and with the warmconfort they found in the Myth
of the Ship; fromthe neck down one m ght have supposed that the man was an



accessory of the gun and of the physical thing that was only the _Victory_.

Shan was gripped by an urgent need to fire a gun, that its strength
m ght be his again. He got up and noved quickly toward the raving man. The
mani ac saw hi m com ng and swng his weapon around, his eyes an extension of
the iron sights. A burst tore past Shan to strike nusical notes on the
_Victory's_ hull; a bullet ripped his feet fromunder himand he fell into the
battle. The man snapped back into his former position just as the shell from
Coral's tank punched himand his gun into the Ship's silver skin.

Shan fell, it seenmed to him wth extraordinary slowness, drifting |ike
a fat, bloody feather down into the fire and swords. Wite, black, silver,
tan, and red: he alighted on a pile of bodies and bounced off onto the
concrete. There was no noi se now, not the slightest sound; the whole battle
was being perforned in pantomi ne. The colors swirled around himwi th qui et
ease until the black occupied all of it.

Shan awoke some tinme later, It was dusk and the engagenment was over. He
was paral yzed, with only his eyes retaining any sort of functional ability. He
was propped up agai nst the nound of corpses on which he had | anded and coul d
see that his left leg was shattered bel ow the knee; better that he should fee
not hi ng.

Al around himlay the weckage of the battle. Coral's white battle
machi ne stood, still untouched, in the nmddle of a clutter of burned-out
tanks. The dead, arrayed in all manner of unifornms, were scattered over the
Yards. The columms of snoke were still spiraling up fromthe Techno hi ghl ands,
and sonme fairly large fires were raging in the factory districts. He could not
see the _Victory_-- it was behind him-- but he was sure that any damage even
this force m ght have done would be | ost on her vast flanks. The shadow of the
Ship cast the whole area into a premature night.

He coul d see horsedrawn wagons and notor trucks noving through the
Yards, their crews wearily |oading whiteclad bodies into them and sprinkling
shovel s of Iime on the black and tan ones.

Torn banners stirred sadly in the Iight evening breezes, their brilliant
gold and white stained by snoke or blood. A horde of seagulls circled and
dived over the field, trying to beat the graves' details to the eyes of the
dead.

Shan wi shed with all his soul that he could cry, but he had by then
al nrost | ost the power to even blink. The heap of cadavers shifted and he fel
hel pl essly on his side.

He now saw a | arge group of Technos directly ahead of him severa
t housand, he guessed, for they seemed to be backed up all the way to the main
gate. There were many wonen and chil dren anong the captured, so it seened that
t he Peopl e had not gone on the ranpage in the highlands that they mi ght have.
A big man, Coral perhaps, was standing on a wagon with a bull horn held before
him Al though he could not hear a word, Shan could easily guess what was goi ng
on. The surviving Technos were being given a choice: they could renmain and
serve the Ship's new captains and escape with themto Home. O they could
| eave.

Shan | ooked cl oser, for the darkness was getting thicker, and was
shocked at what he saw. Many of the Technos were, predictably, weeping or
sinmply sitting on the ground, stunned with sorrow or pain; but one by one, as
the tears dried and the sorrows fell into a nunb col dness, they raised their
eyes, not to the Wrld or to the evening stars, but to the Victory_. Al npst
every menber of that crowd, Techno and People alike, was entranced by the Ship
and with the reality that Coral and his nmen had suddenly given it.

The choi ce of | eaving nust have just been given, for the prisoners were
stirring uneasily. Some managed to tear their eyes away fromthe ship and
| ooked to their burning hones in the highlands. Qthers tal ked earnestly, not
| ooki ng at each ot her.

The man with the horn nade an appealing gesture. The crowd shifted again



and the dying Techno realized that not a single person had stepped forward.
_How?_ he asked hinself, remenbering the iron determination of just a few
hours ago. Then he renenbered his own exact feelings and saw that the courage
was sunmmoned in the nane of the _Victory_, not for any noble schenes of Wrld
reconstruction. The ownership of the _Victory_ had shifted and the Technos
followed |ike trai ned dogs.

He | ooked up again to see that a single person had stepped forward, a
girl, certainly not old enough to be called a woman. Even though her uniform
was torn and dirtied, she was still an exceedingly beautiful creature; fair
skin, fine features, long gold-yellow hair, she did not belong in this ruin.
Hel I, Shan thought, she did not belong in the Wrld at all: a First Wrld
princess woul d have been closer to the mark. But her face did not retain the
regal cal mthat her novenents expressed. She was confused, and noved her olive
eyes first to the Victory , then to Coral, to the highlands, and finally to
the night sky; she was crying and tried to cover her face with a bl oodi ed
right hand. She stared for a second at a young man in the front rows, but he
did not see her, so intently was he regardi ng the Ship.

Shan tried to call to her, but all he could feel was a thin stream of
warm bl ood forcing its way between his |ips.

Coral faced her, a curious smle on his face as if he were happy at her
| eaving. He gestured and a dark coach and two horses trotted up. She boarded
and the coach noved off. It was now virtually night, half the sky being richly
strewn with stars.

Shan began to forget the girl and worry about his own inpendi ng deat h.
_No need to trouble nyself about that_, he thought, _here it comes now_. A
short stocky man in white was noving along the Iine of bodies that marked the
defense perineter; he held a pistol and his chest was strung with clip
bandoliers. Aline truck and crew fol | owed at a di stance.

At each corpse he bent down and felt about the neck for a pulse. If none
was found, he passed on; if he found a living Techno or soldier he put the gun
to his head before going on to the next. Shan saw only two of the quiet muzzle
fl ashes as the man approached; Shan wondered if a gun were capable of killing
someone if he could only see and not hear its shot.

The man was in front of Shan, but all the Techno could see fromhis
position was a pair of boots, painted a dirty white. A hand reached down, but
Shan could not feel it touch his neck; he expected the gun to follow but
instead the man's tired face cane into view The face saddened and Shan
t hought he m ght be saved. The face and boots di sappeared. The nan noved Shan
around, settled himback against the pile and carefully adjusted his head
until he was staring al nost straight up

In front and rising out of sight was the Ship, now a pale bronze in the
twilight, conpletely filling the world. The starboard wi ng root began at his
extrenme left, nore than a thousand feet above the Yards; the constellation of
Eringold was dimy reflected on the Ship's polished hull.

Shan waited, trying to decide whether to hate or love the _Victory . At
| ast the man canme back, looking as if he had just granted the Techno sone
di vine favor. The man placed hinself squarely in front of Shan, his skin now
the sane color as the Ship's. Wth an air of infinite benevol ence he swung his
gun up until it was within six inches of Shan's face. The next thing the
Techno saw was a noi sel ess flash spreading outward fromthe gun, hiding the
man and his Ship behind its brilliance.



XX

In the two years that followed the G and Revol ution -- as one chronicler
so admiringly named it -- the _Victory_ increased its bulk by a good ten
percent. The Peopl e worked around the clock and a decade of schedul ed work was
conpressed into those two years.

The sol e refugee fromthe Yards, the girl, had started out not having
the slightest idea of where she would go. Transportati on was provided as far
as the Yuma border, but beyond that no help was of fered. She struck out to the
north, desiring only to escape the Caroline where black and silver uniforns
had acquired an unheal thy reputation

In the third Spring after the Grand Revol uti on, she | anded at Duncarin,
capital of the Dresau I|sl ands.

XX

At that noment, Admiral Radl ov was probably the nmost powerful man in the
Wrld, west of the Tyne delta. And so had been his predecessors, the Adnmirals
of the Fleet, down through a thousand years of history. Under themthe Dresau
I sl ands had becone m ghty beyond all measuring and had i nposed their w se rule
over seven hundred nmiles of eastern coastline and thirty major islands. The
I slands were also the [ ast archaic hol dout of the First World.

Capt ai n Pendred conmanded t he nost powerful weapon in this nmost powerful
of nations, the cruiser _Haven gore_. This ship, along with the frigates
_Blackthorne_ and _Frost fire_, conposed what the Wrld called either in
I egend or in direct report, The Fleet.

It was a bright norning in early Spring when the Tal bi ght estuary was
ridding itself of ice, and the nmountain streans on Guthrun, the main island,
were flushed fromthe first thaws. The girl had just been escorted from
Radl ov' s office after an extensive interview

Pendred was then sunmoned. Al though al nbst twenty years the Admiral's
junior, his counsel was often asked in matters of pressing inport.

Pendred |l eft his greatcoat in the foyer and entered the office. Admira
Radl ov was seated behind a | arge oaken desk carved fromthe transom of the
ship of the Iine _Hell Hawk_, of Blackwoods Bay fanme. Radl ove was an ol d nan,
and he showed it nore than he cared to adnmt. The sea had been a crue
conpani on to himand had sapped his strength until he could only stand "like a
pi ece of driftwood" and watch the ships. Mst of his hair had been torn out by
the northern gales and the salt water had eroded his skin until he | ooked |ike
an abandoned hulk rotting on the nudflats south of Duncarin.

Pendred was nerely Radl ov twenty years before

After the prelimnary pleasantries and the conplinents on the _Haven
gore's_ recent expedition against the corsairs of New Svald, the Admra
confronted Pendred with the Ship. The Myth of the Ship, the _Victory_itself,
the Grand Revolution, and the state of the western Wrld were all related to
Pendred fromthe witten testinony of the girl. Pendred, of course, expressed
t he predictabl e anazenent and then the rapture that nost nen experienced when
they were told of the real and/or professed ains of the Ship. But the delight



was not all that Torinman would have wi shed it to be, because Pendred and the
Dresau Islands still lived, albeit tenuously, in the First Wrld, and they
retained that age's fierce confidence in itself; what Toriman had sought to
resurrect in the Caroline had not yet died on Guthrun

Radl ov stopped reading and | aid down the report; he sat back in his
chair and silently | ooked out over Kingsgate Bay. A trimgray schooner was
tacki ng outbound with the afternoon tide. Pendred let all the facts sink in
for a noment and then spoke. "And if all of what this woman tells us is true,
sir, what are we to do? Even if the People do finish this machine and try to

fly it, it will anpst certainly kill themall. It can't be intended as a
weapon -- they could build fifty Fleets or a hundred air forces with the
effort that they pour into one decade on this _Victory . | just can't see how

this could affect us."
"You're right there; if the Ship is just that, a vehicle to carry the

scum of the earth to a nore confortable garbage heap, then it will not affect
us. But the original purpose of the Ship was a part of a hoax. What if it is
still part of a hoax, a bigger and rmuch nore insidious one than the one the

Caroline originally had in nind?"

"Then anyt hi ng m ght happen."

"Correct. And to help things along, Pendred, | shall tell you an old
seaman's tale. Sone of this you'll know, but other parts are strictly from
| egends that the Governnment does not care to see in textbooks and histories.

" Approxi mately, say, two thousand years ago, there arose in the center
of the Wrld a nation that was supposed to have rivaled the First Wrld inits
power and techni cal magnfficence. Salasar was its name, Ashdown was it
capital. It is said that Salasar was originally responsible for the Gayfields
and perhaps the Berota Wall, but of course, none of this is readily
confi rmabl e.

"Anyway, in their mllennial heyday the people of Sal asar becane much
too enamobred with their devices and their raw power, |eading to corruption and
ultimate ruin. An old story.

"It is told, though, that before her dem se as an organi zed nation
Sal asar's roads, trucks, and aircraft once kept seventy percent of the whole
Worl d under her virtually absolute dom nion. Eventually, | suppose, even the
dom ni on clecayed into outright tyranny. They turned their machines into gods
and their rulers into priests." Pendred stirred uneasily and stared at the
testinmony on the Admiral's desk. "The glory of the First Wrld was first
twisted into the shanme of this Wrld and then into something nmuch worse."

"I'f such a thing were possible!"

Radl ov sighed. "Mich too possible. So the inevitable insurrections and
revol uti ons broke out. Each one was put down with progressively greater
brutality until the fires finally caught hold in what is now Mourne and then
in the nmountain | ands of Enom Warfare spread all around the heart of Sal asar
and they resorted to . . . to what the peasants call 'unholy' acts in their
efforts to preserve their evil rule.

"The final drive began here, on Quthrun and the rest of the Dresau
Islands.” The Admiral's eyes sparkled faintly with the menories. "A thousand
years ago, it was, when the ships and aircraft that had either remained from
the First Wrld or had escaped from Sal asar gathered in our bays and on our
fields. A thousand years ago. Have you heard of the Armageddon | egend,

Pendr ed?"

"Yes," the Captain said quietly, "a very, very old story fromthe First
Vorld."

"That's what they thought it was, Armageddon. Sallying forth to defeat
the forces of Evil, the Powers of Darkness, to save their imortal souls and

end creation

"So the Fleets, seven thousand ships and fifteen thousand aircraft,
left, in conjunction with land forces driving in fromthe east and north, they
engaged Sal asar on the plain west of the Tyne delta.

"They didn't end creation, though they m ght as well have, but perhaps



they did save their souls, for they drove the bl ackest, nost dreadful force to
ever see the light of day, back across the western nmountains to the barren

bl asted wastes that |ay beyond. The | osses” -- Radlov's voice trailed off --
"the | osses were enough to turn that plain into a graveyard fifty by a hundred
mles in size.

"The survivors of this misfired Armageddon built the Tyne Fortress to
guard the beaten Powers; Gun Hill had been wecked in the whirl of battle.
They built the Westwatch to serve as the eyes of the Fortress. O the Yards
there is no nention; oblique references are seen in the histories of some nen,
but it is really a npot question

"The aircraft returned to the Grayfields to sleep and for their pilots
to die; the soldiers went hone to found new nations, to conpose songs of their
exploits, but nostly just to forget. The ships -- there were | ess than four
t housand now -- and their crews returned to the Dresau Islands, founded the
Maritime Republics and established the Fleet. But despite all that these
survivors did, the First Wrld had just about died. Because it had used the
tools of hated Sal asar, it became feared by the Wrld it had freed. OF course,
the First Wrld is admired today, but nost of this Wrld still thinks that a
gun kills only people and a wench can build only destructive machines. |
guess that after Aberdeen went down the drain we were just about the only ones
left with the old nachines and the old, ah, nmentality -- for what that's
worth. The Caroline now has taken its peasants by the hand and shown t hem t hat
they are the masters of any nmachine-that it can do nothing unless they wll
it."

Pendred asked cautiously, "But what has this to do with the Victory? "

"Can't you see it? Can't you feel it?" the Admiral said with unexpected
intensity.

"Feel what?"

"The hand of the Powers. Look, this whole thing starts when a genera
t hat al most nobody ever heard of suddenly calls this Linpkin up to his castle
and | ays out a beautiful plan to rebuild the Wrld. Involving, | mght add, a
pl ace that no man can say exi sted before the Powers were defeated; so maybe
the Yards aren't as fabul ously ancient as the Caroline thought.

"Look at the | eadership that sprung up, unassisted if we are to believe
the girl, anong the People. There are the Arnories which sonmebody set up and
secretly geared to assist in the take-over of the Ship and the Caroline." The
Admi ral gl anced around himin frustration. "Well, damrmit, Pendred, | can't
of fer a single shred of concrete proof, not a single definite fact, but the
whol e cast of the thing, the whole fabric into which these events seemto be
woven reeks of a plot of such collossal malignity that the Powers are the only
ones that could possibly be behind it."

Pendred began to reexanine the testinmony of the girl; he was about to
ask a question, but Radlov started up again. "One nore thing, Captain,
something | neglected to read you fromthe report. You renenber that Cora
of fered all the Technos their freedom She says she had no intention of

| eaving; | suspect that she loves the Victory_as much as any of them and
t he proni se of Hone nore than nost."
"Then why . . . ?"

"One of Coral's men, not one of the People's mlitia, came up behind her
and put a bayonet to her back. She was forced to nove out and maeke it appear
that she desired to leave. By this tinme, | gather, she was quite upset and
didn't have the slightest idea of what she should do. But she remenbers that
Coral had smiled at her in a strange manner, notioned, and then a single
coach, with provisions for one passenger, took her away before she could
coll ect herself. Further, when she was deposited at the Yuna border, she was
told quite pointedly that the central Wrld had becone nobst dangerous for
Technos . "

"I still don't . . ."

" and that the _only_ place where she would find safety would be on
@Qut hrun, in the Dresau Islands. And, as 'luck' would have it, she instantly



met an out-of-work mercenary who offered to convey her hither, asking no other
reward than her, ah, favors. Interesting chap, fromwhat she tells: tall,
m ddl e-aged but still in the flower of his manhood. A scarred face and real
martial bearing. She said that she might have grown to like him but it seened
to her that his collections of his due on the journey were perforned al nost
totally without passion, as if the man were on sone distasteful mission and
this were just part of the job and nothing nore. Finally our wandering | ass
renenbered that the man carried a gold signet ring, inscribed with a nmailed
fist and wi nged horse."
"The crest of Mourne,’

Pendred said slowy.

"Quite. Mourne, home of such diverse and illustrious personages as our
Ceneral Toriman, the 'ghost' of Molnor 1V, and nore recently Coral, Liberator
of the People. Now can you snell it?" The Admiral's voice shaded of f from

ridicule into a controlled, simrering anger. "Mourne, once the preserver of
the Wrld' s freedom now a puppet of the Powers."

Pendred was at a loss to explain his superior's uncharacteristic display
of enotion; the Adnmiral returned to watching the Bay. As Pendred thought
har der about what he had just |earned, seemingly unrelated facts, little
details in the testinony began to change shape and fit with frightening ease
into a design whose overall nature still eluded conprehension. "This girl, it
woul d seem that she was sel ected and brought here specifically to let us know
what was going on. Unusual, | should think, for forces engaged in dark
plottings."

"Hardly unusual. It's a trap of course,"” said Radlov inmpatiently. "O
rather one should say, an invitation. Pendred, we're the |last hol dout of the
First Wrld, the only place on Earth that woul d be vaguely recogni zable to a
man fromthe First Days. The First Wrld should have died at the Tyne
Apocal ypse, but it didn't -- there were survivors. | know that a prophet wth
a halo on his head, coming walking to us on top of the Sea would suit our
preconceptions better than a sinple girl, but | cannot help but feel that this
will be a final Armageddon for the First Wrld."

"Just for us?" croaked Pendred.

"The First Wrld and its beliefs still live, | hope, in other nmen and in
ot her nations, although in so small a quantity as to be al nbst usel ess. But
they will hear this call -- indeed, | propose to tell them-- and if there is
some of the First World in their souls they will nove and commit thensel ves
either for or against the new masters of the Dark Powers. Those who do not
move -- and this will be nost of the Wrld' s people -- will live on. They will
not go to the Tyne Delta."

"And this will end, once and for all, the First Wrld."

"And the Wrld, with all its physical horrors and grotesqueries shal
rei gn unchall enged in the universe. Things will be as they should have been."

Pendred' s m nd was incapable of cogent thought; he blundered around in a
fog of forgotten religious nyths, new horrors, and now this: the supernatura
reduced to brutally natural terms, the spiritual becone physical. "Wat nust
we do at the Yards if this is the case?"

"We shall attenpt to destroy the Ship, a thing which we both know by now
to be inpossible, and then we shall die."

"And things will be as they should have been," nunbl ed Pendred bl eakly,
| ooking at the floor.

Radl ov smiled Iike a man who has found sonme small measure of
satisfaction in his own inpending death. "Captain, we are dying now, anyway.

Ki ngsgate Bay used to be choked with steel ships and what do we have now? A
collection of small sailing ships and three incredibly over-age steanships.

G ve us another hundred years and we'll have trouble defeating a school of
tuna. If we just ignore this thing and all ow ourselves and all that we val ue
to just crunble into. . . into the Wrld, then we will be no better _than_
the Wrld, and we will deserve its eventual fate. W nust go to the Yards, and
even if we can't touch the Victory_, then at least we will give nmeaning to
ourselves in the attenpt."



Pendred nodded accord; his heart accepted all that Radlov had said for
he had believed it | ong before he had heard of the Ship, but his mnd stil
weakly fought it. Pendred got up and headed out of the office; the Admira
swung his chair around to face Kingsgate Bay, now rippling gold and silver in
t he sunset.

"What, specifically, do you plan to do?" Pendred asked at the door

"Tell the Cabinet, | suppose." Radlov's voice was |ike dust in the quiet
room "I'Il not tell themall, though, of what |I've told you; | suspect that
several feel such a thing is imrnent. I'll just tell themthe Ship is a
threat to us that we cannot ignore. Then | will reconmend that the Fleet be
readi ed and that word be sent to every nation we can find assistance from The
Gayflelds will, if at all possible, be resurrected.” He said it so

resi gnedly, Pendred thought, so calmy did this man call the hal f-dead corpse
of the First World to arms and battle. Radlov continued: "And on sonme day,
nore than eighty years fromnow -- it will take at least that long for the
Fleet to be conpletely refitted and for the Wrld to raise its arny and forge
its weapons, so very nany obstacles and difficulties do | see-then we wll
converge on the Yards."

Pendred shut the door gently and | eft Navy House.

XXV

The sun was al nost touching the horizon by the tine Pendred reached the
harbor; he cane here often to think, nostly of the _Havengore_, sonetines
about a woman who had drowned when the _Obereon_ was wrecked off Cape Hale.
Despite the dark thoughts, it was a beautiful place, especially now when the
western breezes carried the scent of rich fields and new fl owers from Kyandr a,
second |l argest island in the Dresau |Islands and now just visible to the right
of the sun. Gulls wheel ed overhead, playing anong the high masts of gray and
bl ack painted sailing ships. Tar, spruce, oak and ash, varnish and fresh
forged steel competed with Kyandra's lovely snells. _Defiance_, _W ndnoor_,
_Jewel , _FEringold_, _Vengeance , and _Janette_: the old nanes of the vani shed
ships of the Fleet now floated over the water on the gilt sterns of wooden
craft. They were beautiful in the manner of all sailing ships and sone of the
spirit of the old Fleet seemed to i mbue them but even nore than that, they
conjured up visions of what the original bearers of those names night have
been Iike. Then the nasts |owered and the hulls shrank and one saw behind them
row on row of great steel ships, steam ng out of the Kingsgate at twenty
knots, the breakwater shivering as their wakes hit it. Pendred imagined the
grand battle flags unrolled to the norning winds and nmen, no different from
hi nsel f, upon the decks.

Pendred wal ked around the waterfront thinking of such things and
wondering if his son's son m ght have commanded the _Haven gore_ on that far
day.

He alnost ran into the girl before he noticed her. Cbviously she was the
one who had brought the Admiral word of the Yards; the usual Navy runors had
been circul ated about her, but Pendred felt that her beauty surpassed all of
them The wonen of the Dresau Islands tended to be hardy, weather-beaten
types, as were their nmen -- heavy of intellect and of linb was the rule,
al t hough certain nenbers of the industrial and naval elite violated it quite
delightfully. But she was nore delicate than any that Pendred had seen. _The



Crystal Queen_, Pendred thought, remenbering a story he had not heard since
chi | dhood.

The two years of hard traveling and the rough attentions of her supposed
guardi an had hurt her remarkably little. The skin, once so white, had now
taken on a slight tan, accenting her large olive eyes all the nore. Her hair,
turned a deeper gold by the sun, was conbed straight, but its sheer richness
curved gently around her face to run down her back like a stream of silken
threads. Kyandra's winds stirred it and the evening stars gave her a crown to
go with the titles that Pendred was silently conferring.

She was wearing a long white dress with a high neck and | ong, tight
sl eeves as was the current fashion on Guthrun; it was enbroidered with snall
navy and turquoi se bl ossons.

He stood | ooking at her for a minute before it occurred to himthat he
m ght introduce hinself. He did and was received with surprising politeness.
But after the usual courtesies were exchanged the girl returned to her seaward
gazing and the nman to his funbling for words.

"Has your Adm ral decided to do anything about the _Victory? " So she
did love it, as Radlov had said.

He answered honestly: "He plans to nount an expedition against it."

Her face saddened noticeably. She murmured something indistinct and

| ooked inland where the stars were getting thicker and nore brilliant. "Really
for the better, | suppose. Still, it could have been so grand, so wonderfully
grand. . . . Mist you really do it?"

Pendred told her why and she nodded as if she had secretly guessed it
all along, but could not adnmit it to herself. She snmiled, not out of any joy
or happi ness, but froma tender sorrow that Pendred woul d have thought
i mpossi bl e to express.

Again quiet. Then Pendred offered to show her the _Haven gore_. She said
that she had seen enough of killing machines in the past several years, but
consent ed.

Pendred's regul ar launch was waiting further down the quay. The |aunch
threaded its way through the glut of wind ships until a narrow canal was
reached. Cast up on the tidal flats that flanked the channel on either side,
there lay the dead remants of the Fleet: burned and twi sted wecks that had
cone hone to die and give up their steel to rebuild their still-living
sisters. There was no noon. but the profusion of stars and the clarity of the
air provided just enough light to see by, not enough to show the rustcovered
wounds of the rotting hul ks.

The canal w dened until the boat was sailing in another, |arger harbor
than the Kingsgate: the Storngate, the an chorage of the Dresau Fleet. Al
along the far, hill-ringed shores, Pendred said that only a twentieth of it
was operational, the rest serving as a parts depot.

To the starboard, two sleek black forms could be seen sparkling in the
crystal light. "The frigates _Blackthorne_and _Frost fire_." Pendred pointed
to them "If you went by the dates on their launching plaques, they woul d each
be over four hundred years old. But, of course, each has been rebuilt so many
times that just about the _only_ things left over fromtheir first |aunching
are those plaques." They noved closer to the two ships; the white starlight
made them | ook |i ke pieces of scul pture shaped from ebony and edged wth
silver. The light winds stirred the surface of the Storngate and the water too
was of dark, beaten silver. The girl was quiet, taken up with it all; she
could not help but remark on the quiet, powerful beauty of the sleeping
machi nes.

Hearing this, Pendred remarked. "Sone day, if you will consent, | think
that | shall take you out on the _Frost fire_, the fastest of the three. Forty
knots through the cobalt Sea, white spray flying at every hand and all her
silken flags unfurled to the winds. Look at her, ny lady, |ook at both of them
and see themrunning out of the Kingsgate, reviving the old | egends, all the
old greatness and glories. And the _Haven gore_ steaming after themlike a
great castle set afloat, crashing through the waves toward . "



"Toward the destruction of the _Victory_ and thenselves."

Pendred fell silent.

Presently another silhouette detached itself fromthe darkness of the
hills. The _Haven gore_. Since it was alnost three tines as long as the two
frigates that they had just passed, Pendred thought that it m ght have
extracted sone neasure of awe fromthe girl; then he renenbered that she had
hel ped build a ship which could carry a hundred _Havengores_ in its hold.

The launch |l uffed up beside a boarding | adder and the two ratings held
it fast. They clinbed up onto the deck and Pendred showed the way to the
bridge, reciting the history of the cruiser as they went. "She was built nore
than five hundred years ago fromthe parts of seven ol der craft. She's seven
hundred feet |ong and can make nore than thirty-five knots shoul d
ci rcunmst ances warrant. She is, probably, outside of the Dresau Islands
t hensel ves, the largest single, living relic of the First Wrld." They had
reached the bridge by now "And like the Islands, she is dying.

"Look around you and what do you see? A mighty ship designed to defeat
nati ons and hunbl e nature, all guns and gray steel. But in the sunlight, in
the Iight of the Wrld, you can see the rust, the gun tubs that once housed
m ssiles and now carry muzzl e-1 oadi ng cannon, the main battery of nine

ei ght-inch guns crusted with preservative grease -- they haven't been fired in
al nrost half a century -- radar display casings that now hol d astrol obes and
sextants."

"And with this you hope to destroy the _Victory_ ."

"I think that the only thing that we will really destroy will be
oursel ves. And why not? What is the fault in dying when your world died a
t housand years before your own birth?" Pendred' s eyes |ooked to the stars, but
he realized that he had really been staring into the reflected light of the
girl's eyes. H's brutal, dooned world becane warmer and the grimdestiny that
Radl ov had charted for the Fleet had beconme tinged with her own quiet sorrow.
He spoke strangely, for certainly his nmind in its proper state would have
never dared to say such things. "It has beconme ny wish -- since Radlov told ne
of this adventure -- that ny grandson should be on board ny _Haven gore_ when
she last | eaves the Storngate." He took her hand and |l ed her to the
commander's sea cabin.

Pendred was literally enchanted with the girl and the two sailed to the
_Haven gore_ al nost every night for a month. Only the launch's ratings knew of
it -- Pendred's circle of friends was decidedly Iimted -- and their loyalty
and di scretion was unquesti oned.

The Navy and the demands of his command had forced himto forget the
fantasies and dreans of elfin, crystal queens, soft voices speaking of nothing
greater than quiet and light. Now they all flooded back on hiny Radlov's
proj ected Armageddon faded into conparative insignificance. The girl was
everything that he had ever desired; her un-Wrldly cast only hel ped him
forget the reality of the _Havengore's_ guns and travel to places that could
only exist in the conpany of a person |like her

But gradually the feelings changed; while she still tal ked of her dreans
and j ourneys, Pendred becane |l ess and less a part of them Were once the wild
specul ations had been nmade lightly, finding their greatest value sinply in



their telling, they were now personal nonol ogues from whi ch Pendred was al nost
entirely excluded. |If they happened out on deck, she gazed progressively nore
fixedly at the stars and at what Pendred knew nust be Home; the prom se of the
_Victory_ could have never been obliterated by his small dream ngs and the
depressing future of his ship. Sonetinmes he tried with an enbarrassing
desperation to recapture her imagination with childish visions of Gunthrun's
wild nountain |ands or of the lush forests on Kyandra; every wonder or delight
that the Islands nmight have held were instantly conmpared to the inpossible
assets of Hone

He realized that further effort was worthless. "I fear that any son that
m ght have cone of this will never set foot upon nmy poor old _Haven gore_," he
sai d absently one night.

"Ah, no," she replied, staring up at the welkin. "He'll sail upon a much
finer ship."

"One without a voyage such as Radl ov has planned for her, one with no
worries of Armageddons."” Pendred wondered if she was even listening.

"I guess, although it's not quite like that."

"An end as opposed to a beginning. That it?"

She smled at him "You could conme with ne, you know "

"I could no nore go to your ship than you could stay here, with mne."
He ran his hand lightly through her hair. "So | will give up trying to make ny
I sl ands another Home . . . even for such a prize.

"There is an arned schooner |eaving three days fromnow for the Maritine
Republics. Fromthere you can board a coaster and, at Enador, join a caravan
al ong the Donnigol Trace. That will take you, eventually, to the Caroline and
fromthere to the Tyne delta." The girl noved her lips in thanks; Pendred
heard only the sandy growl of the surf around the Storngate.

XXVI

Five years after the girl left, Pendred married. Hs wife was also of a
delicate manner, coming fromthe naval aristrocracy, and at times rem nded him
too much of the girl. He loved his second wife and | avished all the care and
attention he could upon her and, later, upon his son and grandson; but it is
under st andabl e that when the _Havengore_was out on an extended patrol in
foreign waters, and the bridge was deserted save for Pendred and the hel msnen,
and his sea cabin twenty feet behind him he thought of his crystal queen, so
perfect and fair and so renote from himand his world.

Ten years after the girl left, Admral Radlov died and Pendred noved
fromthe cruiser's bridge to Navy House in Duncarin.

XXV |



When Pendred assuned the post of Admiral of the Fleet, be found that he
had inherited Radlov's plan for the nobilization of the First Wrld for its
final battle.

The plan conpri sed seven hundred pages of closely typed print plus
anot her three hundred pages of supporting graphs, charts, and tables to back
it up. As a military man, Pendred was hypnotized by the incredible scope of
the plan. Radlov had called for the opening of nore than thirty Bl ack

Libraries -- the fact that this mght involve the Islands in several m nor
wars was taken for granted. Enbassies were to be sent to the twenty-nine
nati ons whi ch supposedly still had sone of the First Wrld' s essence in them

An expeditionary force was to capture the Grayfields in as inconspicuous a
manner as possible; there they would, by cannibalizing wecked aircraft,
attenpt to produce the first air fleet since the battle at the Tyne delta. Qut
of the estimated then thousand pl anes that Radl ov thought had | anded there
after the Tyne Battle, a total of twenty heavy and thirty light aircraft m ght
be put into flying condition.

Confronted by such an overwhel ming collection of raw power, on paper at
| east, Pendred could not help but feel optimistic in his |later years. It was
in one of these brighter noods that the Admiral conposed an addition to
Radl ov' s end-of-the-First-Wrld hypothesis. The battle would be joined, but
fromit would spring not only spiritual victory, but total physical victory.
Confronted by such a mghty host, Pendred conceived, the Dark Powers woul d be
crushed in the battle for their gigantic toy. Wth the enornous booty t hat
woul d foll ow such a triunph, the true and honest reconstruction of the Wrld
m ght begin. And he woul d be renmenbered as the ultimate fountai nhead of it

all; sone credit would be given to Radl ov, of course, but he was such a
def eati st.
XXV I

I mredi ately after the end of the Gand Revol ution, or the One Wek's War
as it was known in the south, Coral was el ected Chancellor of the Caroline by
accl amati on.

Coral's first official act of any note was the supression of those
Technos who had chosen to fight on. There were two groups. The first was
centered in the mning | ands northwest of the Yards, in the nountains. Using
the big trucks and equi pment and the crude but serviceabl e weapons that the
Arnmories had distributed to the People's mlitia, Coral quickly (and sonetines
quite literally) crushed the rebels. Wthin two weeks of the battle at the
Yards, high grade ore was again pouring into the snelters around Gateway.

The second band proved a little nore tenaci ous. Wen the defensive
perimeter around the Ship had broken, a nunber of the Technos had the presence
of mind to gather up what weapons they could and retreat within the _Victory_.

For two and a hal f nonths the surviving Technos put up a heroic fight,
admttedly totally hopel ess, but possessing a quixotic charmso absent in the
days of the Wrld. They were led by a short little man named Chri st of
Khal | er hand.

VWhile only partially complete, the _Victory's_ hull still contained
several cubic mles of conplex, hidden, conmpartnented space. And it was
Khal | erhand and his group who used this labyrinth to its best advantage. The



forests surroundi ng Bl ackwood' s Bay could not have hidden nmen better

Coral ordered work resuned on the Ship as soon as the mess around her
had been cl eared away. But progress was predictably slow, what wth
Khal | er hand junpi ng out of hatches or drifting through a maze of scaffol ding.
The very inconpl eteness of the Ship nade hiding easy and pursuit inpossible.

Al though it is doubtful that nmore than a handful renenber it, there is a
little song that comrenorates the high point of the resistance; quite catchy

and nost stirring -- which is why Coral personally ordered its repression --
it tells of the surrealistic battle that took place in the forward areas of
the Ship. The exact lyrics are forgotten, but one can well inagine the story

t hey depicted: Tanks runbling through corridors sixty feet square, phosphorous
grenades doing their terrible work, explosions that |eft conpartments coated
with the transparent sline that such actions reduce the human body to. The
nmusi cal pinging of bullets bouncing off the steel could be heard all over the
Yards along with the nuffled screans of the dying.

Khal | erhand had only two hundred men with him but their know edge of
the Ship's innards allowed themto nmomentarily defeat Coral's People and hold
the forward third of the Victory_ firmly in their grasp for over a week.

At this time, Coral thought that too many potential workers were being
lost in what the People of Gateway were calling "the Meatgrinder"; they were
also filling the Ship with what many woul d call ghosts, and a cursed Ship
woul d just not do.

So the section held by the rebels was sinply shut up. Iron plate was
wel ded over all entrances, arnmed guards set around them and the rebellion was
allowed to consume itself; the bodies of plague victins were sealed in with
Khal | erhand just to make sure. A year later the plates were knocked off and,
after the stench had been cl eared out, work resumed on that area.

Besi des the crude ballad, the only nenories of that brief but gallant
stand were the occasional bl ack-robed skel etons or rusted guns that workers
turned up in obscure corners or in virtually forgotten passages.

Khal | er hand had fought and died, not to preserve any high ideas or grand
schenes of universal reawakening, but just to retain possession of the god
that he had built; there was no difference between himand those of his
col | eagues who joined Coral; they had all deified the Ship | ong before the
Grand Revol ution. Khallerhand had sinply adjudged the Techno cl ass, hinself
specifically, fitter than this upstart Coral to guide the building of the
_Victory_. But the song and the sketchy, enbroidered tales eventually filtered
out into the rest of the Wrld, and it is one of the mnor ironies of the
history of the Ship that Khallerhand was feted by many as the first true eneny
of the Ship.

XXI'X

Rel i eved of the pretense of conforming to the Admralty's secret
schenes, the full resources of an awakened Caroline were channel ed openly and
totally into the Yards. Along with the new power canme new people, a flood of
refugees fromthe msery of the Wrld. Gateway soon burst its old limts and
occupi ed the highlands; the el egant gardens and houses of the Technos were
qui ckly being replaced by shoddy, crowded tenenents and narrow streets.

CGat eway becane the largest, richest city in the Wrld, perhaps greater than
any that the First Wrld had built.



The great roads |eading north and east to the mnes and petrol eumwells
trenbl ed daily under the weight of nmonstrous trucks. Lights were strung al
over the steel scaffolding around the Ship; around-the-clock shifts were
instituted.

Years after the Grand Revolution, when the spirit of that battle was
cooling, Coral began to |eak om nous propheci es about the jeal ous and hostile
Worl d. "Border incidents," never of much concern before, were now noted by the
CGovernment with increasing gravity. Gateway's one prerevol utionary newspaper
the Herald_, was now joined by two nore Governnent organs, _Truth_ and _The
Hone- Wor d_.

The Wrld was a horrible enough place by itself; one hardly needed the
strange, angui shed aninal how ings that the night winds lifted fromthe west
and from beyond the encircling nountains to know that. Now the nornally
apat hetic and crude international relations began to assunme the organized
horror that haunted the nost renote of the Black Libraries. The Peopl e of
Gateway and the Caroline Enpire began to see a barbed ring of hatred being
drawn about them Nations whose existence had been previously limted to
quai nt | egend were now said to be gathering armi es against them The Wrld
envied the Caroline and her Ship with a passion that exceeded their |ove of
the First Wrld, and it was out to steal or destroy both the Ship and the
Enmpire. The World, Raud, Enom the Dresau |slands, Svald, New Svald, the
Maritime Republics, Karindale becanme the all-inclusive "they" -- nurderers of
chil dren, maddened beasts, enem es of the Ship. Wen the People | ooked to the
east they saw, along with the liquid glint of dragons' eyes, the harsh shine

of steel and mail. Stars becane signal |anps; wanderers, penitents and | one
hunters were the skirmishers for the nunberless hordes of the Wrld.
Thi s atnmosphere intensified until, seven years after the G and

Revol ution, the People's Government uncovered a plot involving a third of the
nations of the Wrld in a suicidal assault on the Yards to destroy the Ship
with an atonic bonb, or Black Pill as the Wrld called it.

It was this incident, raising the ultinmate specter of the Pill, which
Coral used to justify his "Programof Security." The first phase was the
roundi ng up of all suspected traitors there were nore of themthan anyone
coul d have suspect ed!

The purge ended, Coral issued his Spring Decrees, part two of the
Program Wth these fiats the Caroline Enpire enbarked on a period of activity
and growth unmat ched since the end of the First Wrld -- others, curiously,
used Sal asar for the conparison. The Arny, whose comrand structure had been
obliterated by the Revolution, was swollen to nonstrous proportions. Gddly,
the men were armed with the crossbows and swords of the Wirld instead of the
weapons fromthe Arnories; those weapons had been recall ed by the Government
after the defeat of Khallerhand. Only a specially recruited elite force had
nmodern guns; those that were left over were either fed into Gateway's furnaces
for the Ship or positioned al ong the border of the Enpire. Coral called this
| ast neasure an "iron ring fromwhich the People of the Ship could march forth
to defeat the Wrld if we are so challenged, and an invincible bastion to
whi ch we may al ways retreat should that eventuality arise.”

The Decrees reveal ed that a huge collection of plans had been discovered



in a neglected corner of the roons bel ow the Yards. Right on the heels of this
announcement, Coral said that three riverboats had just brought to the Yards
conplete plans for the construction of the Ship. Exactly where these boats

m ght have first sailed fromwas not asked, since everyone assuned that the
evil old Admiralty had had the plans secreted away and they had only now been
f ound.

As a result of this al nbst exhausting succession of discoveries and new
programs, Coral announced that the Ship would be ready for launching within
seventy-five years, less than half the tine allotted by the Admiralty.

Coral spoke of all these things fromthe unfinished prow of the Ship,
hi s white-robed body al nost |ost against its vastness but for the sun
spotlighting himthrough a break in the clouds. It had been during the annua
celebration of the beginning of the Ship. Below himflew the white and sil ver
of the Enpire, the single star still upon it; nearby were the personal flags
of the various dignitaries and the subject nations of the Empire. This had
been an especially grand day, for the conpletion of the Ship had finally been
brought within the span of a single lifetine; sone said that the begi nning of
t he universe could not have been so grand, and others said that _this_ was the
begi nni ng.

As Coral descended fromthe Ship, the sun setting, flags and bands al
snappi ng out their own music, and the crowds howing their acclaim the Type
Fortress, unnoticed by nost, sent forth another one of its mssiles toward the
barren west. Coral stopped and stared at it, an odd expression on his face. He
waited until the rocket had passed above the clouds, then he | ooked earthward
to the blood red sun. "Say goodbye to our star; we shall not be |looking onits
cruel face for very nuch longer!" he said for the benefit of those around him
An aide smled and woul d have patted Coral on the back, but he thought the
better of it and let his lord pass.

XXX

Two years after the announcenent of the Decrees and the Security
Program the new Arny of the Enpire -- exceptional only in its nunbers and
spirit -- began the decadesl ong People's Wars that were to swallow nore than a

third of the Wrld before they were through.

As the reginents marched from Gateway, fromthe Type garrisons, from
Caltroon, and froma hundred | esser places, the men of the Arnories foll owed
themw th their great weapons and rooted Coral's "iron ring" to the sterile
soil of the Wrld.

The Enmpire Arny carried none of these terrible machi nes when they left,
but at |east they found enormous confidence in having those guns protecting
their backs. The incongruity of siege guns that were able to plant half a ton
of expl osives seventy mles away bei ng guarded by horsenen with crossbows and
swords bothered no one; in fact, nost thought it rather romantic.



XXX |

The final years which separated the beginning of the People' s Wars and
the ultimte |launching of the Ship go by nany nanmes. The one given by the
lords of Enomis the best: the Burning Tinme. The two fires, one in the east
and one in the west, grew together w th agonizing sl owness.

In nunbers, the Dresau's allies were somewhat |ess than the Enpire. If
Coral boasted that the Enpire's forces were unparall el ed anywhere in human
hi story, he was conceded to be correct. The East found its distinction in
conparing their armes with those of the First Wrld, if not in equipnent then
at least in tenperanent.

Where the Enpire sent forth a faceless tide of its own ruthless
citizens, the East assenbled a host as diverse as the nations that had
contributed to it. Black, red, silver, gold, blue; eagles, dragons, griffins,
stars glittered and shone on their shields and banners. Wodl and hunters from
Raud, hidden fromnortal sight by their green and brown cloaks until the
silver of their long swords shimrered in eneny eyes; the nountain |ords of
Enom befurred and hung with mail and norning stars, their flags of enanel ed

mail, for the gales of their honeland instantly shredded nere silk; short
sea-folk from New Svald and the Maritinme Republics, |ooking woefully | ost on
solid land; tall, quiet marines and guardsmen fromthe Dresau |slands' new

| and arny, taking obvious pride in their First Wrld guns and vehi cl es.

A full three score of nations, a thousand tribes, numberless nen,
wanderers, outcasts, loners who found a grimconfort under the East's rai nbow
flags and devices -- all stood back fromthe raging fires of the People's
Wars, saving what they could but being careful not to waste their strength;
all the time, falling back, waiting, preparing, forging new weapons, reforging
t he broken ones until forty percent of their |lands were in Enpire hands.

XXX 1]

On a day in early sumer the last cloudy block of control nmaterial was
lifted fromthe Yards and fitted into its appointed place within the Ship; the
Peopl e | ooked around thensel ves and saw that the Ship was finished.

They crowded unbi dden out of Gateway and up into the mountains. The
Fortress | aunched another of its endl ess rockets. The People could only see
the Victory_, shining nore beautifully than God in H's youth, filling the
Yards and reducing even the Sea to conparative nothi ngness.

Coral stood among them prouder than anyone. He had not died, and the
Peopl e had cone to associate his inpossibly long Iife and continuing vitality
with the sane powers that had hel ped thembuild the Victory . Even the
occasi onal , whispered hint of Coral's possible divinity was greeted by
responsi ve m nds.

They wat ched throughout the day. At that distance no structural seans
were visible; the Ship looked as if it had been cast froma single piece of
white gold. N ght came and presently the nmoon rose; still the People of the
Ship sat atop the nmountains. After a while it happened that the silver
reflection of the noon upon the Sea traveled fromthe horizon to the foot of



the Yards, nounting the Ship on a titan's scepter. They returned to their
hormes and wai t ed.

The t hought occurred to some that the only people who m ght have been
able to fly the Ship would have been the grandsons of the Technos. Wen
confronted by this question, Coral smled benignly and told themto trust in
the wi sdom of the Buil ders.

To the east, the Arny was encountering new successes; they did not yet
know of the Ship's conpletion. Aside fromthat the Enpire was silent for a
week.

In the first hours of sonme norning a hatch opened on top of the
_Victory_, and, at seven-second intervals, small, dart-like aircraft emerged
and flew off to the east, south, and north. No one had built such machi nes and
nothing Iike them had been brought up fromthe Yards; the Ship nmust have nade
them and therefore the People knew that it was good.

Ten thousand of these darts left the Victory_ during that day, the
night, and the follow ng day. One circled over the Yards and Gateway while
ot hers vanished in the bright sumrer air.

Then peace once again, this time only until the dawn of the third day.

Then a huge, boomi ng voice crashed down upon the whol e of the known
World; majestic and overpowering it was, filling every corner of creation with
its glory and triunph. The voice came fromthe darts, positioned over all of
the Wrld, giving voice to the sane words at the same time. Rolling Iike
di vine thunder the voice spoke these words: "I amthe Ship! Conme to nme, for
the green and cool quiet of paradise, of Home awaits you and your sons !"

Many | ooked to their neighbors, or to their wives, or to their children
and gathering a few precious things, started wal ki ng east, drawn by the
stories and the voice to the Tyne delta. OGthers | ooked about them and into
t hensel ves, and sat down to just cry softly and watch their fell ows march away
Still others, appearing sadder than all the rest, |ooked to their guns; the
Burni ng Time was about to end.

The Caroline Armmy al so heard the voice and joyously sheathed their
swords. They had built a road fromthe Yards and fromthe Caroline into the
heart of the World; now this Empire seemed hardly worth the effort. They
struck their canps and wi t hdrew.

Now, finally, the dreaded hosts that Coral had spoken of appeared around
t he whol e of the Enpire, doubtlessly bent on destroying it in its finest
nmonent. But the People sniled at each other because it was too |ate.

XXX 'V

Admiral of the Fleet Pendred' s grandson had neither the persona
brilliance nor the tine his ancestor had to ascend to such a high rank. Wen
the silver object appeared over Duncarin with its great voice calling himto
the Ship, he was the chief gunnery officer on board the _Haven gore_.

Ei ghty years his Gandfather had said it would take, and al nost eighty
years it was! Beneath Pendred floated a _Haven gore_ that had recaptured nuch
of its original power. Her great guns had been restored, her turbines were of
new steel, and the rust was gone fromher arnor. In opposition to the di seased
white of the Enpire, the cruiser and her two snaller consorts had been
repainted a glistening bl ack

Several hundred yards to starboard, the _Blackthorne_ and the _Frost



fire_rolled in the gentle swell, |Iow and quick in their new guns and col ors.
Pendred cl osed his eyes and saw the Fleet of a thousand years ago in simlar
battl e dress.

The voice. A creaking of chains, sirens, and venting steam The _Frost
fire_ was the first to nmove, and then the _Blackthorne_; the _Haven gore_ fel
in behind the two frigates. Black snmoke from poorly refined fuel oil poured
fromtheir funnels as they ran the canal to the Kingsgate at fifteen knots.

Thei r wakes washed agai nst the grounded ships on the mudflats. Six
hundred hul ks of once grand ships watched the passing Fleet in a silence
worthy of the dead's eternal dignity.

The channel was quickly cleared and as it opened into the Kingsgate the
_Frost fire_ quickened the pace to twenty knots.

The quays and streets of Duncarin were deserted; the Dresau I|slands
arnmy had departed a nonth before to joinits allies in the west and north.
Only a very few people, pathetically confused, stood at the waterfront to bid
t he Fl eet goodbye.

Pendred and his fellow sailors sadly regarded the enpty town, now
popul ated only by ghosts and soulless outcasts; it was an infinitely
depressing sight. How could it hel p being otherwi se when Duncarin was the
corpse of the Islands, and the Islands were the |ast corpse of the First Wrld
to finally lie down and di e?

Pendred was shaken from his gray thoughts as the aged cruiser heel ed
over to starboard. A fresh wind holding the sutmmer scents from Kyandra hit his
face.

They cl eared the Kingsgate, and al though the wakes of only three ships
i nstead of thousands beat against the breakwater, it was undeni ably the Fl eet
that was setting out, again, for the Type delta.

The _Haven gore_ surged ahead into the Iight chop as the frigates
assuned positions to port and starboard. The old silken cruising flags were
broken out to trail a hundred feet behind the ship's nasts. The dol phin and
sea bird crests of the old naval fam lies flew over the eastern Sea for the
first time in a mllennium

Pendred could still hear the dart singing its malignant song over
Gut hrun and knew that, indeed, a final Apocal ypse was at hand. He felt the
fine old steel around him and the steady pul sing of the turbines. _This_ was
the ship, the only kind that a man should sail upon

Garrik, mountain lord of Enom selected a golden |ance and autonatic
pistol fromhis arnorer's hands and called upon his gods to ride with himand
hi s nmen.



XXXV

Martin Varnon, citizen of Svald, shouldered his crossbow and set fire to
the Enpire outpost; he nmoved off to rejoin his conpany, already making |ight
contact with the main body of the retreating Enpire Arnmny.

XXXV |

@unnar Eggi nhard had left his home on GQuthrun fifteen years ago to
journey across the southern wastes and to await this day.

In his youth he had been one of the better engineers in the Dresau Navy,
with a post on the Haven gore virtually assured him Then he had heard of
Radl ov' s pl ans and ideas about the G ayfields; he had thus conme to the vast
system of interlocking runways and ancient aircraft.

The G ayfields -- which some tribes worshiped as the sl eeping ground of
angel s that were waiting for the trunpet call of Judgnent to rise and |ay
waste to the Wrld. Far above Eggi nhard the voice of the Ship surpassed the
power of any Heavenly assenbl age.

Around him stood the ruined buildings, pitted runways, and dust heaps of
once great planes. In front of him though, was the concentrated | abor of
fifty years: twenty flyable planes with nore or less trained crews. To his
eye, they made up a picture nore graceful and mghty than he had ever dreaned
of on GQuthrun. Legends fromthe First Wrld, they were, even nore than were
the three ships of the Fleet.

Their sides had been pierced for cannon and nachi ne gun, their bays
filled with powder and G eek fire. He wal ked to his flagship and ran his hand
al ong her cool, sleek sides, admred the sweep of her wings and the inplied
power of her engines. The _Victory , even if she were as graceful as the
stories said, was still a bloated parody of the Grayfield s craft; they were
cl ean and cane fromthe hands of nen, and so they sail ed under the hands of
men. The _Victory_ was a being unto herself, nysterious and nore than a little
corrupted in her heritage.

XXXV

The man was clad in the glistening white of the People of the Ship. H's
hair was of a yellow color rarely seen around Gateway in those days. An effort
had been made to absorb the Techno class conpletely into the People, but the
man, as his father before him had clung to his aristocratic past, loving the
Ship and the promise of Hone in a way that few of the People coul d understand.
But Coral had apparently understood it, for the great nman had watched over him



and his father, and had singled themout for special attention. Coral never
of fered any explanation to the nman for his concern

He stood there, along the trailing edge of the starboard w ng, five
hundred feet above the surface of the Yards. Below him thin trails of white
interspersed with black or brown ran |oosely from Gateway to the Ship. A
hundred t housand persons lived under his eyes, waiting to be anesthetized and
stacked like cordwood in the honeyconb passenger conpartments that filled the
Ship. Seven mles by three nmles by three niles and they said that millions
were going to be janmed into the hull and wi ngs, and no one could say exactly
how many -- the whole World, perhaps.

XXX X

Kiril had lived | onger than anything nortal had a right to, and every
day of his life he prayed for death. He had been born a man but the wars, the
bonbs, the poisons, radiations, heat, and the w zards of Sal asar had turned
himinto a dark, sem -1iving shape which spent its tine in shadow, fearing the
sun as normal men fear the night.

A great many years ago, Kiril had come upon the tonb of a king, older
even than the First Wrld, and upon the mountain that had been raised over it.
Ten years traveling due north from Enom had brought himto this cold refuge.
Long ago Kiril had eaten the king's munmy and had w apped his golden coffin
around himfor warnth. Now he lay calmy, immovable in the granite
sar cophagus, his body overflowing its confines.

He silently twirled the little nmetal prayer wheel that he had nade
bef ore his hands had changed. In between the prayers for death, Kiril thought
and perceived and saw that the Wirld into which he had been born was afire.

He saw a curving armof territory, an Enpire that rival ed even Sal asar
running fromthe Sea into the very heart of the Wrld. He saw a ring of nobdern
armanents enpl aced, some in the nost curious ways, within this arm guarding
its core.

At the eastern end was a great mass of men, sone in white and others in
all the colors of kings. The white crowd was contracting behind the gun wall
and literally running to the west and then south to the Type Delta.

For a million turns of his prayer wheel, Kin watched the Wrld trenble
and shake as it had in days past when Sal asar was being defeated. He saw the
Grayfields come alive again, hearing the lonely thunder of its few machines;
and he saw the nenory of the seven thousand ships of the Dresau Fl eet being
borne by three small black craft, hurrying to battle.

For a nonent Kiril reveled in it. He thought that, indeed, a new day was
at hand; then he stopped and saw that it was only the night, made brighter by
t he hi deous burni ngs of war.

He cried to hinself in the king's tomb; he had guessed that even after
it had ended, he and his prayer wheel and the grave would remain.



A messenger had brought Eggi nhard word that the East had passed easily
through Coral's gun ring; the Enpire was in fast retreat and not even the nen
fromthe Arnories stopped to man the great weapons. The canpai gn had di ssol ved
into a foot race, Empire forces halting and fighting only when the East had
conpletely encircled them

As the two armies travel ed west, the pace qui ckened; now there were only
the enpty badl ands that separated them fromthe | ow nountai ns around the
Yar ds.

By now, if all had gone well, the East should be atop those nountains,
waiting for the two Fleets to arrive. An aide ran breathlessly up to
Eggi nhard, hol ding a bl ackw apped baton. Eggi nhard took the stick and threw it
at the sun, l|aughing. "Now, mate, now "

He ran quickly for the flagship, hoping that he would renmenber how to
fly the thing; after all, he had only been al oft once before.

He scranbled up the | adder and eased into the commander's chair. Al ong
t he sand-col ored vastness of the Grayfields, the tiny figures of nen were seen
runni ng t hrough the weckage and ruin. Three hundred nen boarded the twenty
ai r pl anes.

Soneone atop the flagship | aunched an orange flare and then junped
i nsi de.

Slowy and with infinite dignity, the eight- and sixengined giants
roll ed across the runways. Screanm ng and raging |ike hurricanes, the air Fleet
rose one by one and fl ew westward.

The few nomads who lived in those regi ons and who had refused the Ship
and the Fleets | ooked to the skies; many connmitted suicide. A nere thousand
feet fromthe ground, the airplanes swept toward the Type delta in a huge,
flattened V.

Eggi nhard felt no qual ns about the certainty of his never returning
alive; such things no longer mattered nmuch. He laid his gloved hands on the
controls, letting the vibrations soak through his body. He was the master of
it all; under his hand did this mghtiest of all the East's devices wheel and
turn. He was riding a fire and he would ride to his death against the evil of
the West. He thought a bonb night be continuously going off inside of him
filling himw th energy and infl exible purpose.

Pendred swung his glasses to starboard at the call of the | ookout.
Mount ai ns were just visible to the west and several isolated peaks to the
east; he focused nore finely and saw a thin spi ke of netal rising,
dagger-1i ke, between the eastern nountains.

The Fleet increased speed to twenty-five knots and then to thirty.
Si gnal men stood by the battl efl ags.



XLl

Garrik and his fellow mountain | ords stood upon the highest ridge above
the Yards, marveling at what they saw there. Gateway seethed with scurrying
maggot creatures all running for the _Victory . He turned in his saddle to
hear a strange roaring. There before him twenty small dots quickly grewinto
a battle line of shining airships. They clinbed the nountains and passed
overhead; Garrik felt the hard warnth of their engi nes beat against his arnor.

More thunder, fromthe Sea this time. Three bl ack ships cushi oned on
cat af ai ques of white foam The sun glittered off the ships as yellow flashes
spurted fromtheir foredecks.

Garrik glanced quickly up and down the ridge.

Kiril, thousands of miles away, shuddered at the battle cries and
screans as he saw the three waves descend upon the Yards.

Garrik's nmen poured out of the nountains like a spring flood, the colors
of their shields and arnor cutting into the oppressive drabness of Gateway.

Al ready one of the aircraft had |ost control and plowed into the city, sending
up enornmous col ums of snoke.

The mounted knights and light infantry cut snoothly through the city;
but the Enpire Arny had set up its perineter around the Ship and there, inits
shadow, the two armies fully joined. The Wbrld erupted beneath them

Five mles at sea now, the Fleet sheered off to the port and loosed its
first full broadsides; seven tons of explosives fell on the Victory's_ hull

Eggi nhard |l ed twel ve of his machines on a run along the Enpire side of
the line; Geek fire flowed fromtheir rounded bellies and set a nmile of nen
on fire.

Few coul d see the Fortress when it awoke, for the _Victory_ bl ocked the
view fromthe east. Al could hear it and feel the ground shake violently
under their feet. Egginhard clinbed above the Ship and saw a brilliant blue
fire stirring in the Fortress's hollow center, rising and stream ng upward and
to the west. It sounded like an inpossible, deep siren roar. Were the bolts
were landing in the west, there were flashes visible even agai nst the sun

Eggi nhard brought the flagship about for another run, the acrid stench
of cordite and bl ack powder filling the cockpit. Then a hand roughly grabbed
t he plane and shook it. Shocked, the copilot |ooked around and t hen pointed
upst r eam

@un H Il had joined the battle. Egginhard could see the guns, bigger
than any four of his proud airships. First one and then the other fired a
second round; the nuzzle blast flattened the grass for mles around and
battered his craft again |ike a toy.

The nmotor howl of the Fortress blended in the general bedl am of the
battl e around the Ship; the majestic runblings of the Fleet, less than two
nm | es of fshore, became cricket chirpings conpared to the two weapons on Gun
Hill.

Down in the Yards, Garrik drew near to the mlling line, skewering an
Empire officer on his blade. He drew his pistol and although it killed
efficiently enough, it was not violent enough for the mountain lord: its flash
was lost in the swirl of steel and its noise was dead an inch fromthe nuzzle.
He di snounted and drew an anci ent broad-sword. Swi nging the bl ade over his
head, he waded deeper into the tangled mass of struggling bodies.

Seeing Garrik, his knights rushed to himw th mace, sword, and norning
star in their arnmored hands. Al around the group, the white nmasses were
turned to red and literally pounded into the concrete of the Yards. Insanely,



Garrik started singing; his nen joined as a drumregi ment from Svald cane up
behind to beat its murderous war tunes. The old words cane steel-edged from
Garrik's nmouth as he worked deeper and deeper into the Empire line. He felt

nore powerful than the huge shape that |ooned above him nore powerful than

anyt hing that had ever lived on Earth. Sparks shot fromhis sword as it sank
into cheap Enmpire helnets and into the softer bone below The fire fromthe

airships licked close. The glittering swords and polished naces illum nated

the scene with a magician's light. The railtracks on which the Yard' s cranes
travel ed becane big gutters, carrying the blood and shattered |linbs down to

t he reddeni ng Sea.

XL

A mle offshore the Fleet began another turn to bring their guns to
bear. Pendred stood on the _Havengore's_mmintop, rapidly shifting his gl ass
and shouting out target coordinates.

The anci ent guns roared majestically enough, but their hits were |ike
match-fires on the _Victory's_ flanks.

The cruiser's captain, Fyfe, glared at the Ship and then yell ed sone
orders down a speaking tube. Signal flags went up the cruiser's mast.

The Fleet lunged forward to ground itself on the Yards. The three ships
broke out every flag and banner in their |ockers and ran for the beach at
forty knots. The agoni zed creakings of the old hulls were lost in the rising
din of battle and in the crash of their own cannon. Forty knots through the
white snmoke of their guns, trailing the rai nbow clusters of pennants. Wite
wat er burst fromthe bows as the two frigates and the aged cruiser bounded
shor ewar d

A and B turrets called up for target bearings. "Targets?" Pendred

screamed back. "Targets, you flamng norons? Fire at will! Iron sights! And a
forgotten grave to the first gun crew that msses that bleeding Ship !" The
deck junped and buckl ed as the five-inch turrets joined the main batteries,
and then the twenty- and forty-mllineter guns cut into the chorus. Al but

the afternpst batteries were now shelling the Yards. Pendred had never thought
the three ships capable of such incredible power, or of hinmself lusting so in
battle. He remi nded hinself that this was a very special fight, though, and
not one to be judged by the standards of previous engagenents.

Pendred ran his glass along the starboard wing of the Victory . He saw
a white figure running along the wing, golden hair and fair skin still clean
in the battle-clouded air. As Pendred | ooked at the |lone figure, a sudden
unexpl ai nabl e hatred seized him the closer he | ooked, the nore the man seened
to be his, Pendred' s own, double or brother. Pendred found even the suggestion
that his image should be serving the Ship intensely disgusting. He also felt a
kinship to the man that went beyond physical appearance. Pendred sensed
somet hing that had once been beautiful and free in the man's |ineage, as he
occasionally felt in his own, but here the beauty and freedom had been
bl udgeoned and shaped to conformto the vague, detestable purposes of the
Shi p.

"B turret !" Pendred roared into the speaking tube. "B turret, can you
hear ne?"
"Aye, sir."

"You' re under gunnery control now Renote |inkage, renpote fire! And | oad



fast, | want your guns as near to full automatic as you can get them™

"Aye, sir!" came the reply, drunk with sheer violence. "Linkage and
fire, remote it is.” Pendred sw vel ed his sightng glass and saw t he huge
turret below turn in response. He laid his eyes to the crosshairs and caught
the man in them

Pendred opened his nouth to yell, but no sound cane out, only a little
croak of rage and hatred. H's hand closed around the firing button and it
turned dead-white with the pressure. Burnings |eaped up all around the nan,
but he escaped. Pendred regarded his bew | dered expression as the second sal vo
was being | oaded; he seened astounded that the fury of the _Haven gore_ should
be turned against him he who was | eading the Wrld' s downtrodden to a new
paradi se. This tinme Pendred managed a terrifying screamas he pressed the
firing buttons. The hits began in back of the man and wal ked down upon him
with fantastic slowness; the first petrified himwith fear, the second bl ew
himoff his feet, the last caught himin mdair and slamed himbrutally to
t he deck, crushing himwith its weight of liquid iron and burning air.

Pendred twi sted hinsel f away fromthe sighting scope, a savage feeling
of fulfillment coursing through him "B turret, yours again !" The iron can
i medi ately swung and trained its cannon on some target to starboard.

The Fleet closed up and charged down the nile-long channel that led from
the Yards to deep water. Some of the few weapons that had been dragged away
fromCoral's ring shifted their attention fromthe Yards to the seaward
attack; a battery of four field guns set up near the beach cut |oose at the
cl osest ship, the Frost fire_. The little frigate was straddl ed but her speed
saved her. A single cannonade fromthe _Haven gore_ swept that section of the
beach cl ear, silencing the Enpire guns.

The cruiser was now in the van and less than half a mle fromthe
concrete apron; she veered to the starboard, aimng to hit just beside the
ways. The _Frost fire_ swung off harder to the right, seeking to bring herself
up obliquely against the beach, nore than a nmile fromthe cruiser. The
_Bl ackt horne_ headed for the port side of the ways, where the fighting was a
bit lighter.

Pendred w apped hi nsel f around the nast as the _Havengore_ neared the
beach. He estimated that the ship was pounding along at better than forty-five
knots, an inpossible figure even in the ship's youth. But forty knots it was;

t he boil er-room gang stood awestruck in front of their gauges, behol ding an
honest miracle.

The _Havengore_ hit and ground her way up onto the beach. Her old hul
br oke under the inpact and shredded to pieces. She settled quickly into the
shal | ow wat er and was peaceful for a second while her nen picked thensel ves
of f her decks.

Then came the sounds of two nore netallic shrieks as the frigates hit. A
turret sent three eight-inch rounds off into the Victory's_ wng as it curved
away overhead. B turret planted her shells into an Enpire battery that was
firing into the swirl of color where Garrik's pennants could be seen. The
smal l er guns joined in, the port side firing point-blank into the after-belly
of the Ship; the starboard batteries sinply pushed a wall of flame away from
the cruiser.

The _Havengore_ was pouring fire, like water froma hose, into the pale
t housands that surrounded her. The Frost fire_was another fire-font,
stanping the white masses into the ground and viciously ripping the skin from
the Victory_.

The _Bl ackthorne_ was al so doing her terrible work, but her nen could
see the Tyne Fortress and Gun Hi Il alive and at the work they had been built
for -- and they saw the bursts of |ight and snoke that marked their targets,
far beyond the western nountains.



XLV

The Tyne delta quaked to the rhythmof the battle; a mllion nmen were
mar shal | ed on each side and they turned and bl ended into a nightnmare tangle of
conbat around the silver Ship.

The East had still not reached the Ship. Above the fight, its great
ports closed with their nillions inside, and the Ship's nen hardened their
resol ve. They would not sail upon the Ship, but their sons and wi ves would and
t hat was enough

Men began to bleed fromthe ears as the incredible noise of the battle
burst their eardrums. They did not notice.

The _Victory_ stirred. Sonewhere in her |abyrinthine hold a bl ock of
crystal began to send out the comrands that had been engraved inside of it.

At al nost the sanme instant, the nmen of the _Blackthorne_ stared west.
Under the light of the Fortress a great |ow darkness arose fromthe western
shore of the Tyne delta. Wth a roaring of deep trunpets and battle cries, the
cloud, now bristling with thin flashes of steel, swept across the plain and
across the Tyne, parting so as not to hinder the Fortress in its work.

And the dead of the First Wrld, vague yet terribly distinct at tinmes,
mar ched onto the Yards. The men of the East, their nminds already reeling from
the violence of the battle, saw no incongruity in the dead of the first Tyne
battle coming to their aid. Many of the People found both arnored and skel et al
hands at their throats, crushing the life out of them And Pendred, gl ancing
briefly to the Sea, sawthat the old Fleet had returned to assist the | ast of
their race; a fog lay offshore where none had |ain before, and thunder and
cordite lightning flashed out of it.

Eggi nhard, delirious with the scope of the conflict, brought the
flagship down for yet another run on the Ship. He | ooked upward and in that
second it seemed to himthat thousands of gleam ng silver craft had suddenly
filled the sky and were even now diving down with him upon the Yards.

Eggi nhard, foamdripping fromhis nmouth, his mind burning with a divine hatred
for the Ship, disnmissed this vision as an illusion. But as he neared the Ship
a great roaring of engines rose until it became so great as to be a silence.

Bl ood spurted fromhis ears as he pushed the stick hard forward.

Eggi nhard died, his face and upper torso nmangl ed by shrapnel; the
flagship shedded its wings and fell vertically onto the Victory_. It hit,
gouging a crater a hundred feet across in the hull of the Ship.

Al'l organi zation was dissolved, all units were broken. The three arnies,
the Fleets, the Hill and the Fortress swirled and runbl ed about the Ship with
m nd-shattering fury.

Kiril screanmed at his visions and while he did. not die, his mnd broke
into a bl ood-drenched ruin; the prayer wheel stopped in his hand, its appeals
nore or | ess answered.

The dead of the First Wrld |lived and strove beside the nen of the East,
tearing the white bodies apart with their hands and throw ng the dripping
remai ns at the uncaring hull of the Ship.

Suddenl y, vast supports shot out horizontally fromthe ways and the
towers that supported the wingtips of the Victory_ toppled, crushing
hundreds. The _Victory_ began to nove; a wingtip dipped | ow, shoving the tiny
_Frost fire_into the Sea. Plates and supports rai ned down fromthe ways,
poundi ng the _Haven gore_ into a senseless tangle fromwhich only a few guns
still fired.

Like a wall, the hull slid fromthe Yards, exposing the battle to sudden
sunlight. Pushing a tidal wave before her, the Ship settled into the Sea.



She turned with astonishing speed until her tail pointed to the Yards. A
burst from her engi nes sent an unbroken sheet of white fire three mles across
sweepi ng over the Yards and through Gateway. The Ship noved forward as her
exhausts incinerated every living thing on the eastern bank of the Tyne. When
she was a mle fromthe beach, great novable slabs of metal slid out from her
wi ngs and pivoted into the blast of the engines. The Ship rocked slightly,
sendi ng scal di ng waves ashore as the thrust reversers, originally designed to
slow her in the oceans of Hone, deliberately turned the fire upon herself.

The white sheet now played over the wings and hull, turning the Ship
cherry red. Under this new direction of thrust, the Ship plowed backward to
the Yards, a cloud of steamrising before her. The few that had hung back in
t he nmountai ns and had not yet died saw the actions of the Ship and wondered
what had gone wrong. But they guessed that nothing had gone wong, so
deliberately, so precisely did the Ship go about her own inmolation and that
of the millions who slept within her. The slabs, though white-hot and on the
verge of collapse, still functioned and adjusted thensel ves with disturbing
facility so as to bring the nmaxi mum of heat back on the Ship; the engines
throttl ed thensel ves so as not to destroy these plates.

Wth a noise that was somewhere between a shriek and a detonation, the
Ship, glowing red at the nose and whiteorange further aft, hit the apron and
began bl asti ng her way back up the slipway.

She had only brought the first several feet of her tail ashore when the
streans of fire that were still flow ng along her hull were suddenly poll uted
with thin black streaks fromwhich a new, darker blaze shot. The Ship
di sappeared behind a billowing m st that escaped from her new wounds, drowning
her in her own fire-vonmit. Through the cloud could be heard a wailing that was
obviously the protest of shattering steel, but as in all dying ships, sounded
dreadful Iy human.

Then came a silence so great that the unabated firing fromGun H Il and
the Fortress and the busy steam ngs of the Sea were only like the crying of a
child at night. The quiet passed as Gateway began to burn, its shoddy frane
dwel I i ngs and factories offering fuel second only to the human w eckage t hat
covered the Yards. The entire eastern bank of the Tyne delta was burning; the
flames clinmbed upward, joined and twi sted together, creating a fire-storm
bodies and ruins nelted instantly, solid rock and netal began to slag down in
spots, the eastern side of the Westwatch bl ackened and split.

Sensing that the battle had ended, the West finally bestirred itself. A
pal e orange gl ow and vast quantities of snoke rose above the distant
mount ai ns; two brilliant, noiseless flashes -- one directly to the west, the
other fromthe direction of Muunme -- cast the shadows of the western nountains
over the Yards, even though it was early afternoon

Archi ng across the sky, two glowing balls, so hot that their nonstrous
cores were coloured a deep ebony, tore through the snoke and cl oud cover above

the Yards. They were col ossal, indistinct bodies, pulsing with uncontainable
energy; their heat set the plains below on fire and crushed the small bits of
wanderi ng darkness that were still looking for their old graves. The Sea was

boiling fromhorizon to horizon
The two bodi es descended on an apparent collision course. But their

targets were the Fortress and Gun Hill. The western ball roared down and
nmerged with the fire-streamthat the Fortess was still pouring out; the one
from Mourne sinultaneously disappeared into the nmuzzle blasts of Gun Hill's

great cannons.

Again there was no sound, only a light that was first blue and then
white and then bl ack. The Tyne delta lived for a second in a night as absolute
and as grotesquely perverted as any Hell could have produced.

The darkness sl acked of f and the shock wave rolled outward fromthe two
i npact points, snuffing out the fires that had spawned it and sweeping the
delta clean of alnost all that had previously existed there. Only a gaunt and
twi sted skeleton reached a mle and a half out to Sea and spread its broken.

Wi ngs over the Yard's concrete beaches. Gateway was marked only by a few



i sol ated foundations and the great roads of the Buil ders.

A charred stunp, fifty feet high and overrun with slag, was all that
remai ned of the Westwatch; it still glowed and bubbled fromthe heat.

@un H Il and the low hills on the western bank had been utterly | evel ed;
no trace of the guns was left. There was only a great scattering of tiny netal
shar ds.

Unbel i evably, the Fortress had survived in sone recogni zabl e condition
It was little nore than a huge cinder on a plain of blackened ash now, but one

could still nake out the shape of its hexagonal walls. The machinery that had
lived within the Fortress and which had been built to contain the Powers, had
nmelted and run out into the center court, filling it and solidifying. The

basi c shell of the Fortress remmi ned, dead and barren, and its vast dinmensions
woul d serve as an appropriately nonunmental tonbstone for the armes that had
fought and died on the Yards.

XLV

The wreck of Gateway and the Yards cool ed, undi sturbed for the better
part of three nmonths. The ashen soil of the plain on the west bank of the Type
was lifted by the winds of sumer and early fall, exposing, in spots, the
whi t e gl eam ngs of ancient bones; in sonme places, |arge chunks of earth had
been gouged away to display whol e skeletons in the remains of their millennial

arnor; sone of the skeletal hands still held rust-covered swords, newy
bl oodi ed.
XLV

When the dust storms had reburied the remains of the first Tyne
Apocal ypse and had at |east spread a thin coating of dust over the rotting
remai ns of the second, and when all had cooled to a bearable tenperature, a
smal | speck appeared on the sout hwestern horizon of the Sea.

The dot grew larger. It was a raft, large and grim painted in grays and
bl acks with occasional highlights of gold. Al over the craft ran strange and
oddly frightening figures and synbols; the arnmored fist and flying horse of
Mour ne were enthroned upon the raft's lofty transompiece. It was pulled by a
squadron of aquatic half-nen, all of the same, fish-like cast. They were
green, though nore of sinple rot than of the green of life; they pulled the
raft by steel cables which had been thoughtfully inserted into their bodies
and | ooped around their artificially reinforced spines, tying themforever to
it.

The repellent swinmers drew the raft past the hulk of the Victory_ and
t hreaded the nmaze of islands until they reached what was |eft of Gateway's



mai n quay. Finding a convenient spot, they cane al ongsi de, and the man who had
been cal |l ed Tori man debarked.

He was dressed in black netal, masterfully trinmed with fine, gold
scrol |l -work. A scabbard made of hand-w ought silver in an open nesh fashion
hel d a magni ficent sword; heavy jewels were set into its pummel and many rune
engravi ngs could be seen running along its blade. The man who had been call ed
t he ghost of Molnor IV carried his battle gear lightly, as if it had been
made of silk instead of the finest steel

The man Rome had call ed General Tenn wal ked from his barge and across
the Yards.

The man who had been called Coral stopped to gaze at the stil
overpowering outlines of the Victory_; then he | ooked around the east bank of
the Type, for evidence was still to be found of the battle, the casings of
hal f-nelted guns, the shattered | ances. The arnored man si ghed sadly, for many
nore had answered his invitation than he had anticipated; he thought briefly
of a woman, |ost many years ago, but instantly forced her fromhis mnd. Too
many nen had found fragnents of the First World still alive within them and
had risen to the challenge. And they had al nrost won; but that did not matter
for they had but to fight a little -- just enough to prove their faith, and
then die -- for themto win. Ah, but the netaphysical conplications of it al
were so tedious; the arnored man nostalgically renmenbered the sinplicity of
life and death in the days of his youth and nortality.

But the victory that the East had won was a very personal one; one which
extended no farther than the individual soul of each individual who had fallen
at the Yards. Creation had been set aright and it was this man who had made
sure that the Powers would be in a position of donmi nance. He had wi ped out the
flower of the East's fighting nen; before himran a heavily protected road
that led straight into the strategic center of the Wrld where seventy percent
of its original population lay, helpless and spiritually naked.

The arnored man nmade sure that all was well, all was dead. Pleased, he
strode over to a cracked and bl ackened stone heap near the northern end of the
Yards. To his left were the foundations of George XXVIII's tonmb; its size had
absorbed too much heat and energy to | eave anything nore than nelted slag and
a hol e where the sarcophagus had been. The bones of poor old George had | ong
si nce been bl own east.

To the man's right a smaller tonb, that of Sir Henry Linpkin, stil
stood; its smaller size and the shielding effect of the larger building had
saved it.

The arnored man drew his sword and delicately peeled the steel door away
fromits frame. Opening it, he sheathed the weapon and stepped inside. It was
dark, but the man had | ong ago ceased to consider |ight necessary for routine
activity.

He easily lifted the lids off Linpkin's three traditional coffins of
iron, |ead and sandel wood. He reached in and found the nodel of the _Victory_
that he had given the civil servant nore than one hundred and fifty years ago;
it was resting on Linpkin's ribcage, his talons clasping it peacefully.

The arnored man cleared away the dirt and finger bones that had stuck to
the nodel and took it out into the sunlight. He admired it, letting the sun
play over its silver contours as Linpkin had once done. He renoved his right
gauntlet and laid it on a nearby pile of rubble and bones that had nelted
t oget her.

He took the golden ring fromhis hand and fitted it around the nose of
the nodel. Small panels, suddenly |linber despite their age, shifted and the
ring slid into the little hull until only the crest, the fist and pegasus,
remai ned visible on the dorsal side. The arnored nan felt a tremendous sense
of completion and satisfaction now He seated the craft firmy in his hand and
drew back; he aimed straight for the sun as if he could hit and sunder it wth
so small a missile. The man hurled the nodel skyward.

Instead of slowing, the mniature Victory gained speed until it was
lost. Anile or so over the Yards the nodel blew itself apart. It becane a



bl ack flare, nade of the same kind of fire that had destroyed Gun Hill and the
Fortress. The black light stained the sky and spread cancerously over the sun.

In answer to the man's signal, simlar dark brilliants rose above the
western nountains fromthe Sea all the way to the northern horizon, as the
thing that Sal asar had beconme prepared to march east.



