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PROLOGUE: THE WINDS OF CHANGE

After thewinds of change had swept across Earth in the period around the beginning of the third
millennium, the path was clear to anew world order.

Not too far into the twenty-first century, virtualy al war ceased. A small part of the reason for thiswas
that internationd relationships had improved; mostly, however, it was due to the increasing effort required
by individud nationsto feed and maintain risng domestic populations.

The environmentd destruction characteristic of the twentieth century had largely ceased, but the damage,
some of it irreparable, was aready done. It was some time before the technology and resources existed
to both feed the world's enormous population and undo some of the ruin humanity had inflicted on the
Earth.

When problems eased as popul ations adjusted to prevailing circumstances, it would have been easy for
humanity to regressinto barbarity. But people al over the planet redized the sensdessnessin returning to
the old ways, redlized how much better life was when resources were squandered not on the materidl of
warfare but on more worthwhile things. Moderate parties -- espousing humanist and Green policies--
were ected in an increasng number of nations.

Of course, some nations (or, more accurately, their leaders and policy- makers) did wish to go back to
the twentieth century's methods, still dedlt harshly with their neighbors -- whether by military or subtler
methods, such as economic or trade embargoes and restrictions. But the more moderate nations created
multinationa military juggernauts or economic unionsto compel the aggressorsto back down -- in effect
using their own wegpons against them -- or scattered them to the winds.

Towardsthe middle of the twenty-first century, after a series of not inconsequentia obstacles had been
overcome, a planetary government was formed, itsfirst elected leader, President Moses Appleton. The
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world parliament was based, in theory at least, in Zurich, but the two hundred senators representing each
of the old nations wererarely actualy present in the European city: it wasfar easier for them to vote
"on-line" on the occasional issues consdered worthy of international interest. For the most part, theworld
parliament did not interfere in the day-to-day affairs of each nation, which gtill governed their own
domedtic affairs according to individua congtitutions.

A decrease in weekly working hours, necessitated by the redlity that there wasinsufficient work for one
hundred percent full-time employment, meant increased leisure time for the average person. The standard
of living of the person in the street was high, as technology cheaply supplied every need -- and most
wants. People enjoyed the extratime that they could spend with their family and friends or in developing
themsdvesin new directions. With the relative anonymity of the Internet and virtua redity devices, more
and more peopleinteracted with othersfrom al over theworld. A new spiritua awareness spread across
the Earth, and -- whether due to this mass change in mind-set or smply aquirk of evolution -- an
exponentia increase in the incidence of psionic talents manifested in people dl over the planet. The latent
talents had away's been present to some degree, occasondly appearing inisolated individuas, but now,
perhaps due to the overwhelming evidence of their existence, they appeared to be dmost universd, as
humanity flexed previoudy dormant mental musclesfor thefirst time. The power of these talentswas
undeniably wesk, but they could be improved with discipline and application.

Eventudly, with the discovery that the faster-than-light tachyon particles were the source of psionics,
computersthat could amplify psionic strength were devel oped. Now, a person strong in telepathy could
communicate by mind with another person on the other sde of the world, however wesk the other's
telepathy; now, anindividua with strong telekinesis could pick up asmall object, such asaglass, without
using the hands.

Technology in many fidds received aboogt, as scientists and engineers previoudy committed to military
projects turned to work in other areas. Controlled fusion reactors, anti-gravity generators, and genetic
engineering were among the innovations that improved the human condition. With the discovery of the
psionic talent of teleportation, humankind found access to hyperspace, and true interstellar travel became
possible.

Hyperspacetravel required human interaction with an advanced computer: the natura psionic talent of
teleportation needed monumenta amplification in order to shift an occupied spacecraft acrosslight years

of space.

The Pathfinder series deep-space probes were the first mass-produced spacecraft to feature
human/computer mind-links. The Pathfindersinvestigated nearby star systems, ableto make interstellar
journeys infinitely more quickly than the ol der unoccupied space probes, which were limited to sub-light
velocities.

Discovered in orbit around most stars were planets, including asdect few potentialy inhabitable with
terraforming aterations, techniques pioneered during the restoration of the Earth. Starships, carrying
fleets of robot terraforming spacecraft, were sent to the most promising planets; the probes descended
on their target worlds, adjusting climate and atmosphere, creating terrestria biogpheres. Within thirty or
forty yearsthe planets were suitable for human occupation.

Some of the more restive or adventurous people of Earth volunteered to col onize these new worlds.
They set forth in groups -- specidly selected by computer to offer the best genetic mix for their
destination planet -- in fully equipped starships, with the raw materias necessary to establish a self-
contained village. Thuswere Thermos, Hibernus, Aquarius, and TerraNovafirst settled. The Empire of
Earth had been created in essence and was soon enshrined in name and congtitution as well.



Pathfinder 131, investigating the Ursae Mgoris 47 system, found anumber of gas giant planets,
completely unsuited to human inhabitation. It did find, however, that amoon of the largest planet was
eminently suitable for terraforming probes. Jane Buckley-Thorne, the civilian pilot of Pathfinder 131,
choseto go into orbit about the moon in order to make amore detailed survey. As she neared the area,
her tiny spacecraft was suddenly destroyed by aburst of €ectromagnetic energy from the gas giant's
sadlite.

It wasthe latest in along line of tragic eventsin humanity's conquest of space. Many people had been
killed in space accidents before, but Buckley- Thorne's loss seemed different from the norm. No one
could explain exactly how or why she had been killed. Some thought the energy burst was an unknown
natural phenomenon. Others suggested amore sinister reason: intelligent dienlife existed in the Ursae
Magoris47 system, alife form that had maicioudy attacked an unarmed exploration vessdl. But humanity
had never before encountered dien lifein dl itstravels, and the Imperia government was dow to accept
such an explanation.

The Ursae Mgjoris 47 system was in the center of the next designated sector of human expansion, and
the demise of Pethfinder 131 required further investigation. An Imperid starship was sent to the area, and
it released a squadron of reconnaissance probes into the star system. These probes came under attack
by spacecraft of unknown design that swarmed from hidden bases on the moon at the heart of the

mystery.

A tachyon signd was received from beyond the frontier of human exploration. It wasincomprehensible,
but its staccato rhythm was menacing. For the first time the truth of the Ursae Mgjoris 47 system was
confirmed: it wasinhabited by intelligent alien life (or such alifeform had left robotic military vessdls), and
these dienswere aggressive. Ther hodtility brought to thefore old, basic human ingtincts: Imperid
President Cheryl Wootton considered the military option.

In a secret base benegth the surface of Luna, Earth's moon, Imperid scientists and engineers, both human
and computer, designed and built spacecraft armed with humanity's most sophiticated wegpons. Citizens
of the Empire were covertly recruited to train for service aboard the new interstellar warships, forming
the Imperial Navy and Star Marines.

The dien moon in the Ursae Mgjoris 47 system was designated E-1 -- or Enemy 1. It was decided that
E-1 should be studied in the short term, until more was learned of the dliens and their capabilities. The
origind tachyon sgnad had emanated from apoint in interstel lar gpace, suggesting the diens possessed
interstellar travel and possibly occupied other star systems. Human stubbornness and innate curiogity
meant exploration of the region was not going to be abandoned, so in future the secret Navy warships
would discreetly escort Pathfinder probesinto new systems.

Newly recruited military scientists -- graduates in multifarious fields -- were directed by the Imperia
armed forces to furnish theories about the nature of the aiens of E-1. They were asked to devise ameans
of communicating with these diens, and various message-bearing tachyon signas were sent both to E-1
and the source of the origind tachyon transmission. But no one could interpret the infrequent replies
received.

Twelve years passed. Then Pathfinder 165 and its warship escort came under attack in the
soon-to-be-designated E-2 system. The Navy warship held its own: its nuclear missiles destroyed some
of the alien spacecraft that brought energy weapons to bear in the space battle. The human spacecraft
limped away, still intact but heavily battered.

The farther away from Earth that exploration progressed, the more frequent became the incidence of
alien gtar systems. It soon became clear the e ectromagnetic weapons the aliens employed were



secondary arms. They used psionic wegpons that seemed to have no effect on humans. The diens
changed tack: soon Imperid spacecraft found themselves assaulted by a psionic weapon that was
capable of influencing human minds. People not in control of their own thoughts directed INS Rommel to
afiery destruction in the E-5 system dtar.

In time, humanity perfected psionic shields, and the scales were readjusted. The baance was maintained,
until the aliens countered with an awesome new wegpon: the atomic disrupter.

Human military technology had stagnated since the twenty-first century, and so the atomic disrupter came
asacomplete surprise. The crew of the INS Apollo waskilled, snuffed out in an ingant, in the E-6
system. But it was not long before Imperid military scientists and engineers were hard at work, striving to
create their own weapon from what they had learned of the aliens device.

It was now common knowledge that there was an aien civilization hogtile to the Earth, and the existence
of the Navy warships had been reved ed to the generd public. Citizens of the Empire overloaded public
and government opinion Sites on the Internet, demanding that humankind strike back, not knowing the
Empire had dready struck -- and, for the most part, failed.

The highest officids of the Imperid government privately feared the consequencesif thedienswereto
pressinto human territory with their terrifying atomic disrupter; President Huang Lee's Navy advisers
informed him that they believed even defending Imperia Earth itself might be an impossible task. For the
time being, however, the diens seemed mercifully reluctant to leave their own star systems.

The vulnerability of the human Stuation lessened with the creation of humanity's own version of the atomic
disrupter, which enabled the Imperia Navy to wreak havoc on an dien fleet in the E-8 system.

And s0 an intriguing Stuation had developed. The Empire pursued its expansionist policy, Spreading
through the galaxy. Sometimes humanity encountered dien-occupied star systems, where the mysterious
Enemy -- asit had become known -- fiercely defended itsterritory. But the Enemy never attacked
human settlements or even ventured out of its own systems.

Navy warships gill accompanied al expeditionsinto unexplored regions. Small, single-seat
reconnai ssance spacecraft surveyed the known alien worlds, and they were aways unmolested, for it
seemed the Enemy recognized that they were mere observers.

Thetwo interstellar civilizations had developed akind of treaty in an undeclared war. The Enemy did not
attack human worlds but defended its own; the humans, for their part, did no more than survey Enemy
worlds. But human spacecraft sometimes blundered into the diens systems, for the Enemy did not know
how -- or did not choose -- to warn them off.

Neither side could afford to fal behind in military technology, for the next innovation could be costly to
the civilization that failed to make the breskthrough.
CHAPTER 1. VANISHING POINT

A dationary, planet-bound observer would have judged him swift. But set against the vacuous vastness
of space, hisveocity was not especidly sgnificant. And that inggnificant velocity -- around ten percent of
the speed of light -- meant Lieutenant Mikagl Anders Svensson wasin deadly peril.

His mission had been to reconnoiter E-7, an outpost world of the Enemy. As he drew within sensor
range of the pink-and brown-banded gas giant, an anti-spacecraft missile had been launched from E-7's
dayside. That missile had caught the scent of his Eagle Eye spacecraft's sensor emissions, and ignoring all
decoy probes, it now accelerated in pursuiit.
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The Eagle Eye was the standard Imperia Navy reconnai ssance spacecraft. Roughly wedge-shaped, it
was twenty-five meters long and seven meterswide at the rear, tapering to aconicd nose. A
self-contained sphere three metersin diameter, the cockpit bulged from both sides of the streamlined hull
(reminiscent of apill inablister pack, Svensson dways thought). Two fat cylinders -- the drive tubes --
extended from just shy of the nose, through the stubby wings, to marginally past the rear of the hull. The
mgority of the spacecraft was congtructed of silver plasted, the outer hull, including the cockpit sphere,
burnished like amirror: thiswas alast-line defense againgt lasers and other € ectromagnetic weapons.
Thefaint golden glow of the defense shield was an auraover the mirrored hull. Presently, from the rear of
the drive tubes spat jets of dazzlingly brilliant, purplish-white fusion flame, accd erating the spacecraft, but
it wastoo little, too late.

Englobing Svensson (though he rarely had the leisure or inclination to consider hisimmediate
environment) wasthe rdlatively featurdesswhite plagtic of theinterior of the cockpit sphere. [lluminated
by dim, pinkish light, it was not an epecialy roomy setting; some people might have suffered
claustrophobiain the confining space. But Svensson, like most military pilots, was genuinely at ease within
the Eagle Eye's cockpit: hefelt that it conferred an inordinate sense of assurance. Completely naked, he
lay suspended, wholly immersed, within trangparent, though pink-tinted gelainous sustagel. Hewas
reedily able to bregthe the oxygen- and nutrient-enriched materia, and its high viscosity enabled him to
move -- or, rather, swim -- passably fregly within its embrace. Hefelt adigtinct lift as artificia hormones
surged into him -- compounds that could not be diffused through sustagel -- viaadrip feed attached to
the skin of hisneck. The drip administered a constant, precisely measured dose appropriate to hisbody's
needs. A perpetud replenishment and filtration of the viscoudy flowing sustagd swiftly extracted what
little waste hisbody still excreted. A perforated plastic canister that bulged from the curved interior wall
of the cockpit sphere dispensed both sustagel and the contents of the long, flexible drip-feed hose. He
could not begin to imagine what concocting and mixing went on in there but sincerely hoped the right stuff
emerged from the tank.

Currently, he was mind-linked to Ms Mary, the spacecraft's flight computer: he and the computer were
asone. Much of histime was spent in mind-linkage with Ms Mary, receiving information telepathicaly
and/or by holovison. Thelatter created athree-dimensiond virtua redm that seemed to surround him so
that histrue environment -- the cockpit sphereitself -- wasinvisible to him. While he was receiving such
aprojection, atheoretica observer would note an impenetrable black fuzziness enveloping his head.

He had ingtantly redlized there was no escaping the Enemy missile; heand Ms Mary had lessthan a
second to think and act. Their symbiotic mind- link was millions of timesfaster than the human norm. His
human inventiveness was agood foil for MsMary'slogica intelligence, and they ran through thousands of
escape scenarios within a quarter of a second.

There was only one plausible option: they were going to have to undertake a hyperspace jump -- a
"hy-jump.” Unplanned, it was a potentialy hazardous procedure, but the alternatives were much worse.

Linked, Svensson and the Eagle Eye computer focussed on being somewhere else. Anywhere else. The
cockpit sphere about him warped and rippled, asif water ran duggishly over hiseyes-- it wasnot a
characterigtic of the circulating sustagel but a quivering of the sphereésvery plastic Sructure. The stars
surrounding the spacecraft -- observed by holovision -- transmuted into bizarre, unnaturaly colored
pinpoints, then abruptly extinguished. E-7's customary rose-streaked brown became aweird lime-green
and tangerine combination, beforeit, too, evanesced. Everything seemed to be Stretching, twisting,
and...turning insde out. Even the Eagle Eye's technology could not protect Svensson from dl the exotic
forces generated. He was momentarily impossibly heavy and compressed, then light and expansive. The
chemicals pumped into his bloodstream could not keep him conscious.



As he began to black out, Svensson sensed a powerful spike of psionicsthat stabbed mercilesdy into his
fortunately ebbing consciousness. A burst of telepathy and empathy -- and compulsion -- it originated in
the warhead of the anti-spacecraft missile that, riding its own violet plasma exhaust, closed on the Eagle
Eye. 'New psi-wegpon,” he thought, then lost consciousness completely, as the spacecraft dipped into

hyperspace.

The pilot woke after what seemed only an instant's blackness. Blinking, he peered around. Itsdim interior
no longer shivering with apparent -- or actual -- movement, the cockpit sphere had stabilized around him.
The view of space externa to the Eagle Eye had dso normalized, but it was a greetly dtered sar-field to

that observed from the vicinity of E-7: the spacecraft had obvioudy jumped quite some distance to make

the star patterns appear so radically different. He sensed, too, that he had lost time.

"What happened?’ he wondered aloud, momentarily disoriented. Sound, though marginally distorted,
carried readily through sustagdl.

The facts started to filter through as he snapped back into mind-link with Ms Mary. An intense tachyon
stream had violated his brain just before the hyperspatia teleportation. The attack had come at an
awkward moment, disturbing his mind as he prepared for the hy-jump. Logic suggested the Enemy's
missile had contained some sort of psionic relay in itswarhead.

Helet hisbreath out explosvely, sending amomentary ripple through the sustagd. It was an darming
thought that the Enemy had such mastery that it could relay psionics so powerfully without amind present
to generate them. Surely, there had been no dien actudly insde the missile. (An intelligent cresture would
not sacrificeitsdlf in such away, would it? Not that he, a Navy flyer, could pretend to understand the
psychology of alargely unknown dien species. Yet surly...) After launching its psonic strike, themissile
had probably detonated in the routine way -- nuclear fission -- though the Eagle Eye had |&ft the vicinity
of E-7 by that time.

At that moment the mind-linked pair was nearly 417 light years away from the nearest Imperid planet.
Svensson was astounded. 1t was the Imperial homeworld, Earth, aplanet more than thirteen hundred light
yearsfrom E-7. A norma hy-jump waslessthan fifty light years. The Eagle Eye had made an unplanned
emergency jump, warped by the influence of a potent psionic assault. With that power and hismind
distracted and poorly focussed, the spacecraft could have ended up anywhere. Though it did not redlly
fed likeit, Svensson redized he had been let off lightly.

Herecdled his sense of having logt time. "How long was| out, Mary?"

"About thirty-two days," shereplied in her husky, dissmbodied voice. "That Enemy psonic attack left
you virtualy comatose, and the psionic node of your mind wasinactive, so hy-jumpswereimpossible.
Welve cruised in asub-light, random stedlth pattern while your PC and | restored you to hedth.”

"l undergtand,” he said. Ms Mary was programmed to make hiswelfare her prime consideration.
Everything dse, including heading home, was lower on her order of priority.

The Enemy's actions would surely have made sense by now. He wondered if the missile attack had
heraded thelong dreaded Enemy invasion. Judging from their previoudy unknown ability to relay
psionics so strongly, the diens would make afearsome opponent. Now that humanity had matched their
other accomplishments, it would have required them to come up with just such an innovation to bresk the
peace. One thing was certain: it was much too late for Svensson to be warning anyone.

There were no signals forthcoming from Old Earth or any of its colonies -- the Imperid Navy did not
often break its communications blackout with reconnai ssance pilots -- and Svensson transmitted none of
his own. The Imperia homeworld was the best port of cdl in his current circumstances, so he



surrendered himself to suspended animation for thejourney.

Situated deep within hisbrain, his personal computer, in consultation with Ms Mary, adjusted the blend
of nutrients surging through the drip feed and diffusing through the sustagdl, adding new drugs. His heart
dowed amost to a standstill, and he lapsed into adreamless, preserving, hibernation-like deep. Thiswas
theided state in which to undertake ahy-jump, for the conscious human mind was generally too errétic,
lacking in sufficient powers of concentration; an unconscious mind, however, till generated apsionic
sgnd aflight computer could amplify. For Svensson there was a subjectively brief blackness, followed
by agradud return of awareness.

Curledinto afetd bal, the pilot groaned wheezily. Lethargy pervaded his body, rendering hislimbs
heavy, despite the support of the sustagel. Histongue lolled between dack lips. When he opened his
eyes, thelidsimmediately descended back over the gritty, reddened orbs. Acutely aware of abad
headache, something rarely experienced by atwenty-fourth century individua, helay perfectly ill, trying
not to think too much.

"Dont move" MsMary told him. "I am restoring you to optimum condition.”

He was supplied the chemicas necessary to revive him from days of exigting just on the living Side of the
thin line between life and death. After several minutes he started to fed better. Within half-an-hour he
was fully recovered, properly dert and hedthy.

Svensson re-established hislink with Ms Mary, and his senses expanded dramaticdly. The Eagle Eye, he
now knew, gpproached Sol at standard cruising speed: ten percent of light. It had taken adozen
hyperspace jumps to reach this point, still pproximately ten light hours from the smdll, yellowish star. Ms
Mary had not dared jump any closer: there was too much risk of materiaizing where solid matter aready
existed...

Earth wasthe third planet of the Sol star system, the very heart of the Empire. No interrogative Ssgnas
assaulted the Eagle Eye. Svensson frowned. It was strange that he was being allowed to approach
without questions being asked. He decided to decrease speed.

Within two days the Eagle Eye neared the Perimeter, just beyond the maximum orbit of Pluto, where
ships of the Imperia Feet should have been waiting to intercept it. But there were no ships.

<'Mary,"> thought Svensson telepathically. <'Establish contact with someone. Anyone.'>
After abrief pause, shereplied: <'There's no response.'>

"What's going on?" Svensson demanded aoud in exasperation.

"l don't know, Mikadl."

"l don'tlikeit."

MsMary did not need to be told twice. She could not sense anything out of the ordinary, but she
respected the obscure human ingtinct. She activated the Eagle Eye's defense shield, then primed its
atomic disrupter cannons.

<'Computer: plot a course to Earth via a Mars slingshot,'> commanded Svensson telepathically.

Accderating on acourse marginaly above the planetary ecliptic plane -- this avoided most of the
dangerous, hard to detect stray matter orbiting Sol -- the Eagle Eye streaked towards Mars. The atomic
disrupters blasted any solid materid -- smal asteroids, rocks, even dust motes -- that crossed its path.



At high velocity even adust particle had potentialy destructive kinetic energy.

Five days later the spacecraft neared Mars. At adistance of just over one hundred million kilometers, Ms
Mary started to receive sensor readings from the red planet. They were extremely unusud.

Svensson frowned. "This doesn't look too good. Give me avisud, Mary."

Ms Mary magnified a holovision image of Mars. Presently crescent- shaped, it was afuzzy, orange-red
color. It looked wrong somehow, though he could not decide why.

"Let'shave aclose-up of the surface.”

Ms Mary obliged, and Svensson gasped, then cursed helplessly. Mars was destroyed. Dead.
Annihilated. He ran out of wordsto express hishorror and dishelief and disgust. This planet, thered
planet, the first extraterrestria world where a person could live and breathe out in the open, had been
ruined, the target of acampaign of terrible, unprecedented destruction. The Martian landscape had
suffered a sustained bombardment from al manner of weapons. Through transitory gapsin apall of red
dust and thick cloud, he could see great strips of scorched, blackened earth and glassy dag athousand
meters wide and hundreds of kilometerslong. Reducing the scale of magnification, he noted: shattered
mesas, even mountains, crater- pocked crust of the southern highlands that had fissured into plates
separated by wide canyons,; and vol canoes, some ancient -- including the broad though lofty shield
volcanic peaks on the Tharsis Ridge of the northern hemisphere. Then there was Olympus Mons,
Pavonis Mons, Ascraeus Mons, and ArsaMons -- and some newly created, that spewed forth varying
mixtures of rock, ash, noxious clouds, and lava. Just south of the equator, the mighty canyon, Valles
Marineris-- initidly astaggering four thousand kilometerslong and, in parts, more than six kilometers
deep -- appeared to have lengthened and widened...and overflowed with incandescent lava. At dozens
of locations across the planet colossal levels of residual heat and radioactivity were detectable: nuclear
blast stes. An ocean'sworth of underground water had been released into the atmosphere, and the polar
caps had melted, producing the peachy cloud flurries concedling most of the planet: it was asif Marsitself
attempted to hide its ravaged |andscape.

AsMsMary flicked through a succession of images from various parts of the devastated planet,
Svensson was unmoving, shocked into silence. Findly, after two minutes of complete inactivity, the pilot
dtirred himsdlf. "Give me aclose-up of the Martian capitd,” he whispered hoarsely.

He thought for amoment that she had disobeyed him, an dmost impossible thing. But it was hard to
believe his eyes. He was staring a an ancient lavaplain of the Northern Hemisphere, at...at avast impact
crater, Six or seven kilometers across, where none should be. Observation of the surrounding area
revedled, radiaing in astarburst pattern away from the crater's raised rim, great quantities of gecta
materia. Closer inspection showed huge droplets of some silvery matter -- some of them four or five
hundred metersin diameter -- spattered about the Martian |andscape.

"Oh, no, no," moaned Svensson, suddenly redizing just what he beheld. Thiswasthe ste of Vulcan,
Mars largest city. Twenty million people had lived in acluster of towers that soared five kilometersinto
thethin Martian air. Towers constructed of silver plastic. A massive object -- an asteroid, probably --
had been cast at Marsto impact here, and kinetic energy had produced a blast of cataclysmic
proportions. All that remained of acity of twenty million people was the plagtic that, melted by extreme
heat and pressure, had been squeezed from the blast zone like drops of mercury to splash outsde the
crater. It was asif humanity had never existed on Mars.

Svensson sighed heavily, thoroughly despondent. "Any signds? Any lifesgns?”
"None of ether, Mikad."



Ms Mary banished the holovision picture, and Svensson closed his eyes. He knew now why the
long-range shot of Mars had seemed flawed: there were none of the green patches that had once dotted
the face of the planet, the patches of Earth vegetation gradually expanding outwards from the equator --
primarily northward -- to cover the rust-red Martian landscape. The Enemy invasion had finaly come,
more devastating and horrific than even the most paranoid of human fears. None of this made any sense,
though. It seemed like wanton destruction. There were other, more efficient methods of destroying acity,
if that was one's dedire. Vulcan mugt, at the end, have been totally defenselessto alow an intact asteroid
to smashintoit. And why pulverize the rest of the planet, where humanity and its enterprises were Smply
non-existent?

'What sort of creatures are they? he wondered, though he realized the Enemy could not be judged by
human standards. They weretruly aien: amost nothing was known about them. Ther originwasa
mystery. No one even knew what they looked like. The acknowledged Enemy planets -- E-1 through
-19 -- were merely the sites of underground spacecraft bases; they showed no evidence of actud alien
Seitlements.

"Let'sgoto Earth," he suggested finally.

Svensson had a suspicion of what he might encounter at Old Earth, but even that vague anticipation could
not prepare him for what he did find.

What had been done to Mars paled beside the deed that had been done here. Luna had been shattered.
A miniature asteroid belt of irregular gray- white chunks of rock and a copious volume of dust swiftly
orbited the Earth -- or the place where the Earth should have been. The Imperial homeworld had
vanished. Irrespective of the degree of magnification, the Eagle Eye's cameras could produce no image of
the famous blue planet. But there was proof that the Earth still existed. From the co-ordinates of the
planet's core, gravity sill reached out with itsingstent fingers; indeed, pieces of Lunawere being
inexorably drawn into the sensor-dead place. Asther orbit decayed, the lunar fragments swiftly became
supremely hot, then abruptly...collgpsed, coaesced...to become another indistinct fraction of atiny,
intensely radiant ring -- pardld to Lunasorigind ecliptic plane -- the center of which wasimpenetrably
black in al formsof radiation. Letha bursts of x-rays periodicaly spat forth from near the edge of the
invisible zone, as did two plumes of super-heated gas -- clearly detectable to infrared sensors -- which
shot, perpendicular to the glowing ring, in diametricaly opposte directions. Though he had never seenit
before, the Earth was indisputably changed from what it had been.

"Whereisit?' Svensson asked MsMary in dishelief. The facts made it clear, but he could not quite bring
himsdf to acknowledge the dreadful redity.

"The Earth has been incorporated into the mass of ablack hole, Mikadl."

Even his persond computer's adroit administration of exotic compounds through the drip feed and
sustagd failed to maintain Svensson at his physical and mental pegk. He shivered and felt dternately
chilled then overheated. His head and guts ached abominably, unfamiliar sensations (could he be dying?).
This, the annihilation of humanity's homeworld was beyond anything he had ever experienced. Beyond
anything anyone had ever experienced. How could it al be gone? Nearly five billion years the planet had
existed. More than twenty billion people. Untold trillions of life forms gone, never to be duplicated. All of
it just obliterated, consumed by the hungry black hole. (The aiens could not have created the black hole,
could they? Such power... It could not be true. No, surely they had...found it in their travels. Yes, they
had found the black hole and given it acharge. Then they had "towed" it with a"tractor" particle beam.)
How the Enemy must have rejoiced when it perpetrated that deed! Y et who could comprehend what the
aiensfdt? Perhaps they had no emotions. Perhaps...



His thoughts were wandering. "Get me out of here, Mary!" he suddenly ordered. "Take me home."

Svensson did not want to think about his homeworld, the desert planet, Thermos. Let the Enemy have
been satisfied with demoalishing the Sol system. Craving oblivion, he gladly yielded himsdlf to suspended
animétion, not redly caring if it became permanent.

It did not last long enough without dreams. He did not miss the dreams, for they surely would have been
nightmares. Y et they may have helped him cope with what had happened. Madness might lurk nearby, so
perhaps his gpathy to hisfate was a clever defensive ploy by his subconscious. If he alowed the full
horror to overwhelm him, likely he would succumb to utter insanity.

Svensson did not fed much improved even after Ms Mary and his personal computer had stimulated his
mind and body. "All right,” he muttered, "take usin."

There were no signds he could detect. Hewas not al that surprised. In acorner of hismind, despite the
lack of encouragement he offered it, a seed of despair had already sprouted. Tears suddenly squeezed
from hisstinging eyesto disperseinto the sustagel. Ms Mary advised his persona computer not to inject
him with "happy" drugs: he needed to withstand and transcend this painful psychologica trauma

"Oh, Mary," he blubbered. "There's no hope, isthere?"
"I'm afraid not."

"All my family...friends...the whole bloody Empire!" He howled, unable to check the tears that oozed
from his puffy eyes. "Why, Mary? Why? Why do they hate us so much? Why kill usal?' He shook his
head again and again, striving -- and failing -- to make some sense out of what had happened. Ten
thousand years of human civilization and its achievements. The civilization that had birthed DaVinci,
Shakespeare, Mozart, Einstein, Hawking, and countless other genii, mgjor and minor. Ordinary people,
loved only by those to whom they were related or friend. All gone. Why was he here? Why had he been
spared, when so many people, good and great, had died? He was drowning in overwheming grief,
swamped in guilt. And tantalized by that one overriding question: Why?

"l will have revenge,” Svensson declared finaly. "In some small way | will pay those bastards back.” He
took a deep, shuddering breath, amost awhimper. "1 don't want to seeit,” he resolved. "I want to
remember Thermos asit was. | never saw Old Earth before. All | can visualize isthat avaricious sucking
vortex. | will remember the heat and the landscape and the sunsets and the people of Thermos. I'll
remember them asthey were."

Svensson did not know what else to do, so he hy-jumped towards Aquarius, longing to find a survivor
somewhere, asingle living human being or even just an answering voice. Perhaps hewould discover an
Enemy fleet that he might descend on like an avenging eagle, atomic disrupters blazing...

He was disappointed on both accounts. Aquarius had suffered less physica damage than the other
worlds, but in away itsfate was worse, a gross defilement of itsformer beauty. The oceans -- which had
abounded with marinelife as prolific and nearly as varied asthat to be found on the Earth itsdlf -- had
boiled away, and the exposed seabeds emitted frequent, deadly pulses of radiation. Not one of Aquarius
fifteen million human inhabitants had survived.

"What...an abomination,” Svensson murmured numbly, face expressionless. "I just don't -- can't --
understand this"

When next he was roused from suspended animation, in proximity to Hibernus, the Thermosian could
scarcely open hiseyes. "'l fed like I'm athousand-years-old," he croaked.



Despite Ms Mary's best efforts, not to mention those of the personal computer located in his head,
Svensson had never felt more fatigued. Of course, no one had ever undertaken so many hyperspace
jumps across hundreds of light yearsin such ashort time.

" till fedl about 750," he quipped without much amusement after an hour had passed. "Where are we
now? Oh. Hibernus. The cold planet. At least it was." He Sighed heavily, expression resigned. "Better
takeusin, Mary."

At first inspection Hibernus appeared to have been the least affected of the Imperid planets. Very little of
the surface had been blasted, and most buildings remained undamaged in the various cities. Only under
extreme magnification did Svensson percelve what the Enemy had done.

In the streets of Saint Petersburg, the capita of Hibernus, were untold thousands of bodies. Dressed in
gark, bright, typically Hibernusian colorsthat loomed out of drifting streamers of smoke, they lay in
unnaturally twisted attitudes, shockingly strewn over one another in veritable drifts, arainbow forest of
felled trees. Nothing moved. Bullet-shaped aerocars hovered in mid- air at varying dtitudes, their
occupants as lifeless as the peoplein the streets below. Ten times as many people were likewise dead in
buildings throughout the city. Svensson, grateful to be scrutinizing only apanoramic overhead shot,
declined Ms Mary's offer of a close-up: an amorphous sea of bodies was bad enough, but the notion of
individua faceswith blank, staring eyes... He transferred to vision of other cities, and it wasthe same
everywhere: mass extermination. He could not find asingleliving thing on the planet, human or
otherwise.

"No sgnds, Mary?' It was not redly aquestion.
"No, Mikad."

He shook hishead. "I've heard of twentieth century Nazi Germany, but this... It'samost asif they dl died
at once; like they were poisoned or gassed.”

"No," MsMary disagreed. "They have been systematically gunned down with low caliber projectiles.
Precisdly directed projectiles -- miniature anti- personnel missiles, presumably -- aimed so they would
pass through the intestines and exit the lower back, not ingtantly lethal. They would have died dowly,
over perhaps an hour. Apart from military instalations, the only structures destroyed are hospitals and
other potential sources of medica aid. Thiswasthefirst planet to be attacked, Mikagl. From here the
Enemy moved on Aquarius, then Thermos, then the Sol system.”

Svensson let his breath out dowly. This gpparently sadistic act wasthe most terrible crime of them all. At
least to human sengbilities. People gunned down, for no good reason. There was not much materia
damage here, and no sign of an Enemy presence. Y et the Enemy had wreaked even greater physical
destruction on Aquarius, more on Mars, and still more on the Earth. It was dmogt asif...

"They'retrying to outdo themsdlves!" he cried. "Where can they go after what they did to the Earth?”

Ragefilled him, and he fairly trembled with itsforce, but it sputtered and expired. He concentrated again,
fudling afiery fury, beforeit, too, flickered fitfully and failed.

Svensson supposed he was too numb and spent for anger and hate. The Enemy was faceless, giving him

nothing on which to focus his negative emotions. How did you hate someone you could not visudize? He
guessed that his personal computer and Ms Mary diluted his responses. Was he inhuman himsdlf with his
natural impulses and hormones suppressed and controlled by machines?

CHAPTER 2. THE GAUNTLET
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Asthe Eagle Eye cruised towards the Perimeter of the Hibernus system, warning lights suddenly flashed
before his eyes, flooding the cockpit with pulsing, crimson radiance, and darm bells pealed resoundingly
in hisears, snapping Svensson's atention back to the Situation at hand.

<"Two fighter spacecraft on interception course,'> thought Ms Mary urgently. <'Two minutes,
twel ve seconds until contact.'>

Data about the Enemy vessals appeared in the form of neon green characters and figures on adata
screen -- atrangparent, two-dimensiond rectangle edged in orange that remained within hisline of sght
no matter which way he looked -- within the holovision projection. Though individudly inferior to the
Eagle Eye, they presented an undeniable threat with numerical advantage. Both were armed with asingle,
nose-mounted atomic disrupter. The aien spacecraft were under heavily boosted acceleration,
endeavoring to match the velocity of the Eagle Eye. Beyond the data screen was three- dimensiona
footage -- computer smulation or authentic reconnai ssance camera stuff, he was not sure -- of squat,
unembellished matte gray conesriding blazing spears of light. Ms Mary had had no difficulty detecting
their gpproach, for not much could be done to mask the revealing emissions of maximum acceleration.
Svensson had ample time in which to evade them.

<All right, Mary. Let's get the hell out...'> He paused. <'Computer: initiate attack run.'>

The data screen seemed to fold in on itsalf and vanished, leaving the holovision with the predominantly
black arenaof combat mode. In the center of Svensson's"view," the Eagle Eye was asilvery triangle with
athin silver line gtretching from its nose: its currently projected course. Two gray cones represented the
alien spacecraft, and their projected gray course-linesintersected Svensson's silver thread. The Eagle
Eye adjusted its course, angling away from the converging Enemy fighters. The alien spacecraft seemed
to vacillate for amoment, then they separated, one -- agray cone designated "Bogey A" in combat mode
-- heading on avastly divergent vector to the other: "Bogey B."

<'Computer: plot attack course on Bogey A!'> Svensson ordered. Ms Mary had aready directed
potent drugs through the drip feed to enhance hisreflexes, and he was on arazor's edge of aertness.
Now thoroughly integrated with the flight computer, hisreactions, even histhoughts, could be measured
ininfinitesmal fractions of asecond. He grinned maniacaly. He was going to have his revenge!

Ms Mary abruptly shifted the Eagle Eye onto a course amost perpendicular to the Hibernus ecliptic
plane, and combat mode's silver smulated arrowhead mirrored the move. As his spacecraft oriented on
the alien fighter, Svensson was gripped by some of the crushing effects of massveinertia-- adight
pressure and pull -- despite the anti-gravity technology and compression-resistant sustagel protecting
him. He had the superior vector of attack, with aclear shot at Bogey A's bdly, but he was only going to
have afraction of a second'sfiring time at these speeds.

"Eat that!" Svensson snarled, bearing histeeth. At hismental command, the twin cannons emerged from
the Eagle Eye's nose and blasted the Enemy ship with streams of atomic disrupter fire. Therewasa
double row of brilliant flashes, like winking stars, acrossthe gray hull of the fighter, but its golden shield
held.

<'Damn it,'> the Thermosan thought. <'Mary, transfer 20% of shield power to the disrupters.'>

With the supplementary firepower, the atomic disrupters produced a veritable flurry of sparkleson
Bogey A'sshidd. <'Just a few milliseconds longer,'> Svensson thought to himself. He checked
"behind" himsalf on the progress of Bogey B. Having been wrong-footed by his abrupt maneuver, it was
three light seconds away. Its gray course projection line had the beginnings of an arch, indicating the
Enemy fighter was whedling around in order to come after the Eagle Eye, but it waswell beyond attack



range for the moment.
<'Psionic attack!'> MsMary suddenly telepathically shrieked in hismind. <'Shield breached!'>

Svensson immediately ceased firing on Bogey A, frantically attempting to redirect power to the psionic
sub-shied. He cursed himself. Of course, tachyons were infinitely fast and had tremendous range. And
the Enemy was the master of psionics. Had he not learned that already!

The holovision projection was inundated by arapid, chaotic sequence of fluctuating figures and distorted
visudsas Ms Mary resisted the psionic attack. Briefly, Svensson discerned an image of Bogey A
disntegrating with afleeting purple-white flash asits shield failed under the last antiprotons of hisatomic
disrupter fire.

A fdtering voice cameto him, trailing away to nothing: "Flee, Mikadl Svensson. And dways
remember...that | loveyou..."

Svensson experienced asudden, shocking, wrenching sensation, afeeling of having been spurned and
cast aside. Dazed, he did nothing for severa seconds, while hiswits belatedly returned. The mind-link
had gone dead. He swam through the sustagel and punched amanua keypad recessed into the cockpit's
white wall, but there was no response. Ms Mary's higher interactive functions were gone. There was
nothing left of her consciousness. She had cut the mind-link and sacrificed hersdf to save him.

Svensson blasted out of the Hibernus system so savagely that accel eration forces blurred hisvision.
Bogey B was|éft far behind, and it soon abandoned the pursuit.

His back againgt the concave curve of the cockpit'sinterior wall, the Thermosian curled into adefensive
ball. He blinked suddenly stinging eyes. Presently, body heaving, he sobbed uncontrollably. A high price
had been paid for hislittle act of revenge. Far, far more than it was worth. He had interacted with Ms
Mary for three years, experienced many things with her. He had regarded her as human, abeit bodiless.
Over threeyearsabasic atificid inteligence program had, with hisinfluence, evolved into adistinct,
well-rounded personality. Ms Mary had had her individud quirks: she had frequently harried and teased
him. Y et she was ever responsive to his needs, mental and physical, and he often had to remind her not
to mother him (though he secretly enjoyed the excess attention). The beauty -- and the curse -- of these
Al programswasthat no two were ever dike. Ms Mary was, to all intents and purposes, dead, and
because she was a one-off, he would never be able to bring her back. Fighter pilots were reputed to be
closest to their computers, for in theintensity of high-speed combat they mind-linked completely, but he
rather fancied the long flights of reconnai ssance pilots made them smilarly involved with their computers.
Certainly no one human had been as dear to him asMsMary. There had been afew occasionsin
pleasure smulators when he had fantasized her as having ahuman body as attractive as her voice... They
had dwelt in each other's minds, relating on apurely psionic level. She had been hislover in the truest
meaning of the word, someone who had loved him unconditiondly. It did not matter to himiif it was
programmed love, for who wasto say it was not as genuine and complete as that between two humans?

The Thermosian suddenly launched into afrenzied pounding of the spongy plagtic of the wal dongside
him, expressing acompound of powerful, coalesced emotions. Hefindly sagged limply, driftingidly inthe
sugtagel. Hefelt hollow: thislast, pitiless deed of the Enemy had surely ripped away what little remained
of hisessence. "Why?Why me?' he moaned.

Not caring what befell him, Svensson alowed the Eagle Eyeto cruise aimlesdy for afew days. His
persona computer did what it could to look after him, but it was doomed to be alosing struggleif he did
not recover thewill to survive.

On the fourth day he stirred from his bout of self-pity, savagely castigating himsdlf. "Be amartyr, then!



But go and look at TerraNovafirst. That might give you something to cry about.”

It was not an expedition to be casudly undertaken, however. With the loss of Ms Mary's consciousness,
he had no access to hyperspace and was confined to sub-light velocities. TerraNovawas nearly twelve
hundred light years away, and that meant ajourney (even dlowing for time dilation) of over two thousand
years duration.

Svensson garted to laugh hystericaly. "Now you've got something to cry about!" hetold himsdlf. "Two
thousand years! It must be the longest trip ever attempted!™

Poor asit was, it seemed to be his only choice. There was nowhere else to go. No one he loved -- no
one he even knew -- lived any more (were there any humans till alive somewhere?). There was nothing
for him herein thisera. Heredized that only one'slinksto otherstied one to one's home. He had none of
those now. Of Thermositself, who knew what remained? Maybe someone yet abided on TerraNova,
however. It wasthe last possible human outpost. But after two thousand years there was likely to be
scant Sgn of humanity or the Enemy invasion left on TerraNova. The planet might not even exist any
more. Still, it was not important, he decided. Thiswould definitely be hisfind misson, soit would be of
no import whether it lasted two thousand or twenty thousand years. he was literdly going to go out with a
bang at itsend.

It wastragic to think of the fate of TerraNova, the paradise world, humanity's great prospect for the
future. Everyone had aspired to go there, and only the dlite had been sdected: the finest scientistsand
scholarsin the Empire. And the planet had had the best defenses outside the Sol system, so maybe... No,
it was too much to expect after two millennia. Perhgpsin the present but not when Svensson arrived in
the fifth millennium. It wasfar too long. However, any evidence that humanity had survived for sometime
after the Enemy invasion would offer amodicum of comfort and satisfaction.

On May 4, 2392 -- after atorturous week pondering his plans, in which he confirmed, then revoked his
decison a hundred times -- Svensson findly committed himsdlf to his only positive, proactive option: a
mission to TerraNova, beginning with along, long deep.

Time, despite distortion dictated by relativity, advanced with itsinevitable, relentlessimpetus. Mind
virtualy inert, Svensson floated in his pink, semi-fluid environment, preserved in a near-death-like
condition. Every now and then different parts of hisbody -- organs, glands, muscles, joints, nerve
channels -- were stimulated to maintain some semblance of their function. Though the Eagle Eye sprinted
through the inky void of interstellar space -- its accel eration had been partly boosted by controlled
matter-antimatter annihilation within its drive tubes -- the grest journey was not swiftly completed. Thrice
the spacecraft was assaulted by a shield-draining burst of gammarays from distant sources; twiceit was
bathed in the brilliant light of newly revedled supernovae; and once it was compelled to dter courseto
avoid apassing comet. Even its perfectly reflective mirrored hull dulled somewhat with the ravages of
long-term exposure. Not until late 4729 AD, 2 337 years later -- or 2 032 years, subjective ship time --
did Svensson awaken from his hibernation.

He had been inactive for such afantastic length of time that, despite liberal usage of the drip feed, his
persona computer needed three days to rouse him to consciousness, and it was another two days before
he was able to move even fractiondly. Every muscle of aboneess body quivered and ached, and it felt
asif ablunt object had penetrated his skull. Due to the dight though measurable inefficiency of the
suspended animation process, his body had aged approximately two years. None of these
inconveniences especialy surprised or disappointed him: after dl, he had been inanimate snce the
twenty-fourth century.

"A two-thousand-year-old man hasto takeit easy!" he told himsdf with a hadf-hearted laugh.



The events of his past remained clear in Svensson's mind, however. Time had not blurred the memories
of the Enemy invasion, for it seemed, to him, to have transpired only afew days previoudy. Though
reinvigorated, the longer he stayed awake, the more his memories disheartened him.

"l can't forget,” he muttered. "Wdll, I'll be joining you al soon.” Rendering one hemisphere of the cockpit
sphere transparent (the defense shield till protected him from dangerous radiation and particles), he
stared into the star- spattered ebony of space. "Wherever that is. Mother and Father and everybody.
Every-bloody-body! I'm coming, too. Two thousand years've delayed it, but I'm coming. Theliving
dead man. | am coming."

Svensson piloted the Eagle Eye dowly towards TerraNova, d most enjoying himsdlf, knowing his orded
would soon be over. His salf-imposed misson to...chronicle -- confirm? -- the passing of the human race
concluded at TerraNova. Happily he overrode his personal computer by preparing and ingesting
powerful drugs viathe drip. Who cared what happened to one's body when one was soon to die?

Half aday out from TerraNova, the Eagle Eye's automatic warning devices jolted him out of hisdrug
haze -- at least after the tiny computer in hishead had shot him full of sobering stimulants.

"What did you do that for?" Svensson whined petulantly, before the lights and sirens became suddenly
obviousto him.

He blinked itchy, reddened eyes and shook a buzzing head. He cried aloud wordlesdy when he
comprehended what the spacecraft wastrying to tell him.

Each one circling like amaosguito searching for bare skin, afleet of alien spacecraft surrounded Terra
Nova two immense, disk-like spacecraft carriers, Sx spherica battle cruisers, and aswvarm of the
compact, gray conicad fighters. Holding them back was a globe-encompassing defense shield that
incessantly flickered as different parts of it were dternately strengthened and weakened (it required
enormous power to keep a whole planet under perpetual maximum protection). A myriad of orbital
defense satdllites hovered just within the shield's golden glow. A powerful computer had to be managing
such avast network.

Svensson laughed and laughed. "Oh, how ironic! The Enemy waitsfor Terra Novato weaken, but the
planet has held it out for two thousand years! It must be the longest Siegein the history of the universel”

The Thermosian could dmost picture the scenario. The Enemy had launched al itsforceson amission to
destroy the human race. The diens had breezed past the colony worlds of Hibernus, Aquarius, and
Thermos, probably sustaining inconsequentia |osses. Then they had made their move on the Sol system,
and it must have been there, around Mars and Earth, that a heavy toll had been exacted on their fleet.
The greatly depleted armada had traveled to TerraNova, only to confront another vigorous defense.
And, saemated, it remained there dtill.

During his gpproach Svensson had detected the remnants of Imperia ships drifting around the outskirts of
the star system. He noted now that more than three-quarters of the orbital defense satdllites origindly
defending TerraNova had been destroyed over the centuries. Without satellites to repulse the Enemy's
attacks on the globa shield, the alienswould soon be ableto strike directly at the planet. To hiseyes, it
seemed that the Enemy must certainly bein a position to make thefind assault on TerraNovaa some
stagein the next few years. TerraNovawas the stuff of legends -- to have held out for so long against a
superior force spoke volumes for its defenders -- but the odds had been too great, and soon it must all
end.

And yet Svensson fdlt aflicker of hope. Surely, he reasoned, even the most loyal of computers would not
have defended for so long if it had no one to defend. Perhaps there were afew descendants of the



Imperia colonigsleft on TerraNova

Hewas not generdly a sentimenta person, but Svensson suddenly felt proud of hisrace. Human tenacity
could be no more evident than in the defense of TerraNova. And the computer regulating the defense
network had been programmed with al the attributes of its creators.

'Emotiond fool," hetold himself, though without heet, as his eyes watered.

Therewere no welcoming signas (or unwelcoming ones) forthcoming from TerraNova. But someone
could be there, had to be there. His mission was not complete until he had proof that someone human
was adive down on the planet.

The Thermosian knew what he had to do. He must get down to the surface somehow, bypass the Enemy
fleet and the Terra Novan defenses (he was not certain they would recognize him as friendly). Then he
would seeif any vestige of humanity remained.

He no longer had the benefit of super-fast reflexes provided by the mind- link, so he required a plan of
some merit. A few hours thought provided no logical plan, so he chose an illogical one. "'They won't
expect someone to attempt that in a reconnai ssance spacecraft,’ he thought.

Svensson accelerated towards TerraNova. Like an ant nest that had been turned over, the Enemy fleet
boiled with activity, shipsheading in dl directions. The diens must have redized that he was making a
break for the planet, as squadrons of fighters were launched, maneuvering to screen the gaps between
the spacecraft carriers and battle cruisers besieging the planet.

The Thermosian smiled broadly, as the Eagle Eye headed for the largest gap, where the greatest number
of Enemy fighters had collected. Even as he approached their numbers surged: thirty, forty, fifty!
Svensson had pre- programmed his course into the navigation computer. It was out of his hands now, as
ordinary human reactions were too dow to permit him to make last minute changes. The persond
computer in his skull worked overtime, preparing him for what lay ahead. He watched the Enemy vessels
streaking towards him on interception courses, paths their navigation computers would be certain
intersected that of the Eagle Eye. His own course projection, however, told a different sory.

A countdown began on asmall data screen in the top |eft corner of hisvision, ticking off the seconds until
he -- and the Enemy -- were in atomic disrupter range of one another. 6...5...4... Svensson took a deep
breath, steadying himsdlf. 3...2...1... He exhaled again in anticipation of the next phase of hisplan.

On the count of "0", as programmed, the Eagle Eye sharply shifted course, racing across the leading edge
of the cloud of dien fighters, defense shield set a maximum on the Sde that faced the Enemy vessels.
Svensson was compressed by partly dispersed inertia forces, then jolted as the Eagle Eye rocked under
the impact of atomic disrupter fire. Nightmarish hallucinations pervaded hismind, and he screamed in
absolute, paradyzing fear. He had anticipated a psionic attack, however, and had made certain he was
incgpable of doing anything to dter or ruin hisplan at thislate stage. His persond computer mercifully
blacked him out, and this saved him from going insane under the mental assaullt.

The Eagle Eye, il acting on his programming, fled the Enemy fighters and angled towards a bettle
cruiser. Svensson's origina plan had been adrive at a spacecraft carrier, but he had decided not to push
hisluck that far. Y et even thisvariant of the plan waslikely to fail, for an Enemy battle cruiser -- a
smooth, matte gray defense shielded sphere more than ahundred metersin diameter -- had at least ten
atomic disrupters, not to mention a battery of missiles. His principa objective for attempting the feat
revolved around euding the fighter fleet; but he was dso conscious of an eement of sheer, astonishing
audacity.



Jnking from side to side and rotating along its centrd axis, the Eagle Eye rocketed at the battle cruiser,
choosing the course of |east resistance. Some disrupter beams sprayed harmlesdy past, though many
produced glittering trails of golden stars on the shield of Svensson's spacecraft. Sensor-equipped missiles
legpt into flight, hot on the scent of the human vessdl, and it loosed ahost of decoy probes -- each one
diverging fromits current course and releasing convincing emissons a levels consstent with an Eagle Eye
-- to lure the missiles astray. (Fortunately, there did not seem to be any of the psionic-relay-equipped
missles)

The Eagle Ey€'s shidld was amost down, but before the battle cruiser or the approaching fighters could
finishit off, they suddenly had another threst to dedl with: several dender, cylindrical defense satellites --
essentialy maneuvering thrusters married to atomic disrupter or e ectromagnetic wegpons -- had moved
into pogition, covering Svensson's descent on TerraNova.

Svensson regained consciousness in time to see the globa shield glowing brightly goldenly before him. He
had scarcely started to make amove, when an opening appeared in the shield -- the coded Imperia
Navy ID sgnd he had been transmitting had finally produced results -- and the Eagle Eye gratefully dived
into it, like arabbit down a burrow. The breach closed behind him, and Svensson wasat last in Terra
Novan airspace.

TerraNovawas asmall planet, sgpphire blue and light green and dusty brown, swathed in swirls of white
cloud. It looked strange to Svensson, who was accustomed to the tawny- and reddish-brown face
Thermos exhibited to space.

‘They say it looksjust like Old Earth," he thought.

The Eagle Eyerapidly decelerated asit orbited the planet, bleeding off some of the enormous velocity it
had accumulated in its run on the Enemy fleet. Traversing the terminator, the spacecraft swept over the
shadowy dark side of the planet. Svensson gradually worked hisway into the atmosphere, and air
resistance produced afiery wreath over the silvery plasted of the spacecraft, so it appeared the Eagle
Eyewas at the core of araging inferno.

Black continents and blacker seas blurred below Svensson. He was going far too swiftly to land, but air
continualy dragged at the spacecraft, retarding its headlong flight back into daylight.

Still ostensibly ablaze, the Eagle Eye punched through scattered cloud, bearing westward across avast
ocean and over alargeidand, perhaps asmal continent. Its velocity dowed to somewhere around Mach
8, and Svensson considered landing on the other side of the continent. He had barely flown over a
rugged, snow-capped mountain range, when an explosion rocked the spacecraft: the persondity-free
flight computer flashed amessage onto a data screen, informing him the Eagle Ey€'s oxy-amosphere
turbine had been destroyed by a series of pulses from an x-ray laser.

"Wherethe hell did they come from?" heroared in darm and frustration.

Svensson eva uated his prospects. The Eagle Eye would glide onward for some distance, but it would
have to come down at high speed, and he did not like his chances of survival.

He nursed the spacecraft for aslong as he could, searching for something, anything that might soften his
landing, when he dbruptly crossed the shoreline of aninland sea. "That will do nicely!" he thought in relief,
alowing the Eagle Eye to descend towards the water.

The spacecraft struck hard. Svensson felt the impact shake the vessdl, despite the in-built technology
designed to nullify physical assault, for the Eagle Eye dlill traveled at closeto Mach 1 wheniit hit the
surface of the sea. The pilot commanded the cockpit sphere to become trand ucent (it was still opaque



from without, mirror-finished like the rest of the hull). It hardly affected his exterior view, and what he
could see sobered him. The Eagle Eye had plunged deep beneath the waves, hurling awelter of
superheated water and steam into the air. The cockpit sphere was al that remained -- it was designed to
protect the pilot when al else had failed -- and it had dowly floated back up to the surface. Everything
outside the cockpit had either been destroyed or sunk (hopefully, the antiproton ammunition would
remain safely contained at least until he had departed from the immediate vicinity). Buckled and torn
pieces of plasted bobbed about on the sea. He was not going to leave TerraNovain the same way he
had arrived, not in this Eagle Eye, at any rate.

Breathing heavily of the sustagel, Svensson lay till. The entire descent, from hisinitid run & the Enemy
line until splashdown, had taken just over thirty seconds. With aquivering hand he detached the drip
feed, and after abrief delay, it doruptly whipped into the recycling canister. He covered hisface with his
hands. He had crash-landed on Terra Nova, two thousand yearsinto his own future. He felt suddenly,
absolutely done and vulnerable.

The Thermosian stirred himsdlf. He had come here to search for evidence of humanity. He needed to
reach dry land, then he would ascertain whether any possible inhabitants remained on TerraNova

After asgnificant pause -- it was amomentous decision -- he keyed a code into the keypad. Warning
chimes sounded, and he duly repeated the code. Abruptly, the sustagel began to contract and retreat into
the recycling canister. Air hissed into the gap swiftly growing above the descending surface of the
sustagel, and Svensson sank towards the "floor” of the sphere. The pilot found himself sorawled on the
curved white plastic, sustagel gushing from his open mouth, nostrils, and other orifices. He coughed
convulsively asthelast of it flowed out and was forced to take a sudden, shocking breath of flat, sterile
ar. He hyperventilated for aminute, until he had readjusted to the requirements of breething ordinary air
after solong in sustagd.

Fedling weak and dizzy, he dowly got to unsteedy feet. "Isthis one of the Empiré's mighty warriors?' he
asked himsdlf. "No wonder thewar waslost." He suddenly sniggered, then laughed outright for afull
minute. He felt remarkably better. "Come on, Mikadl. Get dressed, and then you'll really fed likeyou're
on apogt-orgasmic high." His expression grew wry. "Well, maybe not that good!"

In a storage compartment recessed into the wall next to the keypad, he found a bright orange survival
backpack, which contained afew standard items -- such as aclimate suit package, food and water
capsules, medikit, and deeping bag -- but no weapons, unfortunately. >From the backpack he fished out
the climate suit package; approximately five centimeters cubed, the package was made of white
hypercompressed -- hy-c -- plastic. He pressed athumb against a depression in oneivory face and
commanded telepathicaly: <'Activate.'>

Asif it werefluid, the plastic package abruptly started to expand and spread. Rippling and flowing like a
living white puddle, it swiftly engulfed Svensson's arm, then spilt over historso and legs. Within seconds,
he was clothed in awhite, neck to ankles, figure-hugging body suit, capable of keeping him perfectly
comfortable regardless of external temperature. With pleasure he ran ahand over the pearly materia
covering hisarms and legs, strangely grateful to find the muscles beneath till hard despite the orded he
had undergone (his persona computer discharged its duties admirably). Other hy-c packages produced
an al-purpose wristwatch-style computer and tough, matte black boots with soft linings. He sedled up
the orange backpack and shrugged it over his shoulders. With amental command to the flight computer,
he produced a holovision image of himself -- dressed and ready for action -- and approved of what he
saw: thetight, synthetic materia looked good on histrim form. "Hat, ice hot," hetold himsdlf. 'Ahh, a
"living dead man" with vanity.' Y et it oddly succored him to be dressed in customary attire and to know
that he yet remained in excellent shape. Svensson glanced outside again. All he could see was water.



There was nothing to prove that he was not aone on this planet. He shrugged and punched the code on
the keypad that created an emergency exit hatch. A rectangular, human-sized pand of plagtic, set
approximately halfway up the side of the sphere -- above the waterline of the sea -- abruptly melted
away, and a set of stepsformed leading up to it. Natural light and air flooded the cockpit. Svensson
climbed the steps and paused in the doorway. Terra Nova's sun was perceptibly whiter and dimmer than
Thermos system star, but its rays felt extraordinarily wonderful on his skin, and he closed hiseyesfor a
few secondsin gppreciation. He sniffed cautioudy, though he knew the planet's humid, strange smelling
ar -- sdt?-- was excdlent. Thiswasthefirst time he had actualy landed on another world, so he
lingered amoment, savoring the occasion.

"Look at al that water,” he marveled, alittle disconcerted by the encircling, glittering expanse of blue
waveets. Thermos was -- had been -- adry planet, with but afew small salt lakes.

His plan was smple: hop onto a piece of the highly buoyant plasted hull and ride the prevailing currents
to land. Thiswas not abig sea, by al accounts. Hopefully, someone would comefor him if he used the
comset in hiswristwatch computer to continually broadcast an SOS signal. His climate suit would keep
him comfortable as he drifted away from the cockpit sphere. Awaiting aretrieval that would probably
never come, the naked sphere would float on. He made awry face a his sentimenta thought: he had
enough to worry about without considering the future of the cockpit sphere! But then it had taken him so
comfortably and safely so far across space and time...

Steding himsdlf, he legpt out onto afloating section of mirrored plasted. He twitched in shock asa
white-sailed boat, three people aboard, suddenly cameinto hisline of sight. From where had they
sprung? Two of the people were white, dark-haired youths -- one larger than the other -- of about
nineteen or twenty Standard Y ears. Their dresslooked primitive, white, loose- fitting tunics and black
trousers of some coarse material. The third person was amuch bulkier, older man with long black hair,
perhaps thirty-four or thirty-five. Shit! The older man appeared to be encased in slver meta, and there
was something reminiscent of asword at hisside! Thetrio jabbered urgently among themselves, and the
Thermosian could not understand aword of what they said. What the hell was going on? He stared about
him in panic and desperation, but he was stuck on the floating sheet of plasted, the cockpit sphere
aready out of reach and only deep water al around him.

Resigned, Svensson sguatted down on the piece of plasted, rubbing his eyes with iff fingers. Why was
he apprehensive and unnerved? He had come here fully expecting, even intending to die, and had he not
found what he sought? There were people dill living on TerraNova. Unless he was halucinating, these
people were plainly human. Y et they did not seem to speak Imperia English and wore poor clothes and
sted armor. A sailing-boat would not be unusua on aworld with oceans, but this onelooked asif it was
made not of plagtic but wood! Could the Imperid colonists have lost al technology and regressed over
the years? It was remarkable to think that humanity survived on TerraNova, but thiswas not how he had
envisaged that survival!

The TerraNovans cautioudy sailed towards him. They eyed him with a degree of apprehension -- even
the big sword-bearing one -- but aso with undoubted curiosity. They chattered among themselves, then
with hestant, though unmistakable gestures, they invited him aboard the boat. After deliberating briefly,
Svensson stepped into their boat. What €l se could he do? He had nowhere to go. They cleared some
primitive backpacks from awooden bench in the prow of the boat, motioning him to Sit. Facing the Terra
Novans, he perched awkwardly on the bench, feeling uncomfortable both because of the hard seat and
their curious stares. He closed hiseyesin submission. After dl he had been through, barbaric types
armed with stedl swords had apparently taken him prisoner!

CHAPTER 3: REUNION
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They were twin brothers, not identical, yet as aike as any two norma brothers. Both were dark-haired
and of alittle more than average height. Wilfen, the elder by haf an hour, was wiry, possessing fine
features and unremarkabl e gray-green eyes, Alvonne was stockily built, and bright green eyes blazed out
of hishawkish face.

Wilfen and Alvonne Argindell dwelt in Mardine, avillage on the forested idand nation of Nevanderlof,
which was stuated in the Warldife Sea of theland of TerraNova

They lived with Filgen Culdana, their maternd grandfather, an elder of Mardine. Filgen's knowledge was
phenomend. His grandsons constantly asked him questions, for they were curious youths. Filgen Culdana
tutored them in various subjects, including the foreign language, Orientd, the native tongue of their dead
father.

Filgen'slessons occupied their mornings, so in the afternoon the twins enjoyed visiting the beach. The
village of Mardine was about a kilosword from the southern coast of Nevanderlof, and it was ashort and
pleasant walk through the forest to Mardine Bay.

It was asunny afternoon in the month of Bren -- early winter, though the season was rarely harsh here --
of Holmish Y ear 862. Wilfen and Alvonne descended the spird staircase from Filgen's home among the
trees, their young dog, Kinser, following their every step. The brothers legpt the last sword to the ground,
landing easily with bent knees.

Mardine was sited predominantly on the forest floor. Nearly all of the village's robust, | eaf-thatched log
cottages, daubed in mud tinted green or brown, were positioned among the trees at ground level, but a
half-dozen -- the homes of Mardine's esteemed elders -- were actudly set high in the forest canopy,
nestled in the intertwined limbs of severa eucaypti. A series of rope ladders and bridges, reminiscent of a
mass of cobwebs, connected these elevated cottages to the staircase that spiraled around the trunk of a
tall gum- tree at the center of thevillage.

Scattering free-range red-crested chickens, the twins headed away from the spird staircase, passing the
village barbecue: around stedl plate placed over ashallow pit that could be filled with hot coas. Oncea
week, Marding's inhabitants held afeast, at which they roasted one of the sheep or cows penned in a
forest clearing just outside the village proper.

A few of the villagers, wearing the ubiquitous grass green Nevander cloaks, waved to them. Brawny,
balding Kilm, the village blacksmith, lugged a huge cooking pot towards his wood-fired forge deeper in
theforest. MalIndini, aplump middle-aged woman, who adored children, though she had none of her
own -- shewas especiadly fond of the orphaned twins -- gave them akindly smile. They smiled and
waved back: Malndini was never shy about offering them one of the ddlicioustidbits she had created,
and it made good senseto retain her favor.

Nevanderlof was animpressive forest. Their bark mostly smooth and white, towering evergreen eucaypti
gretched thirty swords or moreinto the sky. A few massive fig trees formed the middle stratum, gnarly
trunks perhaps ten swords in girth, and crowns, dense with overhanging branches, more than fifty swords
across. Bearing amultitude of glossy leaves and ripening fruit, the figs branches created dmost complete
twilight beneath them, and the twins had often used them for shelter during arain shower. Various smaller
trees and shrubs sprang from the earth where sunlight broke through the forest canopy: sword-high tea
treeswith masses of tiny pink flowers; spireawith ther thin, vividly orange leaves, eye-catching red-,
pink- or white-bloomed rhododendrons; outlandish Strdlitzia, their orange and indigo flowers strangely
reminiscent of abird's beak; clumps of cymbidium orchids, with their clusters of red-streaked cream or
yellow trumpets; and lantanas, their trails, festooned with miniature purple or yellow stars, snaking
indgdioudy far and wide through the undergrowth. Clumps of drab fungi and saw-toothed fernsfilled



dark, moist hollows. The mgority of plants were evergreen, but columns of antstrailed over what |eaf
litter had accumulated, and beetles and other crawling insectsflitted in and out of the refuse. Above the
ground, webs linked trees and bushes, some merely tenuous single strands easy to missfor the inattentive
passer-by -- more than once apiece the twins had to pull sticky threads from their face or hair -- others
elaborate congtructions of concentric rings, their creators lurking within. Overal, the not unpleasant
earthy aromaof the forest itsalf just registered on the nogtrils.

The twins tramped through the familiar woodland, frequently glancing about in an attempt to caich a
glimpseof wild life. They made plenty of noiseto flush out anything hiding in the undergrowth, especialy
any snakes still abroad and active. They perused overhead branches for screeching multi- hued parrots,
laughing kookaburras, raucous piebal d magpies and satin-black crows, and other more sweet-voiced
birds. On the ground they observed assorted drab-colored rodents, aswell as severa smal marsupidls,
and, once, awild tabby cat raking its claws down the scarred trunk of aeucalyptus. All around them,
mostly hidden from their senses, was amyriad of fauna

The predominant trees about them gradually became needle-leafed casuarinas and paperbarks with
creamy, tattered bark, then thinned and failed, leaving the twins standing on dunes of fine gray-white
sand. The beach extended away out of their sight to either side. Ahead of them the Warldife Seaiinvited
the youthswith its restless, moody waves. Dazzling their eyes, sunlight scintillated from the shifting
sapphire surface, and the aromaof salt water assailed their noses.

Alvonne required no further encouragement. He stripped to old cut-down trousers and, dispersing resting
gulls, raced down the sand into the sea. Fighting the wavesthat rolled onto the beach, he swam out into

the bay.

Wilfen grimaced. He seldom swam -- he didiked being buffeted by wild surf -- much preferring to recline
on the sand and enjoy the comfortable warmth of the sun.

Kinser did not relish the water, either. After tiring of pursuing shrieking gulls, the black pup settled on
Wilfen'slegs, despite the boy's protests, and proceeded to snooze. Kinser's bristly heat soon
compensated his master for the sunlight the dog obscured.

Wilfen and Alvonne were, as usua, the only people around. The seawas not a noted passion of the
Nevanders. Filgen reckoned their father's Holmish blood made the twins respond to the call of the sea.
Wilfen was not so convinced: after dl, the two of them had been brought up as Nevandersfrom avery
young age. Y et it was an irrefutable fact: they were the only regular visitorsto the beach.

After an hour Alvonne wearied of hisswimming and joined his brother in lazing on the sand. Content to
be stroked by two pairs of hands, Kinser reposed between them.

They had lain there for quite some time, when Alvonne, expression apprehensive, abruptly stood up.
"What isit?" Wilfen inquired, too comfortable to want to get to hisfeet.
Alvonne did not reply, continuing to stare out to sea.

Curiosity piqued, Wilfen raised himsdlf on one elbow to gaze out into the bay, and what he saw troubled
him aswell. He stood up immediately.

A modest sailing-boat, a Holmish vessel perhaps, headed for the beach on which they stood; indeed, it
seemed to be coming straight at them. There was no question of their moving: it wasif they were
spellbound by the growing slhouette of the sail, entranced by the stylized eye depicted on the white
canvas. They waited side by side, as the boat drew closer to shore.



A figurewith long black hair grew visible in the stern, steering the rudder. 1t wasaman. A white cloak
draped over his broad shoulders, and he wore black, baggy trousers and caf-high leather boots. Badly
scored in places, acuirass of sted plates encased historso. At his side rested asword, its pommel a
great red gem. The stranger was of indeterminate age: his tanned face seemed youthful, but there was an
ar of experience about him.

The sailing-boat struck the shore, and the man single-handedly dragged the boat up beyond the level of
high tide. He approached the speechless twins and stood squarely before them, proving to be at least
three inchestaller and forty pounds heavier than Alvonne.

"Good afternoon, Wilfen and Alvonne," he greeted in Orienta, extending hishand in an Eastlander
custom. "'l am Shondd Arginddl of Ambell.”

Startled, Wilfen took an unconscious pace backwards, accidentally standing on Kinser'stail. The dog
yelped and scurried out of reach of Wilfen's feet, regarding the youth reproachfully.

Blue eyestwinkling, Shonda Arginddl started to laugh, hands on hips and head thrown back. Shondal's
laughter was infectious, and soon, too, the Nevanders were hel pless with amusement.

Wilfen struggled to speak: "Welcome back to Nevanderlof...Uncle Shondd." He recovered from his
gpasm of laughter. "Kinser doesn't like to be laughed at.”

Shondal bent down to the black pup. "My apologies, Lord Dog! My laughter wasin poor tastel” He
winked a the Nevanders, they grinned and inexpertly returned the gesture.

"| believe he accepts your gpology, Uncle Shonda,” Alvonne remarked, watching as Kinser permitted
the man to stroke the dog's short fur.

"Good." Shondd straightened, studying the twins speculatively. "'Uncle Shondd," he repeated with
salf-mockery. "I've never redly thought of mysdlf asanybody'suncle.”

"Y ou're our father's brother: that makes you our uncle," declared Wilfen, and Alvonne nodded
agreement.

"Some unclel" Shonda snorted. "I've not seen you in three years. | told you | would come back for you
both soon, but 'soon’ can be along time coming. Y ou both had probably given up on me, even if Filgen
promised you | would return. Actudly, I'm amazed you even remember me."

"Threeyearsis along time," Wilfen had to agree. "And | didn't recognizeyou &t fird."

Their father's younger half-brother had joined the Holmish Army shortly before their parents deathina
plague. He had taken the orphaned twins to Filgen Culdana, promising to return for them. He had visited
afew times but never to take them back to Holmis.

"| should have come more frequently,” Shonda murmured dowly. "But there have been so few
opportunities. I have fought warsin the Barbarian Lands and Arndlund, commanded alegion, become a
bodyguard to the King of Holmis.

"It'sdl inexcusable, | suppose. Guilt about you two has haunted me. But | was only nine-years-old when
you were orphaned by that plague. | didn't redlly have the experience or knowledge required to raise two
babies, especidly in agarrison.” Hisvoice picked up. "Anyway, I'm here now. Thereispeacein Terra
Nova, and | have two months leave.”

Wilfen could not really condemn his uncle. He was nine-years-old himsdf, sill nearly ayear short of his



coming of age. The Nevander was unable to conceive how he might manage to look after a.child or,
worse, ababy. He did not have the prerequisite skills or, he redlized, adequate maturity.

"Can this peace last?' the eder twin asked.

"Not achance. My guessisthat ther€ll be war within ayear. The Western Alliance of the Nullsand the
Tharmswill mount amgor offensivein the East again; thisisthe cam before the sorm.”

The brothers were hushed, wondering at their uncle's stoic acceptance of thelife heled asa professiond
soldier. It wasalmost asif he did not fear combat...

"Aren't you scared of war?' Alvonne wanted to know.

Shondal nodded earnestly, bobbing hislong hair. "Absolutely. A sane man is. Some of us cope better,
however."

Wilfen saw the subject was an uncomfortable one for the soldier. "Do you wish usto guide you to
Mardine?'

"Yes, | believel do," Shondd replied hadtily. "1'm not confident | could find it after dl thistime.”

They trudged through the hot, powdery sand towards the forest. Wilfen could fedl the sun on his heed,
and the sudden coolness he experienced on passing into the midst of the trees was dmost shocking.

The twins knew this part of the forest rather well. Through habit they generally took the same path to the
beach and back, but they could find their way home from anywherein the vicinity. Kinser a hishedls,
Wilfen led the party, followed by Shondd and Alvonne. They hiked in silence, past treesfamiliar to the
youths, stepping over partly exposed roots that had tripped young feet on occasions gone.

The sllence chafed at Alvonne. "Have you been to Nevanderlof many times, Uncle Shonda?"

"No, thisisthe fourth. The first was in the summer of '55, when | brought you both here, as you know."
The Holm deliberated for amoment. "Boys: just call me'Shondal.’ It must be awkward calling someone
'Uncle." And, to be honest, it embarrasses me."

Alvonne seemed on the brink of asking another question, so Wilfen got infirst with one of hisown.
"What sort of gemisthat in your sword, Shonda?"

Shonda unsheathed his broadsword, glancing at the blood-red jewd that nestled like an egg in the
golden cup of the grip. "It'saruby," he said. "Its purpose, asthe pomme, is essentidly to prevent my
hand dipping from the sword.” He handed the blue stedl blade to Wilfen, pommd first. "Have alook for
yourself."

Wilfen held the sword aoft, marveling at the glints of color from the ruby, and found the weapon to be
very cumbersome. Hefdt athrill a holding such athing, but its weight discouraged any thoughts he had
of swinging it around.

He passed the sword back to Shondal. "1t must be valuable,” he commented.

Shondal considered the ornately worked hilt with its ruby and gold pommel. "It is quite vauable. It's
worth more than athousand Holmish golden crowns. But Findram isworth moreto me asafamily
heirloom; aMemmish craftsman forged it for our family, and my brother boreit last. | retrieved it from
the armory aweek after your father's death, intending to destroy it, but at thelast, | was moved to retain
the sword and put it to good use. Findram istoo fine ablade to discard.”



Wilfen was impressed. He did not know the value of a golden crown, but he was aware that gold was a
highly prized metd.

A short time later they came to Mardine and headed towards the spird staircase. A few of the villagers
greeted them perfunctorily, apparently incurious about the stranger in their midst.

Filgen Culdanas house was situated twenty swords above the ground and close to the trunk of the
centrd tree. Alvonne and Shonda waited on the rope-bridge outside the front door, while Wilfen went
ingdeto tell Filgen about the soldier's visit. The youth found the old Nevander had retired for his
customary afternoon doze. He rapped softly on the thin wooden door of Filgen's bedroom.

"Grandfather,” he cdled. "Wake up!"
"I'm awake," Filgen returned. "Y ou may enter.”
Wilfen opened the door. "Grandfather! Uncle Shondal isoutsde!™

Stll attired in hisusual white robe, Filgen lay atop the counterpane of his palet bed, rubbing a hiseyes.
"Shonda!" exclaimed the old man, afrown on hislined face. He scraiched at hisbad pate. "It'sthree
yearssince last he came!" Filgen started to muse: "Shondd... Isit time adready?!

Wilfen shifted uncomfortably in the doorway. "Shdl | let himin?
"Yes. Yes, a oncel”

Wilfen beckoned Shondal inside Filgen's house. The Holm ducked his head in order to avoid both a
branch that grew outside the front door and the top of the low doorframe.

"Greetings, Filgen," said Shonda on entering. He grinned in response to the old man's amile.
"Welcome back to Mardine, Shonda, my boy."

The main room of the house was comfortable and well lit with resn- scented lamps. Thewallswere
varnished logs and adorned with Filgen's own woodland paintings. A small cabinet against onewall
contained a priceless collection of leather-bound books. A shelf above the cabinet held anumber of
curios Filgen had collected over the years, both naturd and artificid, including an eaborately carved,
redwood ornamental rod -- atoken of his status as a village elder -- a stuffed rosella, a chess-board
made of dternate squares of red and white wood, and asilver nugget shaped vagudly like afist. The floor
was topped by thick, chocolate brown Adar Mutian rugs. A circular casuarinatable was positioned near
alarge window made up of stained-glass panesin awooden, grid-like framework. Bulky, comfortably
cushioned chairs were arranged around the table.

Filgen and Shondd sat at the table. Under the Nevander's questioning, the younger man summarized
eventsthat had taken place in the world outsde Nevanderlof in the previous few years. Filgen probed the
soldier at length, and the Holmishman answered every query in detall. It was Filgen'sfirg tidings of the
outside world in sometime, and he was eager to hear as much as Shonda could recount.

Alvonne became engrossed in the conversation, but Wilfen soon grew bored: the outside world was too
far removed from hisown. Involuntarily he began to fidget.

Shondal curtailed mid-sentence a description of the Adar Mutian fishing fleet. "Don't let our talk bore
you. Have apeek a my boat, if youwish."

"I will. Thank you," Wilfen said. He called Kinser and ventured out, climbing quickly down from Filgen's



house. The dog showed its usud dexterity in following his descent of the stairs that spiraled around and
around the thick white bole of the village's main tree.

Shonda's boat lay where he had I€ft it, high on the beach. Wilfen stepped into the boat, glancing around.
He guessad it to be about five swords|ong with abeam of perhaps half that. There were two oars which,
on histesting, proved to fit the rowlocks on the boat's Sides. At the rear, immovably bolted to the gray,
wegthered planking, was an ironbound chest, shaped like aplump, oversized loaf of bread. Following
some debate with himsdlf, Wilfen opened the chest (which was unlocked, fortunately) and examined its
contents: there was afolded, frayed map, some dried fruit in atightly woven basket, askin of water, and
ahooded lantern with associated fire-making apparatus. Next to the chest he discovered around shield
half asword in diameter emblazoned with a crouching, fire-breathing dragon, undernesth which werea
short recurved bow and a quiver of blue-feathered arrows.

Wilfen settled down on the bench in the stern of the boat, studying the map he had discovered. It was
incredibly detailed, displaying the known extent of TerraNova, from the Nullish Empirein the West to
the Holmish Confederation in the East. He could see the names of places he had learned about. Foreign
citieswere labeled in faded ink. Peering closdly at the parchment, Wilfen made out adiminutive black
crcdeentitled "Marding" in Orientd.

An unexpected thump caused the Nevander to start guiltily. He whirled in panic, anticipating a
confrontation with a Shonda incensed at finding Wilfen going through the Holm's property. He found
Kinser ingtead, redlizing amost immediately that the dight sound of ayoung pup landing in the boat could
not possibly compare to that of aheavy, booted man. He sighed and stroked his pet.

"Thank the Goddess," he said in relief. "Y ou scared me, Kinser. Well, it serves meright for trying to be
asdaring as Alvonne, because, Goddess knows, it does get him into more trouble.” To prevent further
frights, he restored the contents of the chest and closed thellid.

On hisway back to Mardine, Wilfen came across Erfind, aNevander not much older than he, who was
collecting mushrooms.

"Hello, Wilfen. | hear your uncle has cometo vist,” said Erfind. "Been gone awhile, hasn't he?'
"Yes" agreed Wilfen. "Threeyears.”

Erfind nodded vaguely and, sketching awave, strolled away. Wilfen smiled to himself. In generd,
Nevanderswere avery sober race. Hardly anyone ever cameto Mardine, yet even ayoung man had no
especid interest in avigtor. Wilfen was convinced that he and his brother would never be genuine
Nevanders, no matter how long they lived in the forest.

When hereturned to Mardine, Wilfen found Shonda till deep in discussion with Filgen and Alvonne. He
quietly took aseat and listened to Shonda'stravel tales.

"Had alook?' Shondal inquired of him after afew moments. "Tried the oars? L ooked in the box?' Wilfen
nodded shame-facedly to the last question. "Good!"

Wilfen excused himself and went to lie on hisbed. Kinser lay abutting his master, resting afurry head on
the youth'sleg. Wilfen reflected on the momentous event of the day: hislong lost uncle had returned. He
had an impression that hislife was about to be irrevocably changed.

CHAPTER 4: THE CHOICE

Shondal Arginddl spent severd daysin Mardine. The soldier took the twins sailing in hisboat, Sea Jewel
. Hetold stories of the world outside Nevanderlof, showed things he had collected in histravel s through
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foreign realms: precious gemsfrom Magon Vad; dried leaves of the great foret, Jherdol Tay; aflask of
water from the Pink Lake, Mirn Dul, in Tharm; the broken blade of a Barbarian's sword; and hisshield,
which had been crafted by a Memmish tribesman.

The Nevanders were fascinated by their uncle's anecdotes. They hung on his every word, for hewasa
good storyteller: histaes had that ring of conviction about them. Before long they both yearned to visit
the outsde world. They esteemed their worldly-wise uncle, envying his experience.

It was Shondal Argindell who taught the brothers swordplay. Using wooden blades he had carved from a
falen tree branch, they drilled on the beach at Mardine Bay.

"Keep the point low," the Holm ingtructed his nephews. "It's more difficult to avoid or block. At the same
time, be prepared to defend your upper body. Don't duck or side step what you can readily parry: there
isless chance you'll become unbalanced or lose sight of your opponent.”

Their mock duels were conducted in dow motion, as Shonda strove to impress on his pupils the correct
techniques of sword fighting. The soldier fought the twins smultaneoudy, easily besting them.

On thefifth day of hisvigt, Shondd caled ahdt to their enthusiastic swordplay. "That's good, both of
you," he praised. He smiled flegtingly. "Boys, | must return to Holmis soon.”

"When?" Wilfen demanded, dismayed. "Y ou've only just arrived!”
"The day after tomorrow.""Are you going to Himberon?"
llYall

"Himberon," Wilfen breethed, thinking of the Eastern University in the Holmish capita, where one day he
hoped to study. "I wish we could go with you."

"If dl wisheswere fulfilled, what then of their worth?" Alvonne said, quoting Lianken Firsh, afamous
Nevander poet.

That evening Filgen cdled the twinsfor adiscussion in the central room of his house. Shonda, who sat in
one of the chairs arranged around the circular table, abruptly stood up, nodded to the others, and
retrieved his bedding and backpack from the corner of the room where he had arranged them. With a
quick wave, the soldier declared that he was going to "camp out" and left Filgen's house. Thetrio that
remained sat down at the casuarinatable, the old man with his back to the mullioned window.

"I believe your uncle has informed you that he is soon to depart from Nevanderlof,” Filgen said, opening
the topic of conversation.

"The day after tomorrow," Wilfen agreed.

Filgen was sillent for amoment, then: ™Y ou know he dways intended to take the two of you back to
Holmiswith him?"

The twins nodded dowly, wondering to what their grandfather aluded. Surely hewas not...

"Shondal has proposed to take the two of you to Himberon now." Filgen took ashuddering breath. "I
have spent two days considering theidea. | have reached the only conclusion | could reasonably achieve:
| believe the two of you are ready to leave Nevanderlof -- if you wishto do s0."

Wilfen and Alvonne gaped at each other in shock. Only that day they had had wistful thoughts about



leaving Nevanderlof; given the choicefor redl, the decison was not so easily made. The dlure of the
outside world was offset by the comfortable familiarity of Mardine.

"Of course, Shonda does not expect you to fend for yoursaves," Filgen continued. "Wedlthy friends of
hiswould take you in until you were able to make your own way in the world. And Shonda himsaif
would be readily available for advice at the Palace of the Holmish King.

"Wilfen, | know you vaue your learning and wish to attend the Eastern University. | am convinced that
you are learned enough to secure entrance.

"Alvonne, your futureisless clear to me. | think you are also more than capable of entering the
University, but | don't believe that would be your favored courseinlife. Yet | am certain your intringic
determination would take you along way in the Holmish world.”

"It can't be animmediate decison for us, Grandfather," pointed out Wilfen.

"Of course not,” Filgen acceded. "'l understand completely. Y ou have tonight and all of tomorrow in
which to decide. I'll leave you now.” The old Nevander rose and went into his room, softly closing the
door behind him.

"It's something that warrants some thought,” Wilfen commented understatedly.
"A good dedl of thought," Alvonne concurred, grinning.

By mutua unvoiced agreement, they discussed the subject no more. They took to their separate pallet
beds in the room they shared and lay in the dark, pondering the dternatives, until deep claimed their
conscious minds.

That night Alvonne had abizarre dream. He beheld aman flying intheair! A dight man, attired in awhite,
figure-hugging costume and black boats, flying like agliding bird, arms outstretched to catch the wind.
Chortling in obvious delight, the fellow swooped and soared in an aguamarine sky over indigo waves.
Then, without warning, the man abruptly plummeted, tumbled end over end, to plunge into the sea, where
he thrashed and struggled, frantically flapping hisarms. Alvonne felt apowerful impulseto go to the
Stranger's assistance, to help this drowning man whose wings had so suddenly been clipped. Hewas
awakened before anything el se could occur, however, by Kinser leaping onto him.

Theyoung man lit an oil lamp, hiseyes blinking vigoroudy before they became accustomed to the
flickering light. Hiswitswere dightly dazed, but he had the impression deep had brought not only the
weird dream but also an important decision.

He recdled the choice he had been given: he could journey to Holmiswith Shondd; or remain in Mardine
with Filgen.

He had opted for Holmis.

The choice made, he felt apeculiar easing of pressure. Such adecision was agonizing to make. With his
mind s&t, Alvonne felt quite cheerful, and so he tossed Kinser onto Wilfen.

Ydlinginfright, Wilfen practicaly legpt out of the hegp of blankets piled in his palet. The sight of Kinser
wagging histail quieted the Nevander.

"What made him do that?' Wilfen wondered aoud, not spying Alvonne lying on the floor rug between
their pallets.



Alvonnelog control of himself, laughing without inhibition. Herolled around on thefloor in his
amusement.

Wilfen stared at histwin in bewilderment. "Have you gone insane?”

Alvonne's laughter faded reluctantly, and he panted to regain his breath. "No."
"What are you so happy about, then? We have an important decision to make."
"I'vemadeit."

Wilfen was astounded. "What? Already!"

Alvonne nodded. "Y es. I'm going to Himberon with Shondd..”

"I couldn't make achoicethat quickly," Wilfen said dowly. He glanced down at Kinser. "Y ou're certainly
spontaneous, Alvonne.”

Alvonnejust grinned.

Wilfen smiled back faintly. He was still remembering the dream he had had. Haloed in light, so detail was
hard to discern, had been ayoung (he guessed), beautiful woman, blond hair piled high on her head,
apparently dressed in a shimmering white robe. She had hovered in an otherwise dark and featureless
environment, asif she sood on an invisiblefloor. She had called to Wilfen in abooming voice that shook
him to the core: "Y OU MUST GO!" There had been a sense of compulsion about the single command.
Did it refer to the journey with Uncle Shondd? Wasit his own mind attempting to help him make a
decision? It was blasphemous, perhaps, but he rather thought the woman had been Anbridge, the
Goddess Under The Mountain! He could be deluding himsdlf, of course, asit wasonly adream. But if it
had been a message from the Goddess...

That afternoon Shonda took his nephews sailing aboard Sea Jewel . The twins eagerly helped the soldier
get the boat afl oat, observing in interest as he raised the sail and directed Sea Jewel out to sea.

Asthe salling-boat crashed through the swell, salty spray and a southerly breeze lashed at Wilfen. He felt
decidedly ill. Hisface was off-color, its expression more of agrimace than anything else. Fingertips
pressed to the temples, his hands cradled his cheeks.

Alvonne laughed doud, patently pleased by the sensation of sailing. He avoided looking at his brother,
and Wilfen, in his suffering, surmised that Alvonnetried to hide agrin only partly attributable to the
younger twin's enjoyment of the boat ride.

"Where are we headed?' Alvonneinquired, noticing that Shonda till pointed Sea Jewel at the southern
horizon.

"Wait, and you shdl see!™ Shonda answered, smiling.

Sea Jewel sped into the teeth of the wind, its zigzagging defying the lively breeze. Alvonnetook up a
position in the bow of the boat and surveyed the seafor anything out of the ordinary. Wilfen looked as
well, peering through hisfingers and trying not to succumb to nausea. The eye on the sail seemed to
search with them, watching the expanse of the glittering waves. Suddenly Alvonne spotted the object of
their search.

"Thereitid" hecried. "Anidand! It must bel”



Shondal, who worked thetiller, glanced at what could only beland rising out of the sea. "That it is. That's
Harsy Elar."

Theidand became more distinct as Sea Jewel moved in. Harsy Elar was an immense, rocky hill looming
out of spray and surf. The craggy black rock was dmost whole; only afew loose boulders littered the
thin strip of beach. The occasiona stunted bush clung to places on the hill where alittle soil had
accumulated. It was agrim and forbidding place.

They sailed around Harsy Elar, outsde aring of jagged rocks that surrounded the idand, defending it
from seabound approach. Overhead, safein their agrid domain, seabirds cried their lonely, mournful cals
and flew towards the idand's rugged hillsde, unheedful of the terrible rocks below.

Alvonne saw something on the southern side of theidand. "Look!" he shouted above the roar of breaking
waves. "A tower!"

Shonda nodded. "'l seeit! That is Arlond!"

"Canwe land on theidand?' Wilfen asked, sensing an opportunity, however transitory, of getting back
onto solid ground.

"Yed" Alvonne agreed with typicd enthusasm. " Can we?"

"No!" Shondal returned inflexibly. "L ook at those rocks! A gust of wind could pitch us onto them now,
and we'rejust sailing around the outskirts! It's out of the question!™

The twins subsided in acceptance, disappointed nonethel ess. It would be nice to examine Arlond at close
quarters, but Shondal was right, of course: the black rocks would tear the bottom out of the boat if it
ventured too near.

As Sea Jewd sailed aong the southern side of Harsy Elar, the tower grew clearly visbleto thetwins
curious eyes. Arlond had been constructed from blocks of some grayish stone, possibly granite. The
tower wasin ruins now -- testifying to its great age, a pile of the stone blockslay at its base -- which
made it difficult to determineits origind height; what remained, however, was by Wilfen's estimation, a
least twenty swords high.

"Who built Arlond?' Alvonne wanted to know.

"The Adar Mutians," Shonda replied. "Two hundred years ago. It was built to be astronghold in the
Warldife Seawhen the Adar Mutians were apower in TerraNova. They had a secret pathway through
the rocks, known by only afew seacaptains.”

Wilfen regarded the tower with renewed interest, striving to imagineit asit had been when first
congtructed, guarding afleet of ships. A wavy, intermittent trail of stones strewn aong the beach
suggested ahigh wall to keep out invaders. He could imagine looking out from the tower, watching the
moody seavainly striving to reech him.

When they had negotiated the southern side of theidand, Shonda steered Sea Jewel away from Harsy
Elar, pointing the bow north towards the coast of Nevanderlof. The wind blew from astern now, and the
saling-boat raced beforeit, sail bulging.

Late in the afternoon, after the twins had helped Shonda secure Sea Jewel high on the beach, thetrio
returned to Mardine. It had been ajoyful trek back to the forest village, as Wilfen had informed the
othersthat he would accompany them on the journey to Himberon. The elder twin had decided to
accede to his dream's suggestion: he wanted to go, anyway, and it certainly did not hurt to do what might



wdl be thewill of the Goddess.

* %

Wilfen woke before dawn and rose with afeding of high excitement, thinking of the adventure ahead:
nearly twelve hundred kiloswords from Mardine to Himberon. The path crossed the Warldife Sea,
traversed the Holmish province of Kenderlan, then led south through Camfolar province to the capital of
the mighty Confederation of Holmis, site of the Pdace of the Holmish King.

He was sad at the thought of leaving Kinser behind, but Shonda had said it wasimpossible to take the
dog with them in such asmal boat. Erfind, however, had volunteered to adopt the twins pet.

The young man dressed himsdf in awhite, short-deeved tunic, black, baggy trousers, ankle-high leather
boots, and a green, woolen Nevander cloak. He called to his brother: "Get up, Alvonne! It'stimeto get

resdy!”

Shondal was absent when they breskfasted with Filgen at the round table. Later, Wilfen redized hisuncle
had deliberately given them sometime aone with their long-term guardian. Delaying the instant when they
would be forced to say goodbye to Filgen, the twinsfinished their food dowly.

The moment came al too soon, as Wilfen and Alvonne scraped up the last of their porridge. They sat
awkwardly for afew moments before standing up. Filgen raised inquiring eyebrows, then got to hisown
feet.

"Areyou ready to leave?' the old man asked.

The twinsfound it impossible to reply. They nodded.

"You'd best go and collect your belongings, then.”

Startled, they fetched backpacks they had prepared the night before.

"I'll never forget you, Grandfather,” Wilfen said. "Y ou've done so much for Alvonne and me."

"Goodbye, my boy. Shake handsin the Holmish fashion,” Filgen replied solemnly. ™Y ou're entering their
world now."

Wilfen clasped the old man'sfrail hand for amoment, shaking it vigoroudy. Filgen pressed something
coldly metalic into the youth's hand. With afind glance and wave, Wilfen passed out of Filgen'shouse,
where he awaited his brother. Alvonne appeared shortly afterwards, hastily wiping hiseyeswith a
deeve

A gathering had occurred at the base of the spird staircase. Virtudly the entire village had turned out to
see them on their way, and Wilfen suddenly redized just how many people he was going to miss. There
was Erfind, waving lazily and smiling wryly (thankfully, he had left Kinser a home: it would not have done
to have the dog madly barking and trying to follow the twins); and red-haired Mizzy Doon with the
cheeky smile, who had let Wilfen kiss her once or twice (though Alvonne many moretimes); and Ma
Indini, she of the scones smothered with fig jam and ahundred other delicacies. Even craggy- faced
Sarbijen the carpenter (said to have been the one-time fiancé of the twins mother) was present to wish
them well. Nevanders were areserved and unemotiona people, so there were no tears. One or two
people cdled, "Good luck, boys," but most just nodded respectfully.

Though it was not apparent, Wilfen was sure he and Alvonne had caused a sensation, for it was dmost
unheard of for anyoneto leave Mardine: he guessed their outland birth would be used to explain their
eccentric behavior. Helooked at his brother, who seemed to nod in shared understanding.



Alvonne grinned broadly. "Goodbye, Mardine!" he cried. "Never fear: this strange Nevander shal
return!™

CHAPTER 5: THE SKYLORD

Wilfen and Alvonne reached the edge of the forest at dmost the same moment as the sun surmounted the
tretopsto illuminate the bay and turn the sea orange. They hastened across the sand to where Shondal
hed hauled Sea Jewel to the water's bounds.

With his nephews assistance, Shonda pushed the sailing-boat into the sea. Sea Jewel became afloat asa
result of their labors, and they leapt aboard in triumph. The soldier placed the oarsin the rowlocks and
rowed powerfully out into the bay.

Trying to ignore persistent seasickness, Wilfen sat in the prow, looking back past the others at tree-lined
Mardine Bay, watching it begin to shrink. The wind made his cloak stream behind him or, a times, wrap
itself about hisbody. He felt something pressing into hisleg and recalled Filgen had given him something
that he had put in the pocket of his trousers without a glance. It proved to be abelt buckle of silver made
in the shape of adragon's head. He liked it greatly and showed Alvonne. His brother nodded and
produced itstwin, abuckle fashioned in the likeness of asnarling dog's head.

Shondal offered the oarsto Wilfen, who rowed furioudy, immediately propelling Sea Jewel on acircular
course. At hisuncle's recommendation, he next attempted to put equa effort into both arms, and after
that he pulled the boat in only adight arc to theright.

His arms and shoulders began to ache embarrassingly quickly, and Shonda soon regained the oars. To
Wilfen'samazement, hisuncle caused Sea Jewel to glide through the water, each stroke driving the boat
twice the distance of one of the Nevander's own. During the hour the soldier rowed the coast of
Nevanderlof retreated dramatically.

The prevailing westerly had strengthened, so &fter laying the oars asde, Shondd raised the white sail, and
its ever-vigilant eye again surveyed the sea. He took thetiller, asthe forceful wind filled the sall.

The sun traversed the sky and sank into the west. A red wine sea glittered with flame-crested wrinkles.
Overhead clouds developed pink frogting on their fluffy undersides. In the east the heavens were purple,
above azure, before pastel blue merged into the yellow afterglow of the sun's passage. Shortly, before
their very eyes, darkness overwhelmed the light, and night descended over the Warldife Sea. Stars,
pulsing motes of brilliance, speckled the newly blackened sky. Head propped on clasped hands, Wilfen
lay on his back between two benches, watching the scene unfold before him.

The next thing he beheld was the disk of the sun high in the Sky. The Nevander sat up, yawning and
dretching.

"Good morning!" Alvonne said.
"Good morning!" Wilfen replied. He blinked afew timesto focus his eyes and took alook around.

Nevanderlof was gone: the boat was completely surrounded by sparkly water. Without the visible
comfort of land, Wilfen felt curioudy exposed and vulnerable.

"How far are we from the Holmish coast now?' he asked his brother.

"About 230 kiloswords from Bonvalur," Shonda answered for Alvonne. "That's where we make
landfdl.”

On Shondd's map Wilfen determined Sea Jewel 's position: the sailing-boat had rounded the cape on
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Nevanderlof's southeastern coast and bore northeast towards Bonvalur on Holmis western shordline.

At Shondd's suggestion, the trio resolved to spend the morning fishing. Shonda handed each brother a
hook and awooden spool that held twenty swords of fine twine. After expending sometimetrying to lure
fish with unsuitable bait, Shonda managed to catch asmadl, dark fish that proved hard to hold. Findly,
however, it was subdued, and he cut it into little pieces for their hooks.

Shortly after midday an eerie whistling sound from above interrupted their companionable reverie. Their
fishing abruptly forgotten, the Argindells peered upward. A strange manifestation had gppeared
overhead, asilvery speck that streaked across the sky from east to west. A momentary flash engulfed the
dlver...thing, and suddenly it fell. Soundlesdy, with theillusion of agraceful, floating descent, it plunged
downward, damming into the sea not two kiloswvords from Sea Jewel . The stunned and speechless
travelers were rocked by afast-moving sword-high wave, then amaost blown overboard by a searing
blast of wind that followed.

They picked themsalves up from where they had tumbled and gaped skyward. It Started to rain then, a
shower of hot, blackened meta fragmentsthat pattered and sizzled on the water around them, forcing
them to duck until it subsided.

"Does anyone know what that was?' Shondd asked in astrained voice after severd moments had
elapsed.

Both twins dowly shook their heads.

"l didn't think so0."

Therewasabrief slence.

"Areyou thinking what I'm thinking?' Shonda asked no onein particular.
"l believe 0," Alvonne answered, grinning dightly.

"Morethan likdly," Wilfen said.

Something akin to madness seized them. Shondal took the oars, and the twins manned thetiller, pointing
Sea Jewel back westward. They cackled amogt hysterically, as heedless to possible danger, they
headed towards the place where the sky-thing had fallen into the sea.

Torn by colossal force, twisted sheets of shiny metal from the sky object lay scattered about the gently
heaving sea. The warped metd was hot to the tentative, hurried touch. Shaking their heads at the
wreckage, the travelers sailed around the limit of the flotsam. The slvery thing had gpparently been
smashed by theimpact, leaving behind, bobbing in the midst of the debris, amirrored sphere about two
swordsin diameter; the Argindells could see a distorted reflection of themselves aboard Sea Jewel , open
mouths exaggeratedly verticaly elongated.

A buckled plate of metal caught Alvonne's eye: red characterswere marked onit. "Look at this, Wilfen!"
he called excitedly, pointing.

Eyeswide, Wilfen ared at thered letters. " Skylord writing!™
"Skylord!" exclamed Shondd. "I thought the Skylords were amyth.”

"The language we are speaking, Oriental, owes alot to the Skylords tongue,” declared Wilfen, sobered
by what he looked at. "They were...are quitered.”



"If that was part of their armory,” said Shondd, " then I'd hate to fight dl their forces.”
"Tothink someonerodein that,” Wilfen said dowly.

"Y et even such a ship was not safe from wrecking," Alvonne observed.

"Incredible,” Shondal said in wonder and disbelief. "How much cleverer they arethan we."

There was a movement, and they froze. Just above the waterline, arectangular pand of the mirrored
sphere -- sword high and half that wide -- had abruptly vanished, smply dissolved away, reveding an
opening that emitted dull pinkish light. They rowed farther away and, lowering the sail, settled to watch,
fearful of what might come out of that aperture.

Nothing happened for afew minutes. They began to calm their ragged bresthing and racing hearts.
Alvonne suddenly laughed. "Thereésno onein there! It's--"

A movement caused the wordsto die on Alvonne'stongue. Wilfen felt the hairs on the back of his neck
dtirring, as moisture beaded on his forehead and upper lip, and, amost paradoxically, his mouth became
dry. A figure had materialized in the sphere's opening: it was a Skylord.

The Skylord was ashort black man. Hewas clothed in awhite, form-fitting outfit of somekind, and his
high boots were black. On his back was what was obvioudy a backpack, though, peculiarly, orangein
color. Squinting in the bright, early afternoon sunlight, he looked cautioudy about, then stepped out of the
sphere onto one of the larger sections of wreckage.

The Skylord spied them asthe sailing-boat drifted towards him. The stranger's eyes widened as he stared
a the Arginddlsin amazement.

"Now what?' Wilfen demanded.

"Helooks as surprised as us," Alvonne noted, unable to hide a speck of amusement. He was thinking
about the portentous dream he had had back in Mardine. The Skylord looked exactly like the man who
had been flying above the waves. Had it been a dream sent by the Goddess? It seemed clear to him: he
should help the stranger. "Do we take him with us?' he asked Shondal.

"He might comewith us™ Shonda said thoughtfully. "The King would certainly beinterested in him."
"How can we get him to come with us?' Wilfen asked. "We can't redly force him."

"I don't think we need to compel him," Shonda replied. "The Skylord is marooned on TerraNova, |
believe, with his sky ship wrecked. Hell probably come willingly, since he has nowhere elseto go."

CHAPTER 6: NERVE

Wilfen contemplated the Skylord. Older than the Nevanders but younger than Shondal, the stranger was
about eleven or twelve years of age. He was broad-featured, and his black, wooly hair was cut closeto
the skull. He was denderly built, seemingly smal and fragile. Wilfen put hisheight &t alittle lessthan a
sword, at least five inches shorter than the twins. He wore outlandish clothing: so shiny and with no
obvious weave, it was much different to what a Terra Novan would wear, whatever their nationdity. And
yet for dl that, he appeared human enough.

Eyes blank, the Skylord had joined the TerraNovansin Sea Jewel like an automaton. Shondal had
initidly drawn his sword, but he quickly sheathed Findram again, redlizing the outlander was no threet to
the Argindells. "Anyway, he could probably kill usin the blink of an eyeif he wanted to do so," hetold
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thetwins.

The stranger suffered from who knew what degree of the doldrums. Head bowed, he sat resignedly on
the bench in the prow of the boat. Wilfen consdered the Skylord's circumstances. he was marooned in a
land he would deem utterly barbaric.

The Skylord was suspicious of the food and drink the travelers offered him. He sniffed at it dubioudy and
would not touch anything, muttering incomprehensible words in a high-pitched voice,

Asthe afternoon wore on, the Skylord acquired more of an interest in his surroundings. Instead of
scrutinizing the floorboards between hisfeet, he studied the endless waves with curious eyes.

"TerraNova," he declared suddenly.

The TerraNovans gaped.

"Can he speak Oriental, after al?' Shondal wondered.

Wilfen shook hishead. "I doubt it. TerraNova isa Skylord term.”

The Skylord had turned his head and was watching them intently. Gesturing to himself, he spoke again:
"Mikagl Svensson.”

"What'sthat?' Shondal demanded. "More Skylord language?’

"I'm not sure," Wilfen said, and Alvonne shrugged.

The stranger prodded his chest with afinger. "Mikagl Svensson,” he said more insstently.
"It might be hisname," Alvonne said. "It sounds different to norma Skylord, though.”

"It could be aforeign name, like the Tharms or Nulls have," Shondd suggested. "It's Stranger than any
namel've ever heard.”

Alvonne pointed to himsdlf. "Alvonne Argindd|."

The Skylord smiled, reveding perfect teeth that were overtly white againgt his ebony skin. "Ahl-von
Ahr-gihn-ddl," he repeated dowly. "Alvonne Argindell. Argindell, Arginddl, Arginddl." He looked
inquiringly at Wilfen and Shonddl.

"Shondal Arginddll," said the soldier.
"Wilfen Argindell,” the older Nevander introduced himself.

The stranger nodded to each in turn, reproducing their names quite accurately. He glanced back and
forth between the Terra Novans.

"It seems he'sready to continue," Shondal observed.

That evening they sailed towards a cord atoll shaped like a horseshoe. The blue-green water of the
sheltered inner harbor was shallow but sufficiently deep to dlow Sea Jewel passage en route to beaching
on ashell-strewn strip of soft sand. The idand was ableak, virtualy barren place. Hardly a stunted weed
could grow on the wind-swept outcropping; indeed, apart from the scant sand that had collected on this
tiny beach, situated around the inner curve of the horseshoe, barely any soil had accumulated on the
rough, pale, weathered coral. Even seabirds did not bother to nest here. The odd miniature cresture --



the source of the shells, perhaps -- wriggled in the shalows and on the beach where intermittent waves
rolled onto the sand, but nothing else deigned to live on the atall.

The sun was an orangefirebal snking amid pink and purple plumes of cloud, when the travelers began to
set up camp on the fine white sand. Shonda warned the othersto leave their boots on when walking
around, asthe sand only thinly covered cora capable of dashing unprotected feet. They arranged their
deeping things. The TerraNovans were amused to note that even the Skylord had something reminiscent
-- though made of amuch finer, more colorful fabric -- of adeegping bag. AsWilfen thumped hisown
backpack into the semblance of a pillow, he noticed Mikagl Svensson rummaging through the orange
backpack.

"The Skylord seems grestly interested in the contents of his strange orange backpack,” Wilfen remarked.
"They'real he hasto remind him of hishome, | suppose,” Shondd said with ashrug.
Wilfen gave agtart. "What does he have?'

Mikael Svensson had produced a black, marble-sized sphere from his backpack. He lobbed it into the
air, and incredibly, the orb hovered unsupported, a sword above the ground and before the Skylord's
eyes. Then another truly peculiar thing happened: aghostly, effulgent projection sprang forth from the
sphere, an enveloping globe -- mostly blue but with yellow- brown splotches -- about afoot in diameter
that completely engulfed the black ball. It was becoming dark now, and the bright globe it up the
immediate areawith an eerielight, bathing Mikael Svensson'sin an unnatura glow. Hewinked a an
open-mouthed Wilfen, then frowned in thought as he studied the gpparition he had wrought. He said a
word, and a pinpoint of red light winked into existence on one of the glowing globe'sirregular yellowish
aress.

Alvonne paused from collecting driftwood and came to his brother's side. "What's happening?' he asked
Softly.

Mystified, Wilfen shrugged.

Mikael Svensson spoke abrief, sharp command, and the projected sphere atered to become a
rectangular plane of light that faced him done. Blue surrounded a yellow-green areareminiscent of a
gplash of paint. The mote of red wasin the center of ablue gulf that indented into the yellow blotch.

"Theré's something familiar about that yellowy patch,” Alvonne murmured, idly turning apiece of wood in
his hands.

Wilfen tilted his head, considering the projection. He went and stood behind the Skylord, looking over
the man'sshoulder. "Y ou'reright," he agreed. "It does remind me of something.” It hit the Nevander likea
blow: heliterdly staggered back astep or two. "Goddess! It'samap!” he cried. "Look! Y ou can seethe
Warldife Sea, and that smdler blotch is Nevanderlof!”

Alvonne studied the ghostly map for amoment and started to laugh. "If I'm not mistaken, then that red
dar iseast of Nevanderlof and precisely where we are at this very ingtant.”

Wilfen squinted, then hiseyeswidened. "That isavery clever device."
"That's an understatement,” Alvonne said.
"That'sfor surel" agreed Shondal, who had been silent up to that point.

The Skylord turned and regarded the TerraNovans quizzically. He caught their attention by gesturing at



his floating spectra map. He started to peak in his own language and caught himself. With a sweeping
motion he indicated himself and the Argindells, before pointing again to his supernatura map of Terra
Nova

"What's he trying to say?" Shondal wondered.
Wilfen shook hishead in puzzlement.
The Skylord struggled to speak in hdting, though recognizable Orientd: "Where...where...where go?'

The TerraNovans stared at each other in astonishment. Alvonne laughed and tentatively placed afinger
near the red light (though not actualy touching the projection). He cautioudy traced a path across
Svensson's map to where Himberon was approximately |ocated.

The Skylord followed Alvonnesfinger intently, apparently trying to memorize the planned course.
Obvioudy sdtisfied, he said afew words, and the glowing map disappeared, leaving the floating black
ball. He plucked it out of the air and deposited it back in his orange backpack.

Shonda started a campfire out of driftwood Alvonne had collected. Thetravelers collected around it and
consumed their evening medl, eating dried figs with some distaste. (Though it kept fresh for weeks, dried
fruit was not enjoyable egting day after day.)

"Isour friend dtill not eeting?" Shonda inquired of the twins, grimacing at the mouthful he had just
swdlowed. "Cant say | blame himif heian't."”

"He seemsto have hisown food," Alvonne said.

After brushing his hands free of sand, the Skylord had taken a fist-szed decanter of some sort from his
lurid backpack and extracted from it two diminutive ovoid objects. Tilting his head back, he tossed the
pillsinto hismouth and evidently swallowed them.

"Ahh," sghed the Skylord, looking satisfied.
"Y ou don't suppose that was some kind of instant feast, do you?"' Wilfen asked.

Shondd gave an expression of indifference. "I've seen enough of histricks. Nothing surprises me any
more."

"Weve had smal maps,” observed Alvonne. "Why not ingtant food and water?!

* *

Svensson woke with ajerk, wondering where he was. He was tightly cocooned in something that rested
on acompact yet malleable surface. A breeze caressed hisface -- red air! -- and his mouth wasfilled
with agritty substance -- sand? Rhythmically rising and faling in volume, a congtant susurration registered
on hisears. Silhouetted by grayish light, three nebuloudy human forms moved about him. Then he
remembered, and hismind quailed asit al came crashing down on him. Enwrapped in adeeping bag on
alondy, inhospitableidand in an endless expanse of deep blue water, he was marooned on aforsaken
planet, the captive of sword-swinging barbarians.

Thiswas TerraNova aworld circling the giant blue-white star, Alston; a planet with an exctic yellow
moon; a planet with ayear of nearly eight hundred Imperid Standard Days, though an unusudly circular
orbit and minor axid tilt dictated that its seasonal climatic variation was mild; a planet that was, despite
having been colonized two thousand years previoudy, patently undevel oped.



'What agtuation!" he thought in despair. 'Can things get any worse than this?

Y et even as he considered the turn of events, hefelt perceptibly more composed. The previous day he
had been in acomplete daze, alowing the TerraNovansto lead him by the nose. He had been in adtate
of shock over the destruction of the existence he had previoudy known. Today, by contrast, he was able
to think, and there was much that was worthy of thought.

Firgly, and most significantly, the people of TerraNovahad survived: the proof waswith him on this
beach. But they had lost their technology if these three accurately represented al humans on the planet.
He had falen into the clutches of an gpparent Iron Age human culture, where none should be, though, of
course, many things could change over two thousand years. It did not make sense to Svensson, however,
since modern technology was beyond the average person's comprehension and operated entirely by
psionic control: most machines would do one's bidding even if one did not know how they worked. He
found it difficult to accept that anyone would willingly concede technologica devices, but they were just
not evident. He had seen high technology defenses during his descent on the planet, so acomputer,
presumably astandard Central Computer, still watched over TerraNova, but the people under its shield
were probably unaware of it. Had the ancestors of these people smply forgotten about machines?
Perhaps these three were part of a primitive, isolated tribe, though that did not seem al that likely,
because they did have access to transport.

TerraNovahad been avery small settlement in 2392, the year Svensson's great journey began, a Centra
Computer Complex containing a handful of people. But if those people had survived to procresate, then
two thousand years should have been sufficient to significantly boost population numbers. Therefore,
these three men must be descendants of the origina TerraNovan colonists. From where el se could they
have sorung? They called Svensson aword that was recognizable as* Skylord,” so they must have some
recollection of what they had been capable of, but they beieved him amember of arace apart, beyond
them. It wasironic, he redlized, that the Terra Novans esteemed people that were, in away, themsalves.

The Enemy 4ill lingered in the vicinity of TerraNova, and this puzzled him. From what Svensson had
seen, there wasllittle threat to the diens here on Terra Nova, which was certainly the last outpost of
humanity. The Imperia fleets had represented a genuine danger, but these people, the Argindells, were
unlikely to menace an interstellar civilization with sted swords and bows and arrows. The Enemy must
have enormous patience to have lain in wait for two thousand years -- or an overwhelming need to
destroy the human race.

Though the equipment he carried in his backpack was not the most sensitive known to humanity, it should
gl have detected some evidence of high technology. The Central Computer apparently coordinating
TerraNova's defense had given no indication it was conscious of his presence, but it must have had a
hand in hel ping him elude the Enemy fleet. It was, he supposed, feasible the Enemy jammed al
communications, even psonic.

One question vexed him: who had blasted him out of the sky? The globa defense shield should have
made it impossible for the Enemy to strike the Eagle Eye with alaser of adequate power. The planet's
Centrd Computer, withitsarray of orbital defense satellites, had the means, yet why would it shoot him
down after seemingly hel ping him escape the Enemy fleet? He dismissed the conundrum with a shake of
the head: it was, al things congdered, aminor issue.

Hisinability to control or even influence his Situation troubled him. Svensson dedt with primitivesin their
own environment, amost aslimited, due to circumstances, asthey were. His spacecraft was destroyed.
Most of hisbackpack gear was surviva equipment: medikit, laser cutter, nuclear converter, deeping bag,
hands-free torch, and other such basic items. It had never been envisaged that a crashed pilot would land
on an inhospitable planet or be too distant from rescue. This planet might be hospitable, but no rescue



seemed in the offing. Any more sophisticated devices were ineffectud, for the Centra Computer did not
respond, and as a consequence no data from satellites or survey probes was accessible. His electronic
surveyor -- which the Terra Novans had seen him use -- could offer only arudimentary geographical
outline of any region of the planet. He was only now beginning to acknowledge that he might well be
marooned among barbaric peoples henceforth.

His circumstances were such that, dueto hislack of experience of this planet, he was actudly at a
substantia disadvantage compared to the TerraNovans. He was totaly impotent, dependent on their
good will. The three men treated him courteoudy, however -- perhapsit was customary hereabouts -- by
offering him their food and water and generally being solicitous of his needs. It seemed he was not so
much a captive as something of an honored guest, though of course he could be reading the signs
wrongly. Perhapstoday it would al change. Perhaps a captive was entitled to one day's good treatment,
then swiftly dispatched the following day. Hejust did not know.

Heformulated aplan of sorts. For the present he would remain with these people -- assuming they were
willing to keep him -- and get to know TerraNova. Eventudly, however, he must locate the complex of
the planetary Central Computer: from there he might be able to do some small thing to strike back at the

Enemy.

Hisfirst objective was establishing effective communication, because improvised sign language was quite
inadequate. Closing his eyes, he thought for atime and came up with an interesting notion. If these
people were descended from Imperial colonists -- and their language was clearly derived from Imperia
English -- then it was conceivable that they had some semblance of psionics. Svensson had his persona
computer to amplify histelepathic power, and the TerraNovans would possess no psionic shields: if they
had any psionic talent at dl, then he just might be able to communicate telepathicaly.

Hedid out of his deeping bag, then sat up onitsflaccid form, resting his hands on the white, satiny
materia covering hisknees. The prevailing westerly breeze assailed him, but his closdy cropped hair and
tightly fitting climate suit were unruffled. He sought the attention of the passing, middle- Szed Terra
Novan, hawk-faced Alvonne, and caught the young man's eye. <'Can you hear me?'> he asked
telepathicaly.

Alvonnefrozein mid-stride. His startlingly green eyeswere comically wide as he stared down at
Svensson for amoment. He said something unintelligible in his own language.

Svensson shook his head. <'No. If you can hear me, think what you want to say.'>

Svensson percelved the youth's excitement. <'Lord Mikael Svensson?'> Alvonne communicated. It was
fant but definitely audible. <'Are you talking to me? In my mind!'>

<'Yed'> Svensson fdlt eager himsdlf. A person of an Iron Age culture he might be, but Alvonne Arginddll
was human. The Thermosian had not anticipated talking to any person of hiskind again, ever since... No,
he did not want to think about that.

<'Can you speak my language?'> Alvonne wanted to know.

<'No. Thisis pure mind-to-mind communication. It happens at a level deeper than language. |
think in my language, and you understand it in your own.'>

Alvonnefidgeted. He squatted down to Svensson'slevel. <'Do you think the others can talk this way,
too?'>

<'l don't know. Why don't you try it?'>



Wilfen, to Svensson's right, was in the process of loading his primitive backpack. Alvonne looked at the
thin young man -- a brother? -- and focussed. Svensson, not the target of the attempted tel epathic
contact, perceived only afaint buzzing. Wilfen paused in confusion for amoment. Then he frowned and
abruptly tightened the straps on the backpack.

<'It didn't work!"> Alvonne thought in frustration to Svensson.

<'l didn't think it would. | have my power increased by...an artifact. Not many people can
communicate without such aid. Let me try with Wilfen.'>

The Thermosian turned his gaze on the eder brother. <'Wilfen! Can you hear me?'>

The effect was amusing. Wilfen suddenly straightened, dropping his backpack on the soft sand. Likea
mouse that knew a predator prowled nearby, he looked frantically al about him, then up into the
ydllowing dawn sky.

"What isit, Wilfen?' Shonda demanded, returning from acal of nature.
"l just heard avoice. In my head."

Alvonne and Svensson were smiling.

Shondal stared a them. "What's going on, Alvonne?'

"Lord Mikael Svensson can communicate with usby mind," Alvonne explained matter-of-factly. ™Y ou
just have to concentrate and think what you want to say, then he can understand it.”

Wilfen frowned. <'Like this? Can you hear me? Lord Mikael ?'>
<'You're soft but clear enough.'>
"How amazing!" cried Wilfen doud. "What amarveloustaent!”

Shonda spoke, and Wilfen relayed the essence of the soldier's remark to Svensson: <'We thought you
couldn't speak our language.'>

<'It automatically trandlates all languages, Shondal.'>

Thewarior clutched at hishead. "I can hear him!"

<'Try and think back to me, directed Svensson.

<'Hello. Hello, can you hear me?'>

<'Just. You'll get better with practice.'>

"I've never heard of anything likethis" Shonda mused. <'The Goddess taught you this?' >

Svensson was ingtantly dert. "The Goddess." The TerraNovans had created their own religion. It
figured, he redlized. When one did not have an explanation for the things that happened around one, one
devised an explanation. He needed to be circumspect: human history was littered with the bodies of those
who had, unintentionaly or not, insulted gods.

Their hair disheveled, faces stubbled (such primitive grooming problems; his persona computer had
suppressed hishair growth since he had begun hislast and final mission), dl three TerraNovans gathered



closaly around Svensson. They sat on the sand in their various fashions, interested in what he had to
impart. <'What makes you think | might have had contact with...the Goddess?' > he said, answering
aquestion with aquestion.

Squeatting on his haunches, Alvonne gestured expansively with his hands. <"You have powers far beyond
us. Divine powers.'>

<'l amas human asyou are. You, yourselves, can communicate like this. Are you associated with
the Goddess?' >

Shondal sat up perfectly straight, his naked sword resting on his crossed legs (the wesapon's aspect of
raw, primitive...menace unnerved Svensson). He snorted expressively. <'Us? Disciples of the Goddess!!
> Despite his apparent amusement, Svensson sensed a sudden guardedness about the big man.

The Thermosian grinned. <'My abilities are innate yet weak. They are amplified by machines of
clever manufacture. | have more knowledge and under standing, but, like you, | am flesh and
blood.'>

<'What are your planson Terra Nova, then?'> Shondd asked, sudying him with intent blue eyes.
Svensson smiled bleskly. <'I have none. | fled my enemies and was wrecked on Terra Nova.'>

Wilfen hugged his kneesto his chest with long-fingered hands. <'Do you seek revenge on your
enemies?'> heinquired.

The Thermosian frowned. He took a deep breath and sighed, vigoroudy scratching his head and creating
abrief cascade of sand. He held hisfacein hishands, rubbing hiseyes. <'l don't know,"'> he replied
findly. <'I don't know anything. The last thing | knew | fled my enemies, vengeance out of the
question. | then inexplicably fell into the sea. My people on Terra Nova, if they survive, have not
contacted me. If the entire universeisin flames, | do not know it!

'I'm lost and ignorant, and that is something hard to bear for one of my heritage.'>

The TerraNovans regarded him with somewhat sympathetic expressions. Wilfen, the most empathetic of
them -- it could be that he was rather talented, psonically -- grimaced and suffered dong with him. The
Thermosian forced asmile, but he feared it lacked conviction.

<'WEII help you,'> Shondal promised, his scarred knuckles whitening as he gripped his sword's pommel
with ahuge hand.

Svensson stared a him, suddenly unreasonably irritated. 'How can this barbarian assst mein affairs of
interstellar import? he wondered.

Ashamed by histhoughts, the Thermosian dropped his eyes. Asasincere expression of loyaty and
support, Shonda's statement did more for Svensson than any dispass onate offer of true aid. More and
more it seemed he was not so much acaptive as a...what? Revered guest? A Skylord, whatever that
entailed. Hefdt asurprising wave of emotion sweep over him: he liked the unsophisticated yet honest
Shondd, liked dl the Argindells.

<'Thank you,'> he thought softly. And he meant it, for he did need their help. Despite his cleverness and
supposed superiority to these people, Svensson still could not handle the entire planet -- not without
companionship.

<"You must come with us,'> Shonda suggested, surprisingly keen. <'We can enlighten you about



Terra Nova.'>

The quartet finished its morning routines and packed up its possessions (Svensson downed a
gastronomicaly unsatisfying food pill and, following established convention, went behind asand duneto
relieve himself, afunction that had been spontaneous and free of embarrassment aboard the Eagle Eye).

They boarded the boat once more. The Thermosian was uneasy about sailing in the primitive wooden
watercraft -- Sea Jewe , they caled it -- and distracted himsdf by telepathically conversing with the
Arginddlls. The TerraNovans were quite happy to answer his questions about their land. They were
amazed by hisignorance of some things but good-naturedly assuaged his curiosity.

To Shondd and the twins the entire world was the continent on which they lived; there were rumors of
distant lands beyond the seas, but gpparently no one had sailed back to thisland with proof of their
existence. A number of countries were formed into two magjor blocs, loosdly aigned except in times of
war: the Western Alliance and the Eagtern Alliance. A country caled the Nullish Empirelargely
controlled the Western Alliance; the Eastern Alliance was mostly influenced by Shonda's nation, the
Holmish Confederation. There were aso afew neutral countries, such asthe twins adopted homeland,
Nevanderlof.

TerraNova, the continent, had a documented history of around one thousand years (about two thousand
Imperid Standard Y ears), dating back to somewhere around the time of the Enemy invasion. The
standard calendar was the Holmish model, which divided the TerraNovan year of 728 daysinto eight
months of ninety-one days apiece. It dated back to the unification of the Holmish Confederation by some
fellow cdled King Andor the Great. It was presently Holmish Y ear 862.

Asfar as Svensson could tell, TerraNovaresembled, both in socid structure and technology, Earth's
Europe in the eeventh or twelfth century AD. Most countries were governed by ahierarchica system
ultimately headed by a monarch of somekind. Ordinary people worked farms or lived in villages and

towns, though the desert-dwelling Memm had no permanent settlements.

TerraNovans -- Shondd's family, anyway -- believed in one Anbridge, the Goddess Under The
Mountain. To pick up apinch of dirt wasto invoke the blessing of the Goddess. The powers of evil that
opposed Anbridge lived in the sky.

Svensson reflected on the religion of TerraNova. Apart from the usua omniscience, the Goddess did not
seem to have any definite powers. She dwelt under the earth, some sort of earth mother, perhaps; and
the enemies of the Goddess abided in the sky, very much opposite to most Earthly religions. He
wondered if some kind of vague perception of the Enemy fleet waiting in space had influenced the
respective placement of TerraNovas versons of Heaven and Hell.

The Arginddlswere on their way to the city of Himberon, capital of the Holmish Confederation. From
what Svensson could gather, Shonda escorted the twins, who hoped to make their mark on the world.
They were seemingly too restive to remain in deepy little Nevanderlof.

* *

It was |ate afternoon, perhaps an hour or two shy of the gloaming. Shonda frozein the act of peering
over one white-cloaked shoulder. Wilfen followed the direction of hisuncl€'s gaze across the waves out
towards the west; squinting, he distinguished afaint speck against the horizon. He abruptly curtailed

tel epathic communication with the Skylord.

"This could mean trouble," Shondd said grimly. "That's aboat headed our way. It could be coming to
attack us. | want you boysto keep Sea Jewel on course.”



Wilfen and Alvonne nodded. They understood the danger inherent in the their circumstances. Theloser of
maritime combat did not ordinarily survive: if not killed outright, there wasthe likelihood of drowning.
Hadtily explaining the Situation to Svensson, the twinstook the tiller between them and held Sea Jewel

steadly.

Shondd took up the oars. Gritting histeeth, the soldier threw all the power of his upper body into the
task, lashing the waves and impelling Sea Jewel into flight.

Y et Svensson could see the other vessal gained on them. Even as he watched, the minute speck grew
into something easily identifiable as aboat, red sail slhouetted againgt the descending sun. It filled his
vison. Shonda perceived it, too, and snarling with the strain, he redoubled his efforts. No one spoke.
The congtant sounds of the oars dipping and the sail flapping seemed to increase in volume, threatening to
overwhemtheears.

For an hour the apparent pursuit continued. The following boat proved very swift, for it eroded Sea
Jewel's head start back to next to nothing. The distance between the vessels was now not much more
than ahundred meters, and Svensson discerned two figures bearing bowsin the boat with the red sall.
He had thought he was nervous before, but now, suddenly, his heart drummed, and blood roared in his
ears.

A glimpse of dender objects, jet black againgt the orange afterglow, arching towards him panicked the
Thermosian; he ducked, barely suppressing ayell, but the arrows dropped a dozen meters short. The
twins were troubled as well, glancing at Shondal, who nodded and ceased to stroke the oars.

"Get my shield, Alvonne!" the soldier commanded. "Protect the three of you aswell asyou can!”

As hefetched the round, dragon-charged shield and hefted it awvkwardly, Alvonne grinned tightly &t the
Thermosian. The shield looked heavy to Svensson; he wondered how effectively it would block arrows.
Despite the climate suit, he suddenly felt badly overheated, and sweat poured from his brow and stung
his eyes. His labored breath came in short gasps.

Shondd shot an arrow of hisown at the other boat; smultaneoudy a near-spent arrow rebounded from
hisarmored chest.

During the next few minutes: Alvonne maintained his attention on incoming arrows, Wilfen concentrated
on holding Sea Jewel on astraight course; Svensson hunkered down, unableto believe the Situationin
which he had found himsdf. The younger Nevander defended them dl by blocking and deflecting severd
arrows. The shield shuddered with each impact, and one or two shafts broke on its face. Pungent swest
soaked their bodies, and none of them could hear much over their own rasping breath.

Shondd discharged several arrows at the pursuing boat. Svensson could not be certain of the Terra
Novan's accuracy, but afew times he saw thefiguresin the other boat taking evasive action.

The gap narrowed. Soon only fifty meters separated the two boats. Svensson could clearly seethe
attacking archers: one was short and utterly bald, the other tal, thin, and dark-haired. A third man
steered their boat. <'They are Tharms!'> Wilfen informed him, radiating afear so papable it dmost
overshadowed Svensson's own anxiety. <'There is no mistaking those Southlander features. Tharm
is part of the Western Alliance.">

Shondad muttered under hisbreeth. "By the Goddess. Will Waghd never tire of dogging me?"

With a suddenness that was shocking in spite of itsinevitability, one of the combatants was struck: an
arrow lodged in the chest of thetall Tharm. The other Tharm, seemingly obliviousto hisfellow's



wounding, continued to shoot resolutely. During the rapid interchange of fire that ensued: Shondd was
sruck in the leg -- aresounding thwack! and a sudden spurt of intensely scarlet blood -- which hetotaly
ignored; and a blue-feathered shaft abruptly sprouted in the bald Tharm's | eft biceps. Face wracked in
pain, the Tharm sighted histarget and let fly one last arrow. It fell well short, and Svensson heard the
man's cry, apparently ordering his companion at thetiller to aandon the pursuit. The pursuing boat
changed course, angling away from Sea Jewel .

Shondal was beside the twins, releasing their hands from tiller and shield. ™Y ou're safe now,” he
reassured them.

"They weretrying to kill us" sad Wilfen, shaking.
"Tharmish pirates!" Shondal spat. "They infest these waters.”

Svensson shivered, staring across the darkening sea at the departing boat. He had thought a person of his
heritage would be able to comfortably deal with abarbarian world like this. But he had been mistaken.
He had been petrified by the archer attack. Being shot at in space was nothing compared to being shot at
with stedl-tipped arrows.

He marveled at the fortitude of Shondal, who had not only risen to hisfeet to draw the Tharms fire but
had shrugged off being struck by an arrow. The barbarian soldier discovered that the red-feathered
arrow had inflicted only ashalow wound. Without wincing, he removed the arrowheed, bathed the injury
in sdt water, then bound histhigh with astrip of cloth.

Somehow, Svensson knew the soldier would refuse the succor of the Thermosian's medikit, so he did not
offer. If the wound looked like turning septic -- surely a strong possibility for someone using primitive first
ald and possessing no persona compuiter -- then Svensson would insist on utilizing his medical device.

Shondal regarded Svensson quizzicaly, contemplating the Thermosian's face. The soldier seemed
assured by the brave demeanor that Svensson feigned, nodding knowingly. <"You've seen combat of
some kind,' > the TerraNovan thought, and it was not a question. <"You're afraid but hiding it well.
Keep it up for the boys' sake.'>

Svensson nodded.

"Y ou boys did extremdy well," declared Shondd aoud. "Thefirg time aman finds himsdf in combat
changeshim. You'l never bethe sameagain.”

* *

Night shrouded the sea once more. Now, in darkness, avision of the Tharmish attack grew bright in
Wilfen'smind. He gppreciated the weight of his mortality more than ever before. Hefiercdy told himsalf
he was out of jeopardy but wasincapable of persuading his disconcerted mind.

It was along, long time before Wilfen was able to deep. And then he was haunted by nightmares that
seized his unconscious mind with agrip of iron.

By morning hisfears of the night before seemed foolish. He basked in the warmth of the morning sun,
which rose from land, low and leve, on the eastern horizon.

"Why doesit look so flat?" Alvonne asked Shondd.

"Y ou're actually seeing the Mdian Farn, ahuge plateau afew kiloswordsinland. It's about two hundred
kiloswords long and a hundred-and-fifty wide in places. It's made of hard rock, and the edges are steep
cliffs. Some people think the Maian Farn isasingle gigantic rock."



Astime passed, asmall gray smudge againgt the horizon swelled and resolved itsdlf into atown. Sea
Jewel sailed towards Bonvaur and the overbearing Malian Farn. Two fingers of land curved around to
amost touch. High gray towers on each headland were linked by a sturdy wooden bridge that spanned
the fifty-sword gap about ten swords above the water. Troops with crossbows paced atop the bridge,
guarding the entrance into Bonvalur's harbor.

Shondal turned Sea Jewel 's sail so it would catch no wind, and the sailing-boat dowed to a bobbing halt
under the bridge. Sizing up the travelers, aguard in stedd-studded |egther armor peered over therailing.

"Name and business?' he demanded.
"Shondd Arginddll. Traveler."

The guardsman removed his crested helmet, revealing blond, sweet- plastered hair. He bore afaint,
buck-toothed smile. "I never thought I'd see you again, Shondd ."

"Maybe you hoped you wouldn't!" Shondal's smile was cautious. "I know you, Jhaylon." "'l was sorry to
hear about your brother,” Jhaylon stated solemnly. "He was certainly agrest man.”

"Yes, hewas."

Jhaylon nodded dightly. "Well, | may see you again, Shondd, but | doubt it. What you're doing in
Kenderlan | don't know nor wish to know. | trust you, Shondal. Y ou may proceed into the harbor.
Goodbye."

A few moments pause. "Goodbye, Jhaylon.”

Sea Jewd salled into theinner harbor. The shordine bristled with hundreds of jetties, most with adjoining
docked vessdls, ranging from one- person Adar Mutian fishing-boats to Holmish ocean-going ships that
sported many tal madts.

"Who wasthat?' Wilfen asked. "He seemed nice enough, if atrifle abrupt.” By now the Argindells had
mastered the technique of talking aloud and communicating telepathicaly at the same time; Svensson was
ableto follow mogt of their conversations.

"He'sagood man. That was Jhaylon Falds. He and | served in the Holmish Army's Eighth Legion afew
years ago."

"Why isn't hein the Legions any more?" Alvonne wanted to know.

Shondal frowned, and it seemed at first he would not reply. "It was early in'55, just before the Greet
Plaguethat killed your parents..." he began findly. "The Barbariansinvaded Arndlund. We were sent to
hold the Livenine River. Jhaylon was my century's leader: the centurion. When the Barbarians attacked,
Jhaylon lost hisnerve. All his ability deserted him, and he was unable to make asingle decision. Our
century was decimated. The Army threw Jhaylon out in disgrace. That'swhy he was not especialy
pleased to see me: | bring back unpleasant memories.”

The otherswere silent at the conclusion of Shondd's brief oratory. The twins regarded him with awe, for
Filgen had oncetold his grandsons about the Béttle of the Livenine River. During the Northlanders
invasion of Arndlund, the Eighth Holmish Legion had held off a superior force of Barbarians, said to be
fivetimesits number. The Eighth was cut to pieces, but for three daysit dowed the Barbarian advance,
until the Firgt and Fifty- second Legions arrived to rout the Barbarians.

A magjestic ship stood out from the others, an enormous galeon. The ship'sfour tredike masts gppeared



capable of housing thousands of square swords of sall. It was assembled of such a prodigious amount of
weathered wood that Wilfen could guess -- without glancing at the faded red and white flag fluttering
from the mainmast -- that the galleon was a Camfolar province vessal. No other land (except Arndlund,
whose people had no great love for the sea) had such access to the hardwoods of Jherdol Tay, which
were 0 suitable for shipbuilding. Rugged-looking sailors whistled and shouted and cursed asthey
worked on the galleon: clambering up and down ropes and masts with rungs; scrubbing decks and
caulking seams on hands and knees; forming chainsto unload crates and barrdls, and engaging in various
other activities Wilfen could not reedily identify.

"Do you know that ship?" Alvonne asked Shonddl.

"l do. That isthe Camfolar Dragon out of Camport, Camfolar. The 'Dragon isthelargest ship salling
the waters around the known world. Many are the timesit has rounded the Cape and been attacked in
Manim Bay. But try asthey might, the Barbarians have been unable to snk Camfolar Dragon or even
fireit”

Shondal steered Sea Jewel around a narrow-beamed Holmish Navy galley, whose swesting,
bare-chested oarsmen toiled laborioudy on atraining run heading out of the harbor; three banks of
white-tipped oars rose and fell in rhythm with abeating drum and aresounding chorused "Heavel"
Shondal headed deep into the harbor, directing the sailing-boat at apier from which children fished. The
soldier tied the boat to an old but sturdy post and climbed arickety ladder onto the pier, beckoning the
others after him.

Walking felt strange after four days at sea. To be on asurface that did not undulate beneath the feet
seemed unnaturd. After aminute, however, Wilfen found he was able to progress more freely.

At the end of the creaky pier was arude hut raised on stilts above the beach sand. The victim of years of
sorms, it was quite dil gpidated. Shonda knocked on the door, caling: "' Captain Brammin! 1t's Shondal
Argindd|!"

Nothing happened for afew moments, then with a creak the door opened a crack, momentarily reveding
an inquigtive, leathery face partly concedled by athick, untidy gray beard. The door abruptly swung
back on its hinges, and Brammin was exposed in his entirety, from his black-nailed toes, past hisragged
trousers and food-stained shirt, to his matted, wooly hair. Wilfen swore he saw something tiny jumping
about in those greasy locks. Gold earrings hung from each of hislobes. He smiled, displaying broken
yedlow teeth.

"Cometo let melook after your boat, have you, Mister Argindell?"
"Y es, Captain Brammin. I'vetied it up at the end of the pier.”

"Thank you, Mister Arginddl,” Brammin said as Shondd handed him afew slver coins, some shiny,
some dull. "Come back any timeyou requireit.”

"I will."

Brammin closed the door, chuckling. They heard him muttering incomprehensibly, presumably to himself,
until he moved away from the door.

"What wasthat dl about?' Alvonne asked hisuncle, asthey al strode up the beach.

"Brammin looks after boatsfor afew slver crowns. That gives him something for his ‘investments:
gambling, mostly. He must be good &t it, though, because I've never heard of him being short of money.”



"Isthat dl he does?' Wilfen inquired. "Gamble and watch over boats?"

Shondal nodded. "Y es, that's about the extent of his activities, these days. He hires out other boatsto
local people. He'sthe best man to dedl with, because he kegps dl the boats safe from thieves.”

"How can he prevent them from being stolen?' Alvonne demanded. "He'sjust adirty old manin alittle
shack."

"His appearanceis pretense: it makes people underestimate him. And he has someinfluence over the
loca underworld, as he'srumored to be aformer leader of the local League of Assassing”

CHAPTER 7: AMBELL

Thetravelers strolled along the main street of Bonvaur. The cobble- stoned street was dirty and
crowded with humanity (Wilfen could not believe there were so many people in the world). Hawkers and
peddlers extolled the virtues of their wares, often humoroudly, with carrying shouts. Others offered
sarvices: they tailored clothes, shone or cobbled boots and shoes, cut hair and trimmed beards,
composed or transcribed letters and songs, dyed or painted, told fortunes, lent or collected money,
guarded valuables or persons, healed and alleviated -- or claimed to -- various allments, and many other
things. Milling around the vendors were -- apart from the soberly dressed locals -- people of al types
and nationdities: whitefolk in Adar Mutian woolens or Magon leather; blacksin flowing Memmish robes
and head-cloths or Kydemish silk caftans and tasseled top hats (even Svensson's strange dress was not
especidly out of place here). They jabbered deafeningly, bargaining in severd languages with the
multilingual sdllers, negotiating mutualy acceptable dedls.

Svensson and the twins turned thisway and that to see what was being bought and sold. There were
both humble, home-made and exotic, imported beverages. stone jugs, cheap skins, or stacked ironbound
barrds of various szes containing milk, mead, de, or wine of fluctuating qudity (though al were declared
to bethe "finest available"). Therewasfood -- fruits and vegetables, haunches of mest, fish, whedls of
cheese, eggs, loaves of bread, pies, cakes -- some of it prepared and ready to eat, some of it ill dive
and clucking, quacking, grunting, bleating, even lowing, abeit temporarily. Jewery -- rings, earrings,
bracelets, anklets, necklaces -- some of it cheap trinkets, made from glass, semiprecious stones, pewter,
or copper, some of it fine merchandise, crafted from slver, gold, sapphire, ruby, even diamond, was
displayed on cloth-covered tables or from benesth concealing cloaks. New and old, finely- worked and
not, there were metal articles: swords, knives, arrow- and spearheads, horseshoes, hammers and nails,
cutlery, pots, pans, bells, mirrors, razors; and wooden ones. bows, arrow and spear shafts, bowls,
chairs, tables, ladders, crates. There were: cut flowers -- chrysanthemums, rhododendrons, gardenias,
roses, and others; potted plants -- assorted crops, vegetables, cacti, ferns, pams, trees; seeds and bulbs
and bags of grain; caged, bawling pet animals of al kinds -- songhirds, dogs, cats, even akangaroo;
harness and saddles; lucky charmsto be worn or consumed or placed over one's front door; woven
baskets, nets, ropes, tapestries, and rugs; knitted jumpers, cloaks, and blankets; coats, hats, and gloves
of rabbit, kangaroo, lesther, and more exatic furs and skins, bottles and vials of perfume and incense
gticks; pillsand potions and lotions; shoes and dippers and boots; flutes and lutes and drums; parchment
and books and maps; lanterns, candles, torches, and their fuel; hand-made puzzles and games, and a
thousand other things not readily identifiable. Flowery and fruity fragrances, not to mention peculiar and
pungent spices, tickled their noses, overwhelming the stench created by filth and rotted produce and
animal droppings. The overall impression was of adazzling, chaotic assault on the senses.

A bearded, sharp-eyed hawker attempted to interest Svensson in some shells he stopped to inspect. "Do
you likewhat you see?' the man asked, indicating the intriguing blue, pamate shells.

Svensson shook his head in incomprehension. Wilfen cameto hisrescue. "My friend isforeign; he doesn't
speak Orientd,” the Nevander told the hawker.
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"Well, then, perhaps you'd be interested. They're Adar Mutian Sea Snail shells, young sir."”

Wilfen had never heard of Adar Mutian Sea Snails or their shells, so he had no conception of their true
sgnificance. He replied with acareful lack of expresson: "Arethey?

"Certainly, young dr. They make marvelous giftsfor young ladies" The hawker winked extravagantly.
"Even the most demanding of them!”

Wilfen reddened. "I'm sorry, but | have no money."

The man grew angry. "Do you expect meto believe that? Y ou -- aNevander -- with no money? Look at
your fine cloak! Surely you jest with ahard-working man!"

Wilfen was uneasy. Had he broken someloca rule?"Redly," heinssted, "1 have no money."

The fellow persisted, ignoring the Nevander's explanation. "Come now, | don't ask for agolden crown.
Just fifteen silver crownswill procure you an authentic Adar Mutian Sea Snail shdll. That'sthe lowest
pricein Bonvaur."

Wilfen wanted to sink into the ground. "I don't have any money," he repeated miserably.
"Well, piss off, then!" The hawker turned away in disgust to serve another patron.

Wilfen was | eft looking rather foolish. He felt Shondd's hand on his shoulder. "I saw what happened,” the
soldier said. "Y ou must be mindful of local custom. If you pauseto look at something and don't stop the
sler from telling you about it, then you are required to at least haggle with him for it. It istradition and
adhered to fairly gtrictly hereabouts. To be on the safe side, speak to no one selling anything.”

The company walked on, passing out of the street-side market. Bland residential buildings -- some two
storiestall -- with gray stone facades and small, square, deep-set windows lined both sides of the strest;
they looked peculiar to Wilfen, accustomed as he wasto living in Filgen's wooden cottage in the canopy
of Nevanderlof. Loca and transient pedestrians passed by on errands known only to them. Surrounded
by armed guards who shouldered aside other passers-by, one man, burdened by masses of excess
weight so that his disdainful face seemed cherubic and his body bloated, proceeded down Main Street
away from the market area, overtaking the unhurried travelers. Rings set with large diamonds and
emerads adorned his chubby fingers. His great bulk was clothed in an exotic robe of orange silk,
exquisitely made and covered in intricate designs of gold thread. In his hands he clutched a bulging lesther
bag that jingled asif filled with coins.

"Whoisthat?' Wilfen wondered when the big man and his contingent had passed, noticing how some of
the other peoplein the street suddenly looked sour or spat on the ground.

"A produce merchant,” Shonda muttered venomoudy, more contemptuous of the fat man than he had
been of the Tharmish pirates. "His kind buy from poor villagers and farmers a low rates and charge
equaly struggling townspeople exorbitant pricesfor essentid items.”

The gartling array of humanity bewildered Svensson. The Argindells seemed norma enough, but the old
fellow, Brammin, had looked at death's door to him; clearly, old age naturaly produced that worn,
crumpled, wasted gppearance. This produce merchant was aso a disturbing sight: no functiona persona
computer would alow a Citizen of the Empire get that out of condition. Some of the people he had seen
had obvioudy been affected by improperly treated diseases or injuries: scarred, freckled, pimpled, birth-
or pock-marked skin; discolored, crooked, or even absent teeth; scalpswith little or no hair; weeping,
clouded, or plainly vision-impaired eyes, and deformed or missing ears, noses, fingers, and limbs. There



were broken or varicose veins and capillaries, atrophied muscles, stiff or swollen joints, hunched backs,
partly dack expressions, involuntary twitches, hampering limps, labored breathing, and hacking coughs.
Who knew what other less apparent or internal problems these people had? They looked...afflicted was
the word, he redized. Thiswas humanity in al itstrue, varied glory. And ugliness. It was an eye-opener
for someone who had evidently led avery sheltered, pampered existence.

Only now wasit plain just how lenient the Human Integrity Acts had been. Citizens of the Empire may
not have been physically enhanced by technology, but they certainly had not deteriorated with time or
misfortune, asthese TerraNovans had. A response to the growing trend of improving the "natura™
human form with genetic engineering or artificia implants, the Human Integrity Acts had been rétified
during thefirgt haf of the twenty-first century. In essence, the intention of the Human Integrity Actswas
not to restrict the improvement or cure of debilitating afflictions but rather to prevent the creation of
so-caled " super-humans” Standard limits were determined and imposed for various functions of the
human body, such as muscle strength, intelligence quotient, reaction time, psionic power, even the rates
of food absorption and urine production. Initialy, individuals and multinational corporations exploited
loopholesin the Acts, interpreting "norma™ limits as the more desirable upper range; a celebrated
individua, John Ultra, was born, who was immune to dmost al disease and possessed aweight-lifter's
drength, agymnast's agility, and geniusintelligence. By thetime of the passing of thelast of the Actsit
was commonly recognized that, for example: a person with defective vison might improveit -- by surgery
or genetic engineering -- to norma 6/6 standard but no further; one could replace alost or dysfunctional
organ or limb with a prosthesisthat was only as effective asthe origina or the designated standard. The
twenty-fourth century individua, therefore, had lived in abody as hedthy asit could possibly be for their
age; it was not unusua for people to be more than 150-years-old, and only the fact the irreplacesble
brain tended to degenerate before the age of two hundred precluded people surviving even longer.

Persond computers facilitated the maintenance of the standards of the Human Integrity Acts, though they
had, in themsdves, been touted by some as an unnatura way of sustaining optimum bodily function.
Smdller than apinheed, they were implanted in the brains of Imperia Citizens soon &fter birth, wherethey
remained for life. Extruding anetwork of filamentsinto al parts of the brain, aswell as many glands and
nerve ganglia, a PC gave the body a gentle nudge here and there as required to perfectly maintain its
many parts and systems. Asssting the PC initstask was afleet of miniature saif- replicating robots that
could roam throughout the body. Doubtless, Svensson surmised, even run-of-the-mill, reatively healthy
TerraNovans would be much better off with such a set-up inside their bodies.

The travelers passed yet another gathering of people trading from food stalsin the street. Shondd said,
"I'm hungry. How about you three?!

The twins nodded enthusiagticdly, but Svensson declined politely: he was not keento try thelocal diet,
which was probably partly responsible for some of the peoplée's afflictions. Shonda approached one of
the food stands, returning with hot pies bulging with spicy meat chunks. He offered a pie each to Alvonne
and Wilfen and guided the quartet to the town square. Sitting on the elevated base of the bronze statue of
amounted warrior, they consumed the pies, watching the hive of activity around them.

"Thisisgrest," Alvonne declared.
"What is?" inquired Shondd.
"All of this" Alvonne nodded a what transpired around them, at the hustle and bustle of the city.

"It'sdifferent to Nevanderlof, certainly,” Wilfen remarked, till shaken by his encounter with the hawker.
"Butyes | likeit, too."



"Theré's S0 much going on,” Alvonne continued ebulliently. "It ssems more happens herein asingle day
thanin Mardinein awhole year!"

"I can believethat," Wilfen concurred soberly.

Towards nightfal Shondd led them to an inn set in the center of Bonvalur. It was an old yet tidy and
respectable wooden building on Main Street. Outside, asign swung in the breeze: it depicted a
fire-breathing dragon, superimposed on which was the silhouette of a spear.

Insdethe Spear and Dragon Shondd directed the othersto atable in the corner of the taproom, while
he approached the bar. His back to awall, Svensson sat on ahard chair opposite thetwins. The
Thermosian surveyed the establishment, noting various groups at other tables. Men, both -- according to
the refinement and cleanliness of their dress -- blatantly rich and patently poor, told each other lies, loudly
conversing and laughing with drunken coarseness (it was clear to Svensson that, lingering Sde-effects
asde, acohal evinced much the same symptoms as the more modern stimulants and drugs he was used
t0). The only women present were the nimble-footed maids who, bearing pewter tankards, wove across
the straw- strewn floor, skillfully avoiding tables, outstretched legs, and straying hands. A smattering of
what looked like Tharms made him somewhat nervous. At one table an arm wrestle between a Tharm
and aHolm wasin progress. Around the contestants, apparently gambling on the outcome, asmall
crowd of both nationdities had gathered.

Shondal returned with four filled glasses balanced in his hands. He gave one each to Svensson and the
twins of apae orange beverage. "Thisis sundew: not too intoxicating, so you shouldn't get drunk.”

Svensson ingpected his glass. It gppeared clean enough, and nothing untoward floated in the drink. He
took atentative sip. Sundew had an unusua tangy taste that, to his surprise, he discovered he quite liked.
He had not drunk acohol before, though he knew his personal computer would quickly diminateit from
his system. <'Sp,"> he announced telepathicdly, <'thisis Bonvalur.'>

"ThisisBonvaur,” Shondd repeated, nodding. "Isit as you expected?"
"No!" replied the twinsin unison.

<'l didn't really know what to expect,'> Svensson admitted. <'It's all a little overwhelming. I'm
happy to be able to sit down here and takeit all in.">

"| anticipated acity of shining towers, | suppose,” Alvonne added.

"Himberonislikethat," Shondd remarked. "Bright and colorful, mighty and inspiring. The older cities of
the Confederation are generdly smilar to Bonvaur: plain but unpretentious. Himberon isexciting to vist
onceor twice, but | believe Bonvaur and Glastor are more interesting. | could visit them again and

agan."

They taked for awhile longer, before Wilfen inadvertently yawned. Shondal smiled. "1t would, perhaps,
be best if we retired now. We depart at dawn, anyway."

* *

Svensson found himself shaken awake. He was encased in his comfortable, form-fitting deeping bag on a
hard floor. A black shape in the pre-dawn dark, Shondal, risen from his pallet, loomed over the
Thermosian. (The previous evening Shonda had laughed when he had declined the opportunity to usethe
second blanket-filled palet in the room they shared; Svensson had shuddered at the thought of what
vermin might be sharing the blanketsin such abed.)



"Get dressed,” the legionnaire told him. "We have along journey ahead, and an early start will not hurt
lﬁ"

After eating their breskfast -- Svensson a bland though nutritious food pill, the Argindells some sort of
cered prepared by the early rising staff of the Spear and Dragon -- the travelers departed theinn and
found Main Street in semi-darkness. Svensson noted adigtinct lack of activity in the street. The odd
scrap of rubbish blew about unimpeded. A few hawkers were setting up their sadls, but the huge crowd
of the previous day was absent.

"Where are dl the people?' Wilfen wondered aoud, voicing Svensson's thoughts.
"Intheir beds," Shonda replied. "Bonvalur rises at dawn. Just you watch.”

He was proven correct. Asthe travel ers strode towards the south side of town, the sky brightened with
the new day's light, and soon after people started to show. Within minutes the streets teemed with
humanity. Whereas earlier the quartet had been able to proceed fredly, they were now compelled to
jostle their way through the horde -- itsindividua members as diverse as those of the previous day's
congregation -- that had surfaced at the break of day.

They took aroad that led southward out of Bonvaur. Abruptly the seaport was behind, and the travelers
were out in the open on the Bonvaur Coagtal Plain. This highway, the Centra Kenderlan Road, with its
uneven, cracked cobblestones, was poor to Svensson's eyes (though he supposed his standards were
way too high for this planet). In thefirst haf-hour out of Bonvaur they saw many farmerstransporting
produceto sl in the town. Cheerfully waving to the quartet, the farmers passed by on squeaky, horse-
drawn carts laden with freshly picked fruit and vegetables, crops, Svensson redlized, actudly grownin
the ground.

The Thermosian inhaled deeply of the air. He was dmost dizzy with the richness of the scents borne on
the wind. He had thought the dry, sterile atmosphere of Thermos was pure, yet somehow thisair, withits
taints of the seaand grass, seemed incredibly pristine.

Hefound himself surprisingly glad to be out of the town. It was an especidly astonishing discovery when
he borein mind how histwo previous|ong-term abodes -- his home gpartment on Thermos and the
cockpit sphere of the Eagle Eye -- were closed environments where he had felt most comfortable. But a
feding of claustrophobia had smothered him in Bonvaur's narrow, dirty, dingy streetswith their rude
stone and wooden buildings whose windows glowered at him. He supposed, too, that the town's modest
pretensions to development and civilization had aso bothered him. It was -- if he ignored the construction
of theroad -- far easier to pretend, out here, that he was in the wilderness of an advanced planet.

Omnipresent, the Maian Farn cast its shadow over them. The massive, iron gray rock plateau (surely it
was too big to be amonolith) demarcated the landscape on their left, just fifty meters from the road. The
Central Kenderlan Road snaked a ong the base of the plateau's rearing, scabrous cliff-face. Svensson
studied the furrowed rock of the Maian Farn. Shondal had told them its face rose up more than five
hundred swords -- greater than eight hundred meters -- above the level of the road. However highiit
redly was, fluffy cumulus cloud shrouded its summit.

"How do you suppose the Malian Farn was created?’ Alvonne asked, breaking alengthy silence.

Shondd 1ooked thoughtful as he answered. "1've never heard astory that sounded believable. The most
absurd said that once dl the land around here was just as high; wind and water carried away the softer
materid, leaving the harder Mdian Farn behind.”

Svensson smiled inwardly. The "absurd” explanation seemed the most probableto him!



During the day the base of the Malian Farn, and as a consequence the Central Kenderlan Road, ran
southeast, becoming steadily farther from the sea. The land wasflat for kilometers to the west and south,
and the sky met the horizon in astraight line. For asfar as Svensson could see, tussocky grass,
punctuated by groves of evergreens, carpeted the countryside.

At times, when the warrior was unconscious of being observed, it seemed to Svensson that Shonda's
expresson was grim. Thelegionnaire joked fredy enough with histwin nephews, but Svensson thought
he sensed areserved solemnity, asif to Shondal this journey was more than a pleasant tour through the
sights and wonders of TerraNova. Did he have some ulterior motive? Why had he so readily taken
Svensson dong for the ride?

After noon, as the sun commenced its descent into the west, light was cast on the travelers, and their
shadows dowly rose up the cliff-face of the Malian Farn. The quartet continued onward, the rocky
barrier never too far to their left, the Warldife Sea progressively more distant to their right.

The twinstold Svensson they would miss the sea and hoped to see the Endless Ocean, bounding Holmis
east coast, some time soon. The Thermosian felt wistful, too. There was nothing anywhere near aslarge
asthe Warldife Seaon Thermos, and after some initia unease, he had enjoyed the boat journey across
the dazzling royd blue waves. (He had to admit, however, that without the personal compuiter to relieve
him, he would probably have been as seasick as Wilfen on that trip.)

Soon after dusk they arrived in avillage that straddled the road. Bonfires cast flickering light over children
playing on the village green. An older, red- haired, freckled boy approached the four travelers. He
appeared uncertain whom to address, then decided to direct hiswordsto al of them: "Would you be
wanting to stay the night, 9rs?"

"Yes" Shondd replied. "If it shall not inconveniencethe village, Mister Zem."
The youth looked startled. "How do you know my name?" he demanded.

"| see aresemblance to your father," said Shondal.

The villager seemed irritated. "Who are you, anyway?'

"l am Shonda Argindell. These are my nephews, Wilfen and Alvonne Argindell of Mardine,
Nevanderlof. And thisisMikagl Svensson...atraveler from another land.”

"Shondd Arginddl... | know that name... That'sit! Y ou're Tannash Argindell's brother. He died, and you
are the young haf-brother who joined the Army. My mother told me about you. Y ou've been away how
long? Six, seven years?'

"Eight."
The young Holm stared a the twins. "And you must be old Ma Dolfray's grandsons.”

"They are," Shonda confirmed. "Not that she ever saw them, even as babies." He gave ashort,
humorlesslaugh. "My mother stopped seeing -- stopped living -- long before that |ast plague devastated
thisvillage"

"Soitissad,” murmured the youth uncomfortably. "Anyway, I'm Tarvin Zem. My homeisavailable
should you want lodging. My mother and | have plenty of room.” Tarvin snorted his own mirthlesslaugh.
"The Great Plague created many spareroomsin thisvillage.”

"Take these peoplewith you," said Shondd. "I'll visit some of my old friendsand bealong later. Itis



some time since I've been hometo Ambdl."

Ambel! Wilfen was enthused. Thiswas the village where the father he did not remember had been born.
Here, Shondd and his half-brother, Tannash, had grown up to become soldiers. Nothing about the place
suggested it had any qudities peculiar to it that made men of war. Wilfen supposed it might smply have
been arivalry between the half-brothers.

Tarvin grode away, beckoning thetrio after him. Alvonne sat off after him immediately, but Wilfen hung
back amoment, waiting for Svensson. <"We're staying the night here in this village,'> the Nevander
explained.

The Thermosian nodded. <'l understand.'>

Past capering children, Tarvin Zem preceded the travel ers across the village green, then down a narrow
dirt lane lit by lanterns hung from tall wooden poles. The villager halted them at the head of a
rosebush-lined path. The path led to a vine-covered log cottage with a straw-thatched roof and smoking
chimney.

"Wait hereamoment,” said Tarvin. "l haveto let my mother know you are staying.”

The Holm opened the front door of the cottage and entered. Waiting in darkness permesated with the
fragrance of late-season roses, the others heard nothing for alittle while, then sounds of yelling reached
their ears. They caught snatches of Tarvin'svoice. A woman screamed amost incoherently, but the word
"food" was unmistakable; from what little Wilfen could make of the argument, there wasinsufficient food
for four extra people.

There were afew moments of silence, then Tarvin spoke in amuch softer tone than before, dtering the
method of his persuasion. After another brief hiatus the voices could be discerned closer to the front
door. "Nevander boys..." said the woman.

The twins exchanged glances. Alvonne looked confused, but Wilfen guessed what was happening. The
"Nevander boys' were going to be fussed over.

The door opened, reveding atriumphant Tarvin beaming at thetravelers. "It'sdl right,” he announced.
"Comein."

They trooped in, Svensson afraction hesitantly. A middle-aged, strawberry blond woman in aplain gray
dress met them in the hall ingde the front door. Though she appeared weary and harassed, she smiled
kindly. "Thisismy mother, Gales Zem," introduced Tarvin. "Mother: thisisWilfen, and thisis Alvonne
Arginddl, MaDoalfray's grandsons. And thisis Mikagl Svensson, atraveler from another land.”

"Wethank you for offering uslodging,” said Alvonnein acharming voice,
Wilfen ressted atemptation to laugh. Alvonne had caught on, after dl.

Gaesblushed. "It isno trouble, surdly, for such agentlemanly person could never cause us harm.
Besides, | remember Shondal well.”

Alvonneinclined hishead. "Thank you."
Wilfen stifled agrin. He knew he could not speak so suavely as his brother had just done.

Gdesregarded the travelers gppraisingly, noting their dusty clothes. "Come," she said. "Y ou look tired
and grubby. A hot bath iswhat you al need. Wilfen, yourefirs."



The woman turned to Alvonne and Svensson. "I know | can leave you in Tarvin's hands, filthy asthey
are"

As Wilfen was ushered away, he caught aglimpse of Alvonne and Tarvin grinning a each other, looking
pleased with themselves. Even the Skylord bore afaint smile. They al waved to Wilfen asif infind
farewdl.

In the end, Wilfen found the bath to be pleasurable. Initidly fatigued and dirty, he reclined in the tub until
his skinwrinkled. He reveled in the warmth and could only get out when the water cooled.

Gaeswas not far away. "Feeling better?' she asked when, dressed in fresh clothes, he emerged from the
bathing room.

"Y es, thanks."
"Y ou mugt be hungry. Comewith me."
"BUt - "

"No buts. Y ou're hungry and tired. Once you've esten you're getting into bed. Y our brother will havea
bath now."

Wilfen suspected Gales knew dl about the boys little game of playing up to her and wastaking her
revenge.

* *

Svensson woke completely refreshed. Hefelt a peace with the world. There was plenty to like about the
sample, primitive charms of hot baths and feather-filled mattresses (and deeping indoors, he suspected).
He had had something of an argument with Gales about his not eating TerraNovan food. The
Thermosian was gtill not quite adventurous enough to try native fare. It had been difficult for both to get
acrossthelr respective points-of-view, and eventualy she had given up with abewildered shrug, alowing
him to down afood pill and dip gratefully benesth the heaped blankets (blankets, hopefully, relatively free
of fleas or bedbugs or whatever it wasthat had infested medieval-era bedding).

He had had abath in the Zems bronze tub the previous night (though his persona computer generdly
maintained him in an extremely clean sate), and his climate suit had so far lived up to its manufacturer's
clamsby surviving al norma wear and tear in adirt-free state. After dressing himsdlf, he went in search
of anyone who might cross his path. The cottage seemed deserted, until he found Gales preparing some
sort of chicken egg dish for Wilfen's breskfadt.

"Good morning, Mister Svensson,” Gales called brightly over her shoulder, using aspoon to stir the egg
mixturein apot hung over alit fireplace.

"Good morning, Mikael Svensson," Wilfen said.

Svensson was on comfortable ground, for the twins had taught him basic greetingsin Orientd. "Good
morning,” hereplied carefully. "How are you?'

"Very wdl, thank you,” said Gales.
"Fine," chipped in Wilfen, who sat on one of four shabby chairs set around aplain pinetable.

<'Where are the others?'> Svensson asked Wilfen telepathically.



Wilfen shrugged, turning to Gales. "Where are our companions, Mistress Zem?”

The woman straightened and faced her guests. " Shondd iswith blacksmith Girgtim, discussing matters
known only to them. Tarvin and Alvonne are chopping wood, supposedly. Now, | want you to finish
these scrambled eggs before you go outside.”

When they finaly ventured outside, the pair found Ambell's boys gathering on the village green. The
assemblage seemed to be in the process of organizing something. In the midst of things, Tarvin, who
showed no evidence of having chopped wood, directed the others, and Alvonne was aso in the throng.

Tarvin saw Svensson and Wilfen at the edge of the crowd. "Hello, Wilfen and Mister Svensson!” he
cried. "We are about to play our favorite game. Do you wish to play, Wilfen?!

The Nevander ddliberated for amoment and nodded. "Good," said Tarvin. ™Y ou're on my team, then.
That makesthe numberseven again.”

Attired in short-deeved tunics, short-legged trousers, and crude legther boots, the Ambell village boys
tramped to what they called their "playground”; later, Svensson would think of it as a battle zone. They
crossed the Central Kenderlan Road and halted on an areaof grassfree of trees. A boy stabbed a picket
into the ground and then another five meters away. Another lad stuck two picketsin the grass pardld to
and about seventy meters away from the first pair: these were the gods.

The boyslined themselves up at both ends of thefield of play. Tarvin placed aleather bal roughly
halfway between the god's, then hurried back to join histeam. With a shout, both teams charged at the
bdl, griving to gain theinitiative.

To Svensson's eyes, there did not appear to be many rules. The first team to pass the bl between the
god stakeswasthe winner. Asfar as he could tell, this could be accomplished by any meansthe team
chose.

A boy on Alvonne's team reached the ball first, kicking it with abooted foot. Svensson saw it bounce off
the head of one of Wilfen'steammates. The game was on!

A pile of boys quickly formed atop the ball, al endeavoring to forceit towardstheir goa. A mad flurry of
limbsin the center of thefield, they shoved at each other as much asthe ball. Heavy bodies collided
solidly, and Svensson winced in sympathy. But the Holms went on playing asif nothing had happened.

The ball was not being forced very far in either direction before it traveled back the opposite way. With
surprise, as he hovered on the outskirts of the scrimmage, Wilfen saw the ball deflect from abony knee
and bouncein hisdirection. He was clear, for everyone dse was gathered around the middle of thefield,
where play had been since the game began.

Stooping, Wilfen snatched up the ball and ran. Twenty opposing players - - including Alvonne -- chased
him, but he wastoo swift, dready infull flight.

Thetwo goal picketsloomed before him, thirty swords distant. Those who pursued him were et least ten
swords astern. Wilfen was preparing to hurl the ball forward, when amound in the grass caused him to
stumble and fal. Desperately he punched the ball onwards, as amass of boyslanded on him, struggling
to prevent him unleashing the winning shot. He was pummeled by countless blows, kicked and punched
in spite of supposed rules againgt such things.

A victorious cheer erupted behind him, and Wilfen was abruptly hoisted to hisfeet and dusted off. His
body ached all over. He checked histeeth, found them all present, and shook his head to clear the



dizzinessthat had set in. Spitting out aclod of dirt and grass, he looked to see who had helped him up
and was confronted by Tarvin'sgrinning face.

"What happened?' the Nevander asked shakily.

"Wewon! Y our throw just avoided them and went through! That was the quickest game since Gandrich
Rafsins kicked the ball over our heads as we rushed in! Well done, Wilfen!"

"I'm glad,” said Wilfen, ruefully feding the aches and painsin hisbody. "It'saworthwhile result.”
"It sureis: that puts my team up thirty-two to twenty-ninein thisyear's games.”

Shonda had come up aongside Svensson. | played that game asaboy," declared the soldier. "Wilfen
has just created a new tactic. None of the boys here would have thought of it, because the game has
aways been played by forcing the ball forward with brute strength.” He smiled wigtfully. "1 think that a
few years from now the game will bear scant resemblance to the one Tannash and | played.”

Svensson's regarded the scene with awry expression. He remembered the games he had played asa
boy, games not dl that dissmilar to thisone. Thismight be aprimitive world, but certain aspects of it
were quite familiar to aperson of amore advanced culture. The people of TerraNova deserved the
chanceto develop their civilization. They did not have autopia, but it seemed, to the Thermosian, to be a
society superior to that present on the Earth in a comparable period. Perhaps that they had descended
from enlightened twenty-fourth century individuas had something to do with the TerraNovans relatively
low levels of warfare, racism, sexism, and other socid ills.

‘But thisisdl that's|eft,” he thought. Thisisthe remans of my civilization." He brushed away despairing
tearsthat had suddenly welled out of his eyes. He had been considered something of a cold fish back on
Thermosin the twenty-fourth century, not a prime example of mature, evolved humankind. But now his
emotions swept away dl barriers of reserve. By TerraNovan standards he seemed extremely
demondtrative, even whenin control of himsdf.

'Ahh, hdll, I'm all messed up. But isn't that to be expected? Hasn't my whole world, haven't all human
worlds been shattered by the Enemy? Except thisone. Thisvulnerable jewel of aworld, thisthin-shelled
egg that held the phoenix chick of humanity. 'l must saveit. But how can1?How can 17

CHAPTER8: CLARITY

On the sixty-first day of the month of Bren (what month wasit Empire- style, Svensson wondered,
November or December 47297) the travelers | eft the village of Ambell. For three daysthey followed the
Centrd Kenderlan Road, which in turn tracked the base of the Maian Farn. In the morning, with the
shadow of the plateau cast over them, it was somewhat chilly, but after midday warm autumn sunshine
bathed them. At night they paused in villages|ocated periodicaly aong the highway.

The quartet rounded the southern end of the Malian Farn on the fourth day. The plateau's gray dliff-face
abruptly receded into the northeast. The road forked: the Central Kenderlan Road continued eastward,
theleft fork, the Central Memmin Road, which originated here, followed the base of the Mdian Farn,
ultimately to ford the Milwarn River into Farl Memmin. The travelersignored the left branch and stuck
with the Central Kenderlan Road, which ran for another six hundred kiloswords -- one thousand
kilometers -- to Bat in the Holmish province of Camfolar.

Svensson noticed that Shondd till seemed deadly serious when the big man thought himsalf unobserved.
The soldier's hand lingered habitualy within twenty or thirty centimeters of hissword'shilt. There
gppeared to be more than ingtinctive caution in his manner, admogt asif he anticipated trouble. He il
limped dightly dueto hisarrow wound, but despite Svensson'sinitid misgivings, it was hedling well.
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Giving Svensson lessonsin Orienta, the twins had been loquacious on the first day out from Ambel, but
they became subject to greater and greater interludes of silence astime went by. Now, on the fourth day,
they wereinclined to speak only when spoken to, spending long hours presumably in introspection.

Latein the afternoon of that fourth day, afew kilometers east of the forking of the roads, the Central
Kenderlan Road descended into avalley, before traversing an extraordinary natura stone bridge.
Formed of extremely hard rock, Erlak Bridge was far broader than the road that crossed it. The span's
underside had been worn into an arch by the stupendous force that had cut the narrow valley over which

it passed.

An awe-inspiring volume of water, the Milwarn River coursed severd meters beneath the travelers fedt.
The Milwarn resulted from the melting of the glaciersthat dowly made their way down the dopes of the
mountain kingdom, Magon Vad. From here the mighty river flowed north, eventudly to turn sharply
eastward and cleave the forest, Jnerdol Tay, thence to discharge its clear waters into the Endless Ocean
inasmdl bay caled The Mouth.

The company rested for awhile on Erlak Bridge. They ate their dinner -- Svensson afood pill, the
Argindells corned beef and cheese left over from their lunch -- watching and listening asthe Milwarn
roared and foamed and boiled in its frenzied passage.

Thefollowing day saw the character of theland transform. The western plains merged into hilly terrain, as
the four reached the northernmost extensions of the Magon Highlands, though the redlly lofty peakswere
perhaps three hundred kiloswords -- roughly, five hundred kilometers -- to the southeast.

Thehillsof the northern Magon Highlands were a prime domain of animal life. Small, dusty-brown
rodents and marsupia's scampered or hopped away from swooping, ivory-colored hawks. Emitting tiny
squesks, dozens of rusty- throated swallows zipped about the travelers. Squawking indignantly at their
presence, ablack wagtail with miniature white eyebrows followed them for atime; apassing dragonfly
diverted its attention, and with aflick of thetall, thelittle bird shot after the shiny, green finger-sized
insect. Screeching stridently, several magpies chased a crow from the branches of alone gum-tree.
Orange eyes glowed in the darkness of burrows in the hillsides, looking down on theroad as it twisted
and turned. A dinking gray garl smelt the humans scent and trotted into a hole containing two pairs of
eyes, soon athird set burnt within the shadows.

Svensson was unaccustomed to such adiversty of living things. Thermos had had few examples of flora
and faunathat had not been geneticdly engineered to suit its harsh conditions. Terra Nova, however, was
abundant in life forms. It was an extremely Earth-like world, and many of the species were essentialy
unmodified from Old Earth standard; afew had been superficidly atered to suit thelong Terra Novan
year -- just over twice the Imperid standard -- and some, such asthe fox-like garl, were unique to this
planet.

Y et as diverse as the biosphere was here, it was apale, paeimitation of the panoply that had been life on
Earth; the speciesthat existed here were the ones that had best adapted to TerraNova over the last two
thousand years, ainfinitesma percentage of the range once existent on humanity's homeworld. But this
was dl that remained, and its preservation was of paramount importance.

The Thermosian was suddenly impatient. He had to find the Central Computer Complex. Frivoloudy he
wandered the countryside, while the Enemy lurked in space, ready to pounce on TerraNova Histime of
blissful indolence, turning ablind eyeto the responsbilities of his heritage, had to end. He needed to do
something congtructive to assist TerraNovaand its people. But how was he to locate the Complex?
There were no responses to hissignas, and he could detect no telltale sgns of technology on the

surface.



Svensson decided to take a chance. He would deectivate his psionic shield. Someone might be ableto
contact him telepathically. It wasalong- shot, asit required there to be apsionicaly talented person
actudly trying to send him amessage. There was also adanger the Enemy might "lock on" to such a
sgnd. But apowerful psionic shield enveloped TerraNova: it had obvioudy been sufficient to preclude
the aliens wreaking havoc on the planet in the past. Svensson was not complacent, for he had badly
underestimated the Enemy's psionic capacity once before. However, his desperation was such now that
he waswilling to take the risk.

Nothing transpired that day. But that night his plan paid dividends. He had adream, in which hewaked
adoneaong aTera-Novan-style road in the dark, little to be seen but the rough stonesimmediately
before him. Suddenly ayoung woman materidized in front of him. Though it was utterly black about him,
he perceived her clearly: skin as pae as milk, shoulder-length hair blond and silky; shewas dtired in
ample, white, wrap-around clothing, amost an Ancient Roman toga style. There was something rather
otherworldly about her.

"I havetried to contact you, Citizen Svensson,” she said. ™Y ou must come to the Centra Computer
Complex." She glanced over her shoulder, and she appeared frightened by what she perceived, though
Svensson could not discern anything behind her. "Thereisno time. Y ou must come. Trust in Shondd..”

"But -- " he began.

"Regtore your psionic shidd!" she ordered, interrupting him. "They are coming! And remember: trust
Shondal.”

With that she was gone, leaving Svensson aone again on that dark road of the mind. Something
gpproached, however, something immense and swift. He could not ascertain what it was, but atangible
sense of menace emanated from it. He knew he did not want it to reach him.

He caled to his persona computer: <'Computer: restore psionic shield.'>

The dream road evaporated instantly, aong with whatever else roamed its route. Svensson lay in the
dark beside a burnt-out campfire, hearing the deeping Argindells. Something perturbed them aswll, for
he heard fitful, shifting sounds. Perhaps they were having dreams, too, though they should be secure from
Enemy intrusion: his psionic shield protected an area centered on him of about ten metersin diameter.

The Thermosian was ecdtatic. He had been in communication with someone in the Centra Computer
Complex! Someone, somewhere, still knew about psionics and modern technology. Someone knew
about him. He could make no further contact, for the dienswould find it eesier to track his psionic
sgnature the next time; it certainly had not taken them too long even without advance warning. But it was
enough to know that someone who understood his significance was out there.

"Trust in Shondd." That puzzled him. Hewas not redlly certain he did trust the man. Shondal was
secretive and inscrutable; even the weak empathy Svensson gleaned during telepathy disclosed nothing
about the soldier. It was not redly charitable of the Thermosian, of course, for it seemed the warrior was
working on Svensson's side. Could Shonda know about the Central Computer Complex? Svensson
would not have thought so: the Skylords were amystery to dl the Arginddlls.

<'Shondal!'> he called telepathicaly.
The TerraNovan's Slhouette rose to a Sitting position. <'What isit?' > he asked.

Svensson was not sure where to start. <'Where...where are we going?'>



After apause came the response: <'To Himberon.'>
<'No. After that.'>

There was an even longer pause, then: <'To the Oracle, of course."> Svensson thought quickly. The
Oracle! Many religions had such a concept, a site where one consulted agod and received the answers
to one€'s dilemmas. He guessed that a Central Computer could duplicate the relevant god-like attributes
of an oracle. Put a hidden microphone, or even holovision, in aremote cave, and there you had it: ingtant
oracle. Were the TerraNovansin the Centra Computer Complex manipulating the lives of the barbaric
people who believed in the Goddess? If so, it did not it well with him.

<'Whose orders do you follow?'> Svensson asked. Shondal picked up apinch of dirt, rubbing it
between hisfingers. <'The Goddess's,'> he answered smply. Wasthere atrace of puzzlement in his
manner? Perhaps not. Even histhoughts were guarded, despite his psionic inexperience.

Svensson considered Shondal's answers. The Thermosian's circumstances became more bizarre by the
minute. Shonda was endeavoring to escort Svensson to a place the warrior believed was an oracle,
because a person he believed to be a goddess wanted him to! These people in the Central Computer
Complex certainly were meddling with affairs. Why could they not just come and pick Svensson up,
without malicioudy interfering with innocentslike the Argindd|s?

* *

Wilfen dreamt. He was dongside Alvonne in adim, featureless place. Before the twins was the esoteric
levitating woman who had gppeared in Wilfen's strangdy sgnificant dream in Nevanderlof: blond, robed
inwhite, and haoed with light so she was hard to look at directly. "YOU MUST GO WITH THE
SKYLORD!" she commanded in abooming voice.

At that point he woke in asweat, his heart thudding. 'Another dream!’ he thought. Thefirst one he had
amost forgotten, but this one brought back al hisold doubts. Wasit redly the Goddess who had sent
him the dream? Or, and thisaarmed him, could it be the Goddesss Enemy?

Alvonne had been in the dream with him. Perhaps his brother had had the same dream. Wilfen would talk
to Alvonne later, though he would have to broach the subject carefully: he might look very slly claming
he had had a message from the Goddess hersdlf!

In the morning, after they had finished breskfad, it was actualy Alvonne who whispered to Wilfen: "I'd
like aword with you."

Thetwins drifted away from Svensson and Shondal, who were loading their backpacks for the day
ahead. The Nevanders headed towards a stand of flooded gums fifty swords away from their campsite.
A smdll creek gurgled in the midst of the copse, and the brothers went through the motions of washing
their facesin cold, clear water.

Alvonne seemed in no hurry to speak, so Wilfen prompted him. ™Y ou wanted to say something?"

Alvonne grimaced. "Yes. I'm not sure how to start." He sighed and sat on aboulder around which the
stream flowed. "1 had adream last night."Wilfen caught his breath. "So did |," he said.

His brother gaped at him. "With awoman...I mean, awoman who could be..."

"The Goddess!" Wilfen exclaimed. He reflexively picked up some of the damp reddish clay lining the
creek, then, leaning againgt atree trunk, dowly seved it between hisfingers. "I'm convinced it wasthe
Goddess. She said, "Y ou must go with the Skylord!™



"That'sright!" agreed Alvonne. "We must have had the same dream.”
They stared a each other for aminute. "Well, what do we do?" Wilfen demanded finally.
Alvonne shrugged, and unbelievably, Wilfen saw his brother'sinimitable wry grin. Do what weretold.”

"By the Goddess..." Wilfen frowned. That was not agood cursein the prevailing circumstances. He
kicked at the grassy, root-ridged embankment with his boot. " Alvonne, could it reglly be acommand
from below, from Anbridge hersdf?"

"Who knows? | had a dream once before that seemed meaningful, also concerned with the Skylord.
Before he even arrived. Hewasflying, and hefdl. | felt acompulsion to go to his assistance.”

"But why us? Were not warriors. How can we help him? He's a Skylord, by the Goddess!”

"I don't know, Wilfen," Alvonne admitted, frowning. He brightened. ™Y ou saw how ignorant he was. He
didn't even know where the Goddess's Enemy is supposed to abide. Perhaps we're just supposed to
stop him making foolish mistakes. Perhgps Shondd is supposed to do the warrior Stuff.”

Wilfen consdered this. "It's possible.” His expression changed to one of frustration. "But what do we
do?" he asked again.

"Just what she said. Accompany the Skylord. Help him. Were dready doing that, anyway.” Alvonne
paused. "Let's not mention thisto the others. We might beridiculed.”

Wilfen grinned, abruptly bending and cleansing his clay-stained fingersin the running water. He
sraightened. "They might have their own orders. But I'll keep quiet aswell.”

Immersed in thought, they headed back to camp. Wilfen considered the hand that had been dedlt to him.
He was the companion of a Skylord. Well, he had been for sometime, but the full significance had not
truly occurred to him. Of course, Mikagl Svensson had a purpose on TerraNova, a purpose on behalf of
the Goddess. Did not the origina Skylords defend the world from the Goddess's Enemy athousand
years ago? Now, Anbridge had sent Mikael Svensson to do her bidding; there must be some critical
need. Wilfen fdt ashiver. Theforces of Evil must again be lurking in the sky above. He must do
everything possible to bolster the Skylord's cause.

During the day they passed out of the hills. The countryside inclined downward to the north. According
to Shondad, they were approaching the land-locked Kenderlan Sea. Two rivers supplied the sea after
flowing down from the Magon Highlands. The road bridged the Glay River, which wason itslast retch
before reaching Kenderlan Sea. Thetravelers cameto Glam, acity on the eastern bank of the Glay.

Glam was a bustling river port. The Milwarn flowed northwest along the Adar Mutian border, and
riverboats conveyed cargoes of Adar Mutian produce downstream to where the mighty river had a
portion of itsflow diverted into the channd of the Glay. Some of the boats transported their cargo
onward into the Kenderlan Sea, but others stopped at Glam, where the goods were distributed
throughout the Holmish Confederation.

A gatehouse was Stuated on the far Sde of the wooden bridge into the waled town. Men armed with
crossbows stood in the numerous nichesin the gatehouses wall. One hailed the quartet asthey
approached the gate:

"Halt! For what purpose do you wish to enter Glam, our fair city?"

There were sniggers from the other guards.



"We are bound for Himberon and, with much regret, must pass through your town!" called back
Shondal.

Laughter and jeers greeted hisreply.

"Hmm," said the guard who had accosted the travelers. "Wait aminute!" He turned to afellow
guardsman. "Trilmef, go and seeif they're the possessors of what we'relooking for.”

The young, acne-faced Holm called Trilmef descended stairs within the gatehouse to ground level. He
advanced on thetraveers. "'l must ingpect the pams of your hands," he explained. "And move dowly: my
friendshaveyouin their sghts”

Wilfen looked upward. Gone was any sign of humor in the Glam guardsmen. They solemnly pointed
loaded bows downward. The Nevander swallowed with difficulty.

Trilmef sudied Alvonnes pam first, seemingly looking for sometype of distinguishing festure. He found
nothing, so he turned to Shonda, careful to keep himself out of his comrades line of fire. Thelegionnaire
checked him by raising an arm, tunic deeve rolled back to expose the biceps. Trilmef peered closdly at
Shondd's arm, then he paled, eyes widening.

"Captain!" he shouted back to his superior. "He hasthe Pdadin Mark!™
The Captain was ingtantly apologetic. "I am sorry, Lord Paladin. | did not know."
"Never mind." Shondal waved it off. "What's the search al about?"

"Someone attempted to nate Lord Lifax, Duke of Glam, in the early hours of thismorning,” said
the Captain. "An ingpection of al who enter or depart the city has been organized in order to catch the
culprit or anyone who comesto hisaid. We believe the assassin to be amember of alocd cult.”

The gate commander permitted them to pass without any subsequent delay. Those leaving Glam
primarily interested him, he declared.

"What was that mark you showed them?' Alvonne asked Shondd after the travelers had proceeded into
the crowded street |eading from the gatehouse.

"It isthe Pdadin Mark, the symbol of the Holmish King's guards. It's said to be impossible to duplicate
without theright tools. A Paadin givesalifetime oath of fedty tothe King."

Wilfen studied the tattoo on his unclesarm. The desgn embodied ablack circle within which crouched a
white leopard. The Nevander thought its application to the skin must have been painful.

"Now," said Shondd, "1 have somebody that | must see. | know | can trust you three to your own
devices. Have alook around Glam, and I'll see you in the Crown and Scepter around sunset. Ask
anyone you meet: they'll tel you whereto find it. All right, then?'

<'Right, we'll see you there,'> Svensson acceded.

The soldier waved briefly and disgppeared into the massesthet filled the Streets.

"Where shdl we go firs?" Wilfen asked.

"Let'sinvestigate this street,” Alvonne suggested, heading towards alane on the east Side.

The gtreet was crammed with merchants and their customers. Wilfen remembered his encounter in



Bonvaur and kept well away from the hawkers and peddlers: he did not need any more trouble from that
source.

A hundred swords aong the street the three came to a sun-drenched square, also dense with people. In
the center, on araised, grassy platform, surrounded by a spellbound crowd, apair of jugglers performed.
The travelers hastened over to observe the display.

One of thejugglers was a short white man, possibly Arndish; the other was ataller black woman,
probably Memmish. Dressed in garish red and yellow robes, the two faced each other, juggling five sharp
dilettos gpiece. Thethin knives were ashiny streak in the jugglers hands, hands moving so swiftly they
blurred. The travelerslooked at each other in amazement, but the duo had just begun itsroutine. To the
gasps of the onlookers, the jugglers began to exchange the stilettos by aternately catching and casting
them, and the ten knives flew through the air in afigure-eight pattern. Before long every second tiletto
was pitched beneath araised leg. The precison of the exhibition took the bresth away.

The audience applauded enthusiagtically as the demonsatration ended with the jugglers catching five knives
apiece behind their backs. They bowed in unison, as people tossed coins at their feet, silver and agold
coin or two among the pile of copper crowns. Wilfen fet guilty a having no money of hisownto
contribute.

"How do they doit?" Alvonne marveled, asthe crowd Started to disperse.

Svensson smiled to himsdlf. How quaint it was to see people doing such things asjuggling -- or making
music like the man over there Snging and playing the guitar or lute or whatever it was -- when humanity
could not approach the perfection of machines and computers. Still, there was a certain primitive charm
about being able to perform even such margindly imperfect feats. Wasit not true that the very finest
human-produced art was more popular than the perfect stuff produced by machine? Wasit the inherent
flaws, the very humanity, in theworks of Da Vinci, Shakespeare, and Beethoven that had made them so
loved down through the centuries?

Alvonne pretended to stumble, standing lightly on Wilfen'sfoot. "There are two men watching us. | saw
them earlier, ashort fellow in ablack beret and atdler one. Follow me. I'll walk in the opposite
direction.”

Suddenly nervous, Wilfen and Svensson trailed Alvonne dong a street exiting from the far sde of the
square. Wilfen had apeculiar feding in that street, a sensation of being confined, though it was no
narrower than any other street down which he had walked. He supposed the presence of darkened
ground level windows on thetal adjoining buildings made him uneasy. That and the possibility someone
followed them... He could hear no footsteps, but he dared not |ook back.

Shortly they emerged into another open, grassy square. Here, two dozen people -- mostly young men
and women wearing loose black robes with white, tassdled girdles -- performed acts of astounding
strength and agility. The robed people attacked each other with swift, dexterous -- though generaly
pulled -- kicks and punches. They blocked blows with extravagant defensive motions of armsand legsor
avoided them dtogether with clever legps, dodges, dives, and rolls. A couple of them performed a series
of handsprings, and one tough-looking fellow broke paving stones with his bare hands and feet.

"Who are these people?’ Alvonne wondered curioudly.
Wilfen shrugged expressively, shaking his head.

<'l don't know,'> Svensson answered.



Smiling warmly, astrongly built, middlie-aged Holm, who appeared to be supervising the others, came
over to thetravelers. "Do you like our display of kills?"

"Very much,” Alvonnereplied.
"Impressive,” sad Wilfen.
Svensson shrugged, a standard reply to anything he did not fully comprehend.

The man grinned. "We spend much time honing our skills, but the people of Glam do not gppreciate
them." He gestured expansively, momentarily disclosing ablack star tattooed on hisright pam. "Asyou
can observe for yourselves, you're our only audience.”

Wilfen glanced around in surprise. Sure enough, apart from the robed people, only the three travelers
were present. Unadorned stone walls bounded the square, unrelieved by the customary collection of
street vendors and their customers. There was no sign of the two men Alvonne had seen watching them.

"Whereiseverybody?' Wilfeninquired politdly.

"They're scared of us," declared the man with agrowl. "Scared of our disciplined fighting techniques,
frightened we will turn on them. If only they would stop and listen to what we haveto say..." He chuckled
suddenly. "Anyway, that'stheir problem.”

Wilfen grinned back, wary nonethdess: thiswas arather intimidating fellow.

"We must go now," announced Alvonne, noting that it neared sunset. "Could you direct usto the Crown
and Scepter 7' "Certainly!" replied the Holm, so friendly that Wilfen was ashamed of being unnerved by
the man. "It's a the end of that street there; on the left Side. Y ou can't missit.”

"Thank you," said Alvonne, and the travelers proceeded in the indicated direction.

* *

Shonda ventured acrosstown, ostengibly strolling idly, though surreptitioudy watching for evidence of a
shadow. No one gppeared to be following him, but the Paladin was taking no chances. He walked past
the entrance of the Scarlet Man Inn, then paused, pretending to re-tie abootlace. He threw a covert
look back the way he had come. Thiswas the wedlthier part of Glam, and the people in the street had no
interest in what |ooked like acommon soldier. Hardly noticing him, except in disdain, they stepped
around Shonda, and he relaxed a fraction.

He sauntered back to the Scarlet Man and headed inside. Clean and well maintained, it wasamore
refined inn than most. Sipping wine and chatting amiably, well-dressed men and women sat sedately at
|ace-covered tables.

Shondd caught the eye of one of thewine drinkers, afellow resplendently attired in abright blue silk
tunic and dark-blue trousers. The man nodded once, blond curls bobbing, and quickly took hisleave of
an attractive woman in agreen gown. She appeared bewildered as the well-dressed fop strode after
Shondal, who had turned on hishedl and Ieft the inn. The Paladin meandered dowly down the street, and
the blue-clad man caught up with him at a cross strest.

"Shondd," called the fop without preamble.
"Darrabin. What can you tell me?’

"No orders. But I've seen an old friend of yours a couple of times lately.”



"Who?'
"The Skull."

Shonda nodded, expression sour. "Yes. | saw Waghel's bald head out in the Warldife. | nearly put an
arrow through him.”

"Pity you didn't. Anyway, he's taken to wearing ablack beret. It's ill easy enough to recognize hisugly
face, but no one's been able to discover where he's hiding. I'm told he's associated with the Robed Ones,
acult interested in unarmed combat, though | haven't been able to confirm that rumor.”

Shonda grunted. "Keep trying to track him down. Anything else?"

"Yes. Apparently al the Nullsin eastern Holmis are on the lookout for you.”
"Isthat right?1'll kegp it inmind. I'll beleaving Glam tomorrow. Seeyou."
"Take care, Shondd.”

"Dont worry, Darrabin. | will."

Musing about hislot in life, the Paladin headed towards the Crown and Scepter . It was hard to balance
two mastersor, asin his case, amaster and a mistress. His mistress had priority, of course, but his
megter thought his will was supreme.

'‘Goddess," he thought with asigh. 'Let dl this be for agood reason.’

* *

Wilfen and the others quickly found the Crown and Scepter Inn. A deal of people were entering,
proving the inn conducted brisk and much appreciated business. It was chaotic insgde, but after afew
minutes they found Shondal in adim corner of the taproom.

"Hello!" thelegionnaire greeted.

"Hello, Shonda!" the others returned. They sat down to aglass each of sundew.

"So what did you get up to?' Shonda queried them.

Alvonnetook asip of hisdrink. "We stopped to watch somejugglers. They had five knives each.”
"We saw some other people in robes breaking wood with their fists," added Wilfen.

"Did you now?" Shonda asked with sudden interest. He threw a swift ook around the inn and seemed
satisfied with what he saw. "And you asked them the way here?' Wilfen sensed the soldier was troubled.

"Oh, yed" Alvonne answered. "Their leader himsdlf told ustheway.”
"Ahh, the Robed Ones..." Shondal mused. "Anyway, we shall not be staying here tonight.”
"Why not?' demanded Alvonne.

Shondd hesitated fractiondly. "The Crown and Scepter makes agood meeting place, but it is not safe at
night.”

Wilfen wondered what had disturbed the soldier. Obvioudy the twins had done the wrong thing in telling
the robed fellow their destination, however indirectly. Shondal had atered his plans at the news. The



Nevander wasintrigued, as he had little doubt that Shonda was not afraid to stay in any inn, whatever its
reputation. Something €l se bothered the man.

They dipped out the rear exit of theinn. It was past twilight outsde. Shonda led them for along time, up
and down many streets, until every rubbish-filled aley and lane looked the same to Wilfen. The
Nevander was certain, however, the Paladin avoided the main, congested streets. Findly, on the other
sde of Glam, the legionnaire halted the company at arespectable- looking inn called the Spirited Colt.
There the young man fell gratefully into acomfortable bed.

* %

Asthetravelers stepped outside the Spirited Colt into early morning light, the streets exhibited sgns of
chaos. Sober-faced city guards dashed through throngs of milling, goss ping townspeople towards the
western side of town, where agreat plume of black smoke rose high into the sky.

Shondd stopped ayoung guardsman. "What's happened?' he demanded, showing the Paladin Mark.

The guard was too distressed to react to the tattoo. " Someone raided the Crown and Scepter," he
replied. "Everyone was killed or wounded. They burnt the whole thing down!" The Holm spoke
venomoudy: "“Tharmish or Nullish minions, no doubt!"

The young man stepped around Shondal and ran down the street in the direction of the burning Crown
and Scepter Inn.

The quartet headed for the eastern gate, passed by guardsmen pursuing people dressed in black robes. If
the citizens of Glam had been fearful of the skills of the Robed Ones (as Shonda had titled them), then
they had overcome that fear: many townspeople helped chase the terrified cultists. Outraged at the
burning of their favoriteinn and tiring of the constant fear of the Robed Ones, the Glam had finally
decided that this was the time to persecute those who practiced strange abilities. Using dl their unique
talents, the Robed Ones fought fiercely when cornered, but they went down under weight of numbers.

A man in black robes sprinted past the travelers. A squad of city guards rounded a corner in hisline of
flight. With asnarl, he legpt on one of the guards and lunged for the throat. In horror, Wilfen watched as
asoldier shot the Robed One with a crossbow. But it took a second bolt to make the cultist release his

orip.

Ashefound hisfeset, the attacked guard rubbed his neck. He looked supremely relieved, amazed at his
good fortune a remaining anong theliving.

Wilfen witnessed these incidents with misgivings. He thought back on his encounter with the cultists,
wondering if the current events were somehow connected.

Twenty men guarded the eastern gate. The guards fingers were near the triggers of their crossbows, and
for the second time Wilfen spent along minute in anervous state, gazing at thetips of sted bolts, asat
least adozen men came to search the travelers. Shondd showed the Paladin Mark, but it was quite some
time before the gate commander chose to permit them to leave the city. He unbarred the gate, counseling
them to "Beware those you meet on the road out of Glam.”

The gate siwung closed behind them, sealing Glam and its troubles. Wilfen possessed aguilt that the killing
and chaos were the result of hisvigt to the robed cultists.
CHAPTER 9: NIGHT FLIGHT

On the day they departed Glam clouds started to darken the sky. Light drizzle tumbled down, moistening
their clothes and dampening their spirits. The rain continued in short bursts for sometime, and
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conversation decreased to aminimum.

Dotted with the occasiond tree, the grassy countryside rose margindly on hisright and to hisleft doped
down to Kenderlan Sea, but Wilfen had no time for what was around him. Depressed by theirritating
showers, he spent the morning trudging along, mostly staring at the ground before him.

After along period of introspective thought, he raised his head and glanced to hisimmediate | ft.
Alvonne, face hooded to keep out the rain, plodded forward one laborious step at atime.

"It's destined to be along, long walk today," Wilfen remarked, breaking asilence.

"That it will ssem alengthy trek | have no doubt,” Alvonne agreed ruefully. "1 will be glad of ahot bath in
somevillagetonight.”

Wilfen chuckled, thinking of how many hoursit wasto nightfal with noon just gone.

It was quiet then: quiet, that is, aside from the continua soft patter of rain striking Shonda's armor and
the road.

The saturated travelers arrived that evening in avillage through which the road passed, stopping & acozy
inn st right on the Holmish highway, where they were provided with awelcome hot med and bath.
Afterwards they retired to warm, comfortable beds and strove to remove the chill constant rain had
caused to sttlein their bones.

The next day, to their relief, proved drier. Though the clouds in the sky were gray and ominous, they
were widdy dispersed. Asa consequence, the sun shone brightly for much of the day, generating
pleasant warmth.

The Central Kenderlan Road led to the shore of Kenderlan Sea on the third day out from Glam.
Appearing to stretch forever, stedl gray under the overcast sky, the inland sea dominated the sceneto the
north, the surface unbroken by even asingleidand. Unlike the Warldife Seg, the water waslargely at
rest, hardly aripple to be seen. The beach was athin, reddish strip, more mud than sand. Above, gulls,
shags, and even apelican or two wheded in the wind, scanning the water for fish.

"Ahh," sighed Wilfenin ddight. "The seal"
"All we need isaforest, and it would be just like home," Alvonne said.

For the next few days they continued aong the Centra Kenderlan Road, which il skirted the vast
Kenderlan Sea. In the afternoon of the sixth day out of Glam, they forded the Hine River closeto where
it discharged itsicy watersinto the sea. That night the four halted in avillage located at the intersection of
the Central Kenderlan and Western Roads.

At atablein thedingy, smoke-filled Sun and Moon Inn they chaited quietly among themselves, ignoring
the babble of the other patrons. Shondal faced Wilfen. The Paladin's eyes examined the taproom beyond
the Nevander even asthey conversed. He stiffened suddenly, expression hardening.

"Cadll no attention to yourselves," the soldier instructed them softly.
"What's the maiter?' Wilfen inquired, not turning his head.
"Severd Nullshave just entered.”

"What of them?Holmisisnot a war with Null!" Wilfen was puzzled by hisuncles dismay.



"The Empireisnot an dly of ours," said the Paadin. "These men are probably spies.”
ll$'all

Shonda nodded firmly to Wilfen's whispered exclamation. "Holmis hasits own spiesin the Empire. Who
knows when war will come? We need that indde information. And so do they."

"How are we going to avoid their attention?' Alvonne asked. "Y oure alegionnaire, and Mikadl Svensson
lookslikeaMemm. There aren't that many Memm hereabouts.”

Shonda appeared uncomfortable at Alvonneswords. "1 know. | know!" He closed hiseyesfor a
moment. "Right," he said decisvely. "WEell snesk out the back way. We must keep the Skylord safe. His
knowledgeisinvauable, and I'd sooner see him in our hands than the Nulls.”

"Act naturally,” the legionnaire added in aterse whisper. "They've seen us. Make them believe we haven't
noticed them. They're not suspicious yet. Wait five minutes, and well retire to our rooms at the back of
theinn. | just hopethey don't try to talk to us."

It was exceptiondly difficult to act naturally, when every ingtinct urged the age-old options of fight or
flight. Wilfen made severd unsuccessful attemptsto initiate conversation but eventualy gave up: the
others would utter nothing, even Svensson. Alvonne stared at the back of his hands. The Skylord was at
ease he sat quietly in hischair, drinking the sundew Shonda had given him, casualy glancing about the
taproom. The soldier only occasionaly dared look at the Nulls. The Paadin remained stone-faced, so
Wilfen could not use his uncle's expression as aguide to the Westlanders actions. Not knowing what
transpired behind him made him edgy, and it took an effort of will not to turn and sneak aglimpse of the
Nulls.

"All right," sad Shondd findly. "Timeweleft.”

Avoiding looking at the Nulls and striving to walk casudly, the otherstrailed the legionnaire through the
crowded taproom and up squesky stairs. Shondal's Size served to open a path through the raucous,
milling villagers and traveling merchants, though Wilfen was uncertain whether or not thiswas a boon:
surely, he reasoned, the Nullswould notice the ease of their passage and pay grester attention to them.
Without being accosted, the travel ers reached the back rooms on the second story of theinn, and
Shondal moved them quickly. After closing the doors of their other rooms, the Paladin had announced
that they would climb out of the window of Wilfen'sroom, then down avine-covered trellisinto adark
lane a the rear of the Sun and Moon.

The solidly built Alvonne made the first descent. He jumped the last few feet onto mossy cobblestonesin
the dley below, dipping but quickly righting himself. He peered around, found the lane to be clear, and
beckoned the others.

They came down inincreasing order of sze. Expresson bemused, Svensson wasfirgt, clambering
awkwardly. Wilfen followed the Skylord, agitatedly pacing about on the ground as Shondal descended
the creaky trellis. There was a sharp crack of breaking wood, and the soldier quickly dropped the last
sword to the ground. He waved away the others concern. "I'm dl right," he muttered, picking trails of
vinefrom hislong hair. "But | supposeI'm too heavy for climbing.”

"Run," said Svensson with agmile,
The Argindells jumped.
"He'slearning,” Shonda remarked. "Y es, Skylord, we're on the run from al of Null and probably Tharm



aswdl."
"Let'sgo!" Wilfen whispered anxioudy, shifting his balance from foot to foot.

"Right," said Shonda, and he led them into the night.
CHAPTER 10: REFLECTION

Having sneaked away from the Sun and Moon Inn, with its attendant overspilt light and noise, the
travelers discovered a quiet, moonless night. Shonda guided them through the darkness, past piles of
empty bottles and reeking garbage, to the crossroads at the heart of the village, where apair of unshaven,
rather fat and scruffy-looking guards paced listlessy around asmall fire. The Paladin deliberately kicked
at astoneto catch their attention, but one had already turned in the quartet's direction.

"Good evening, gentleman,” greeted Shondal.

"It'sevening, sure enough,” replied the shorter of the guards, eyeing the somewhat furtive-looking group
with disfavor. "I'm not certainit'sdl that good.”

"l hear some Nulls havejust comeinto town," said Shondd.

The guard spat into thefire. "Bagtards. | don't like Nulls, my friend. Or Nullish sympathizers." He stared
a Shondd meaningfully.

Shondd withheld agrin at the fellow's posturing. He was probably amiller or abaker when it was not his
turnto play at guard duty. "I'm not al that keen on Nulls, either. Infact, | chooseto avoid them.”

"I know what you mean. Me and Terl here, we don't like 'em. Do we, Texl?"
Terl grunted.
"Terl doesn't talk much, but he hates ‘em, too."

'Ahh,' thought Shondd. 'Loyd subjects of the Confederation, hating the enemy without really knowing
him.'

"Well, | cantell you," the short guard continued in aconspiratorial tone, "therésbeen alot of them
around here of |ate."

"Oh?" inquired Shonda, eyebrows raised.

"Y es. Merchants -- real Holmish ones -- tell usthey've seen them al dong the Centra Kenderlan Road
towards Bdlt. There are dso afew on the Western Road south to Bodertun.”

"Redly? Wdll, thank you for your information. | might have to take the Western Road south.”
"Good idea, my friend. There are not so many of them that way I'm told.”

Shondal fished in hismoney pouch and withdrew a couple of silver crowns. The Pdadin threw oneto
each of the guardsmen, who caught the coins with practiced proficiency. "Have yourselves adrink
on...on Shondd."

"Thank you, Shonda," said the talkative guard, and even Terl mumbled his gratitude.
Shondd led the travelers away from the guards bonfire, southward down the Western Road.
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"Why did you tell them whom you are and where you are going?" Alvonne asked when the company had
gone out of earshot of thetwo villagers.

"If they'reloyd to Holmis, then it doesn't matter if | tell themwhom | am.”
"And if they'renot?' Wilfen queried. "What if they're open to bribes?’

"Thenthey'll tdl the Nullswere going south, whenin fact, very shortly were going to circle the village
and head north. | wasn't lying: | do want to e ude the Nulls. Well go to Kenderlan City and take a
riverboat from there down the Milwarn to the Forest Road Bridge. The Forest Road will lead us south to
Himberon."

<'Why don't we go cross-country?'> asked Svensson.

Shondal nodded. "I considered that. But | believe it would take longer crossing farms and hillsand
swamps. I'd rather stick to the well-worn routes.”

The others accepted the plan without further dissengion, though Shonda noticed Svensson's quizzica
expresson.

'Y es, youreright, Skylord,” Shonda thought. ‘It doesn't make sense. It'salmost asif they know, asif
someoneistdling them..." How were hisearthly rivals managing to dog hisfootsteps o easily these
days? It wasirritating enough that the Tharm, Waghel, showed up everywhere, but now Nulls swarmed
over Holmis. In Glam Darrabin had warned him of the Nulls interest. He hoped there were no Nullsin
Kenderlan City, but though aware Nulls were unwel come in the Kender capital, he was surethe
Westlanders would be represented in someway or other.

* %

Svensson was logt in thought as he walked, thinking about the long, arduous journey he had madeto find
himself in this predicament, pursued by half the barbarians on abackward world. He brooded on his
past, two thousand years and more than athousand light years beyond his grasp.

*

Thermoswas hot and dry al year round, but mid-summer equatoria temperatures regularly pesked a
more than 330 K. After spending mornings being tutored by computer, young Mikagl Svensson wasfree
to occupy sunny afternoons partaking in gameswith hisfriends.

Mikadl was not anaturd athlete. The strict Human Integrity Acts meant -- though hisfamily's genetic
code had been legally dtered to suit Thermaos harsh climate (his black, melanin-enhanced skin would
have made him appear outlandish to hisblond, blue-eyed Earthly ancestors) -- he was small and dightly
built. Dogged hard work had enabled him to gain reasonable proficiency in severd sports. He occupied
hours practicing skills some of his peers magtered in far lesstime. Sometimes Mikael would become
depressed by hislack of sporting expertise, but he dways recalled something hisfather, Jan, had once
said: "No matter how good you are, there will aways be someone who is better. Do your best, and
abovedl, enjoy yoursdf."

When he was ten years of age, Mikadl undertook the standard Psionic Proficiency Test. He was placed
in adark, soundproofed room and asked to perform anumber of psionic techniques. His Communication
talents were of average strength, but his Mation skills, especidly teleportation, were phenomend. The
computer tester told the boy he was in the top one percent of teleports across the Empire.

Mikadl was ecgtatic. At last he had discovered something at which he was very adept. Abandoning his
sporting pastimes, he instead devoted his spare hours to developing his teleportation taent, refining his



control and improving his"menta stamina.”

Hisfifteenth birthday heralded the end of Mikaegl's compulsory computer tutoring. He was now one of
billions within the ranks of the Citizenry. Asa Citizen of the Empire hewas entitled to al the privileges
that came with the status. He received a set amount of credit each day, asum that would increaseif he
deigned to be employed (due to the almost limitless scope of modern technology -- nourishing food,
luxurious accommodation, and most lelsure activities required negligible expenditure of power and
resources -- full employment for the Imperia Citizenry was not obligatory nor even possible).

Mikael enjoyed his Citizenship. It enabled himto live fredy, using his credit as he saw fit. He could use
his gpartment'sin-built computer to "travel" in time and space throughout the Empire or entertain himself
in any fashion he chose. And he chosg, like most of the population, to lose himsdlf in the dternative
worlds offered by various drugs and stimulants, aswell as pleasure smulators and other forms of virtua
redity. Only his personad computer could remind him to est or take some sort of artificia sustenance.

After afew yearsthe young Citizen became disillusioned. His hedonitic life lacked something, some vital
essence. He remembered his computer tutoring days with more affection than when he had endured
them. Spending hiswaking hoursin avirtual world seemed a purposd ess existence. He started to venture
from his apartment, undertaking redl trips across Thermos, exploring its Sghtsin the flesh, experiencing
the planet with histrue senses. He could, of course, have "seen” the same sights without abandoning the
comfort of hisquarters, but he felt the genuine event, difficulties notwithstanding, was amore rewarding
thing. It made him fedl tough, hardened.

But the chdlenge of exigting in true redlity ultimately proved astesting as avoiding plunging deeper into the
void of synthetic existence. Even Mikad's " corpored tourism” logt its charm. The Citizen's thoughts
swirled along paths well worn by millions of people before him, asking the unanswerable questions of
himsdf. What isthe purpose of life? Why am | here, if only to die?

*

How naive he had been! Svensson smiled to himsdlf, but the expression soured. What was different
now? He till did not know the answers to those questions. Why had humans evolved? For the Enemy to
annihilae?

He snorted. Humanity was not done with yet. This planet till harbored a seed: avigoroustree could yet
flourish once more.

He despaired anew. He, Mikael Svensson, seemed to be Terra Nova's only hope. And what a pathetic
hope it was.

*

Therewerefew citieson Thermos. Thereasonsthat had originally drawn people together no longer had
relevance. Most conveniences were available within easy reach in one's home, and human acquaintances
could be"vigted" with asmple holovison projection. But the tradition of gathering in one placewasa
difficult habit to break, and cities such as New Cairo and Thermos Footfal till prospered.

On an October day in 2388, a suborbita spaceplane flight from Mikagl's home city landed at New Cairo
on Thermos northern continent. He boarded a subtrain bound for Thermos Footfal. The dight sensation
of motion hefelt belied the subtrain's velocity of four kilometers per second, asit sped through a
vacuum+-filled tunnel deep beneeth the surface of the planet. Within haf-an- hour Mikad had arrived at
his destination, thefirst point of human settlement on Thermos.

Mikael took the unusud option of walking to hisintended destination. Dressed in anesat suit --
charcod-colored with glittering specks -- he strolled dong alargely deserted boulevard lined by



windowless plagtic facades (with holovision who needed aview or natura light?), while automatic
aerocars zipped overhead. 1t took him afew minutesto locate the government building he sought. Within
the smooth, iridescent plastic of the wall was a notice announcing that thiswasthe"DEPARTMENT OF
IMPERIAL ARMED FORCES, THERMOS BRANCH." Benegth the notice was the symbal of the
armed forces: adepiction of the planet Earth asadisk of blue and green, obsolete riveted armor plating.

A moving walkway led Mikagl up to the main entrance, asilvery armored door. He paused on an
opague plagtic plate about a meter square in Size set before the door, experiencing adight tingling as
invisble probes thoroughly examined him. A chime sounded, and Mikad heard the familiar sound of a
Central Computer's smulated voice: " Svensson, Mikael Anders. Citizen Number: 3 476 543 087 463.
Computer records clean. Clearance: Class D. Y ou may enter, Citizen Svensson. To guarantee your
safety, please do not attempt to enter areas designated as accessible only to higher Clearance persons.
Y ou are warned that anti-personnel and anti-el ectronic defenses guard these areas. Have anice day!"

Computer scans dways made Mikadl uneasy. He had nothing to hide, but he knew the probes could
determine hisemotiond state. He wondered what would happen if he underwent a scan in an agitated
frame of mind (not that persona computerswould alow oneto have such amood for too long): "anti-
personnel defenses’ might involve eectrical sunning, but they could just as easily be miniature
heat-seeking missiles.

The armored door dissolved away, reforming after Mikael had entered the reception room behind it.
Before him, in the middle of a shimmering, carpeted floor -- colored, depending on the angle of his gaze,
red, green, blue, or yellow -- was atrand ucent hemisphere of plagtic about a meter high: the receptionist.
The Citizen placed ahand on the receptionist, and it lit up with apae yelow internd glow.

"Yes, Citizen?" it asked in a pleasant, androgynous voice.
"I'm not sure where to go. I'm here about Navy recruiting.”

"Y ou're looking for the Imperial Navy Recruiting Office. Take the elevator on the west wall of thisroom
to the third floor, and the receptionist there will direct you further." To ensure he understood, the
receptionist produced athree-dimensiona map within its glowing hemisphere.

"Thank you,” said Mikadl, indicating to the machine that he had no further need of its help.
"Thank you," replied the receptionist, and itslight died.

The receptionist on the third floor directed him down a polished white corridor to a plastic door marked
"IMPERIAL NAVY RECRUITING OFFICE." Outsde was arow of form-fitting chairs, occupied by
perhaps a dozen people of near Mikadl's age.

"Come about the Navy'srecruiting program?"' a bearded, shaggy-haired man next to him asked.
"Yes," replied Mikad shortly, looking down the length of theline.

"So have afew others," the stranger remarked. "I'm Nikolai Titov, originaly from Hibernus."
"Mikadl Svensson. I'm alocd."

"| thought s0," declared Titov sagely. "Mogt of the others here are from off-world. We're the adventurous
typeswho havetired of travel and artificial existence. When you've crossed light years of space, it's easy
to succumb to ennui.”

"Fissoff!" said someone farther down the line, and Mikael could understand why. The Citizens not need



this Titov character to explain or justify their actions.
The Hibernusian said no more.

The candidates were summoned into the office one by one by an actual person, Mikael wasintrigued to
find, quite some time eapsing between each. The Citizen waited patiently, staring at hislesther-look
shoes, at the unadorned wall, at the other people sitting on either sde of him. He shifted uncomfortably.

A few others had arrived after Mikael, making atota of seventeen people he had seen. The Citizen
wondered how many recruits the Imperial Navy would employ, hoping at least ten but expecting three or
four at the most. Only the most highly sought after jobs required an actual corporeal appearance by dl
gpplicants.

Eventudly, Mikael was cdled into the office, where holovision screenson dl four walls showed a
strange, alien scene: a sun-soaked golden beach bordering a white-crested sapphire sea. It was atop
qudity set-up, for he could faintly sensethe smell of the seq, the cdll of the gulls, and the touch of a
breeze. He was asked to Sit in a huge, comfortable armchair situated before a broad, glossy wood-look
desk.

"Hello, Citizen Svensson. I'm Kay Marlow, Navy Recruitment Officer for Thermos,” shesaidin
introduction.

Citizen Marlow was atadl woman with flaming red hair and very pae skin. ‘L ate generation arrival,’
Mikael guessed. (The descendants of early settlers possessed genetic codes that had been altered before
the development of late-mode personal computers, an albino possessing amodern PC, however, could
survive skin-cancer-free on Thermos as readily as Svensson.)

Mikad shook the offered hand. "Hello, Citizen Marlow."

"l would like to ask you afew questions about yoursdlf, Citizen," said Marlow. "Isthat acceptable to
you?'

Mikael nodded.
"All right, then... Sexud preference?’

Mikael blinked. Wasit a‘come on'? If so, then it was remarkably subtle by modern standards. Far easier
just to ask for sex outright. "Hetero,” he answered finaly.

"It's not important. It just dictates where you would be placed on aship.”
"Ahh, | undergand.”
"Now then: could | have a current bioscan readout?’

Mikael gave his persona computer atelepathic command, and athumbnail-sized piece of its
wristwatch-outlet popped out on the end of aspoke of plastic. Detaching the loosened component from
the spoke, he handed it to Marlow. She placed it in alittle depression that had appeared on her desktop.
There was, of course, no need for worry, for his PC kept him perfectly fit and hedlthy.

The last time he had done a bioscan on himself, aweek previoudy, the first few figures had been:
Height: 167.4cm
Weight: 61.2 kg Heart Rate: 52 bpm



Blood Pressure; 113/68...

The questions after that followed a predictable path. "What do you know about the Navy?' "These are
some possible duties: do you think you could perform them?' "What isthe Navy'srolein modern
ociety?!

Then camethe shock question: "What do you think of the Enemy?”

Mikadl was gartled. Scratching hisarm nervoudy, he stared at Marlow. The Citizen had smply not
anticipated such a question. What was the correct answer? Did they want a xenophobe?

"I'm not... | don't know any of them personaly.” He smiled without much amusement. "1 suppose | don't
like the popular image of the Enemy, but...but we don't even know what they look like, so how can we
understand them?* Mikael thought for amoment. "If | thought they threatened the human race, | would
certainly support removing that threet, even...even if it required killing every last dien.” Hewondered if
he had gone too far and grinned, trying to take the intendity out of his previous statement. "However, as
they have yet to invade our territory, I'm not sureracia exterminationisdl that likely."

"l see" said Marlow, but afaint smile gave Mikadl more hope than her words.

The woman leant back in her chair and stared vacantly at the surrounding beach scene, apparently
listening to to voicesinside her head. "Right,” she said findly. "If you warnt it, thejob's yours."

Mikagl was momentarily surprised. "l want it," he declared vehemently on recovering.
"We cometo the Navy, Citizen Svensson.”

"Thank you, Citizen Marlow." He amiled. "Thisisgreat. Ice hot. | was sure, though, that the dien
question had sunk me."

"Y ou'd be amazed at just how many people did flunk on that question. Thisisthe modern Navy. Our job
isto preservethe peace. Y et our originsliein war, and we may be called on to fight the Enemy. For this
reason we need competent, intelligent people with the 'right’ attitude. It ismy ingtinct that ultimately makes
the choice, though | do listen to what the computer hasto say about everyone | see. And the computer
had a high gpprova rating of your exceptiond teleportation talent.”

Marlow regarded him through her long ginger lashes and smiled seductively. "That's settled, then. Now,
on amore personal note, can | interest you in afew rounds of sex?

He smiled back. "I thought you'd never ask!™

Mikadl was duly sworn in asamember of the Imperia Navy, pledging loyaty to the Empire and the
defense of its Citizens. Along with four other recruits, he was assgned to the INS Gorbachev, an
offensive battleship of the Fourth Imperia Fleet. Petty Officer Mik Sims -- athick-set blond man --
escorted them to Thermos Footfall Spaceport, where they were to take atransporter to the spacecraft
carier Gallant.

TheHibernusian, Nikolal Titov, was one of therecruits. Therewere also: Louise Marsfrom Aquarius,
Mary Tan from Old Earth; and Liam Van Allen, origindly from the Asteroid Belt Colony.

Mik Sims|led the silver-uniformed recruits to adumpy spacecraft. They descended stepsinto the round,
gray plastic concavity in which the spacecraft rested. They met Lieutenant Graeme Drake of the Star
Marines, adark- haired, delicately dender Martian who wasto pilot them to the INS Gallant, far out on
the Perimeter.



The Marine transporter had three levels. the pilot operated in the smallest, uppermost section, under a
hemispherica canopy of glasstic; beneath the cockpit areawas the personnd level, which had facilities
for twenty people; the lowest level was acargo hold.

Mikadl had been off-world only twice before, and he did his best to appear unruffled in front of
experienced space travelers. He settled back into a bulky acceleration chair, letting it shapeitself tofit his

body.
"We're about to lift off," Drake announced over the intercom.

A sudden sensation of weightlessness overtook Mikadl, indicating the anti-gravity generator had been
activated. The trangporter was repelled skyward from the landing pad. The Citizen found himself
trembling, though whether from fear or excitement he was not sure.

After afew moments had passed Smssaid, "Computer: show holovison.”

A rectangular section of wall became momentarily fuzzy, then athree- dimensiona view of space
appeared. The stars were hard white points of light scattered throughout a black realm. The transporter
had |eft the Thermosian atmosphere and travel ed through interplanetary space.

It was an eerie Sght: Six weightless people nestled into envel oping chairs, watching a scene of emptiness
amost beyond human comprehension. Mikael supposed Sims may have known the gamut of emotions
he evoked in the recruits, but the Thermosian rather doubted it. The Petty Officer scrutinized each of the
recruitsin turn, hisdark eyes boring into them, asif testing their hardness.

"Thisisyour homefor the next two Standard Y ears,” Smssaid. "It'sinhospitable, lethal. Humankind has
not mastered space: it tolerates us. Y ou must al learn to work as part of an efficient machine. Space has
no mercy for those who make mistakes."

Though the transporter was under heavy acceleration, onboard gravity was maintained at about one
Standard Grav. Thiswas the most comfortable for al, for the gravities of the recruits homeworlds ranged
from the 0.91 gravs of Thermosto the 1.17 gravs of Hibernus.

Living conditions were tolerable, Spartan but not especialy uncomfortable. The temperature of the
personnd quarterswas maintained at 295 K, belying the near Absolute Zero of interplanetary space.
Thiswasalittle cool for a Thermogian's optimum comfort, alittle warm for aHibernusan's. it was,
however, most agreegbleto al. A smilar balance was observed in the humidity of the transporter's
atmosphere, kept midway between the levels sandard on Thermos and Aquarius. There were separate
deep capsules and bathrooms. Y et Mikael thought it was fortunate their voyage wasto last only ten
days. Y ou could never truly be aone on the transporter, as there was aways someone within afew
meters of you.

Lieutenant Graeme Drake had piloted the Marine transporter on a course to intercept the Fleet,
decelerating so the spacecraft moved only fractionally faster than the Gallant. The transporter attached
itself to one of the docking struts scattered like quills over the Fleet flagship's spherica hull. The
passengersfelt no jolt but heard the hiss of atmaosphere filling the transporter's airlock.

Therecruits were swiftly transferred to asmall intra-fleet shuttle capable of docking with their assgned
ship, the Gorbachev, unlike the comparatively big Marine transporter.

Mikaegl occupied six monthsin basic training, acquiring expertise in severa key areas. astronavigation;
gunnery and kinetic/missile wegponry deployment; defense shield operation; and humarymilitary computer
psionic interaction.



Following an andlysis of his performance, aswell as his psychologica and psonic traits, it was decided
that Mikael should be trained as areconnai ssance pilot in Eagle Eye spacecraft. He was reassigned to the
spacecraft carrier Gallant.

It required only afew daysfor himto actudly learn to "fly" in space. His control was purely mental, and
he needed to accustom himself to what the Eagle Eye could and could not do, because while the
"hands-free" approach meant his reflexes were lightning-fast, the spacecraft could not perform some
maneuvers -- such asatight turn -- on only amoment's notice.

Other sKkills, the more specialized techniques of his new profession, required much more effort to master.
He had to combine with Ms Mary, the conscious intelligent compuiter, to regard her as a partner to
interact and work with to an end, while she had to become familiar with relating to a human. He needed
the confidence to trust the computer with hislife. They developed methods of flying the Eagle Eye
together, working out efficient defense shield operating proceduresto offset the very little physical armor
such asmal vessdl could carry. They practiced the classic combat maneuvers, how to escape swiftly
when the standard twin atomic disrupters were insufficient to extricate them from a hazardous situation. In
partnership, they became proficient in the operation of the spacecraft's sensorsto garner the dl-
important intelligence.

The hyperspace jump was the most crucid skill of al. When properly executed it made ajourney to a
known star very smple; performed incorrectly, ahy-jump was dmost always adisaster: a spacecraft
could end up short of the destination or, worse, anywhere a al in the entire universe. Only avery
experienced human/computer couple scouted new stars, for jumping to an unknown destination entailed
great risk.

On August 14, 2389, Mikadl graduated from his course and gained his "wings." He was accepted asa
reconnai ssance pilot aboard the Gallant, beginning anew career, surveying the known worlds of the
Enemy.

*

How enthusiastic he had been! Hislife seemed to have meaning, a purpose, reconnoitering the Enemy,
defending the human race. He had fdlenin love with amaching! Yetintimeit had dl soured again: a
miasmaof cynicism and apathy had settled over him. Hiswork seemed to loseitsrelevance. "What isthe
point of it al?" he asked himsdlf as he had before.

Then the Enemy had unleashed its long-dreaded invasion, and -- what bitter, bitter irony -- he had not
been ableto carry out even his abject primary task, apprisng Navy headquarters of the Enemy offensive,
despite being one of the first humans attacked.

Svensson sneered in sdf-loathing. What a poor specimen of humanity hewas. He had logst interest in his
circumstances. He did not deserve this. Had he not suffered enough? He just wanted to be |eft aone, left
to take some stimulants or use a pleasure smulator. There redly did not appear to be anything
constructive he could do here on TerraNova. His hands weretied. So let the Terra Novans go where
they would; |et the people in the Centra Computer Complex plot and scheme. At thispoint in time he,
Mikael Svensson, could not care less.

CHAPTER 11: RISNG FEAR

Theroad to Kenderlan City traversed kiloswords of open seg, intercepting a scrubby idand en route.
This particular part of Kenderlan Seawas shalow, lessthan afew swords deep, making possible the
road that penetrated deep into its realm. From the edge of the Western Road the travelers could observe
the sandy, sun-dappled bed and the silvery fish that darted mere feet below the surface of the water.
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It took them two daysto reach Kenderlan City. Near the end of the eighth day out of Glam the four
arrived a the outskirts of the provincia capital. There were no wals around the city (which, according to
tradition, had no need of dividing wals), and they entered without chalenge.

The company spent severa daysin Kenderlan City. Wilfen and Alvonne explored it together, discovering
the northern Holmish town to be quite unlike either Glam or Bonvalur. The Kender capital was Situated
on anidandinthe midst of Kenderlan Sea, accessible only from the south, whence they had come. It
consisted of severa sectors, each divided by an invisble yet well defined border. Thus, the twinswere
ableto digtinguish a sector of predominantly small, speciaized shops, apocket of hawkers and peddiers,
and areas where people of different ethnic backgrounds resided: Arndsin the east, Memm in the north, a
few Magon and Adar Mutiansin the southeast, and Holms everywhere else. There was a0, around the
docks, ashadier part of the city, and they did not need Shondal to tell them to stay away from that
digtrict.

On their second day in Kenderlan City, the Nevanders spotted Shondal and the Skylord acrossa
crowded plaza, for the soldier wastaller than most. Glancing at each other, the twins nodded at a mutual
thought: they would shadow the men and see where they went.

It was not an easy task. The crowd, unconscioudly perhaps, parted in the legionnaire's line of movement;
the twins, on the other hand, had to battle their way through the noisy, jostling horde, many swords astern
of Shondd and Svensson. Their task was compounded by the Skylord having abandoned his orange
backpack and changed his distinctive clothes into |ess ostentatious Terra Novan things -- afreskish,
literd transmutation of the very trangently fluid materid of the attire (Shondal admitted that that was not
what he had had in mind when he suggested Svensson "change” his clothes). With aded of luck, they
trailed the two men for what seemed like hours. Continually compelled to weave between clumps of
passers-by, however, the Nevanders ultimately lost Sight of their quarry.

"Where arethey?" Wilfen asked worriedly.
"I don't know, Wilfen."
"Wed better find them,” Wilfen said, staring around him. "I don't know wherewe are.

Alvonne nodded. His eyeswidened. "There's Shonda!" He pointed down a side Street, and sure enough,
Wilfen discerned the back of their uncle's head bobbing above the crowd.

The Nevanders tracked the men with care after that, mindful that if the twins got too close they might be
seen. It was agame, achdlenge, rather than adeliberate attempt to spy on Shondal and Svensson.
However, the farther they progressed, the thinner was the mass of humanity that filled the streets, and the
brothers spent more time hiding behind thingsto avoid notice. Eventually the men ventured into an area
where the number of pedestrians could be counted on one hand.

This part of town was composed of holdings surrounded by high, concealing stone walls. Signs posted on
walls and gates proclaimed schools of carpentry, metdwork, pottery, glass blowing, dyeing, baking,
candle- making, and other common trades. There were aso Some more obscure, anonymous properties,
Shonda and Mikagl Svensson paused at the gate of one of these estates.

The legionnaire knocked at the ironbound gate with a complex sequence of thuds and taps of hisfist. A
voice caled to him, and he replied softly. The gate opened, and ared-robed figure beckoned the men.
They passed through the gateway, and the gate closed after them.

Wilfen and Alvonne regarded each other with matching puzzled expressions. They waited aminute or so,
then wandered over to the ten-foot- high wall. After abrief search they discovered what they sought: a



hole in the mortar afew swords away from the gate. They took it in turnsto peer through the hole.

Shondal conversed with an attentive, dender, golden-haired woman in ared robe, imparting a concise
verson of thejourney from Mardine to Kenderlan City, dwelling on Mikagl Svensson in particular.
Wilfen wondered whom thiswoman was that his uncle should inform her of dl that had befalen the
travelers, hethought it unwise of the soldier.

When the Pdladin had completed his tory, he turned to face thewall, very near to where Wilfen watched
the scene. ™Y ou can come out now," the man called.

The Nevanders stared at each other in disbdlief. How did he know? How could he know? Perhaps, they
decided with a common accord, he had not been speaking to them at al. Both breathed a fraction more
esdly.

Shonda destroyed their supposition by caling out again: "Wilfen! Alvonne! Cometo the gate! Y ou shall
be alowed to enter!”

The brothers shook their heads, thinking: 'He knew al dong!" Wilfen wondered if they should run, for
who knew what Shondd would do if they had stumbled on something he wished kept secret? Warily the
Nevanders approached the opening gate, where a Memmishwoman -- attired in ared robe identica to
the blond woman's -- beckoned them.

On the other side of the gate, Shondal and the golden-haired woman awaited the twins. Beyond that pair,
asquat, granite-blocked building with mullioned windowsfilled the estate.

"Hello, Wilfen, Alvonne," Shondd said. "What's with the guarded expressons?’
"Jugt cautious” Alvonnereplied tightly.

Shondal laughed. "Wll, if you can ignore your unnecessary caution for aminute, | will introduce you to
Nartrell, Mistress of the House of Orphaned \WWomen."

Still uncertain, the twins nodded dightly.

"Welcometo our humble house," said Nartrell. "Now, Alvonne and Wilfen, you must meet she who will
travel with you."

The brothers stared at Nartrell increduloudy. Someone elseto travel with them? A femae? Thiswas
dartling news!

Nartrell called behind her: "Haiann! Come and join your new companions! They're eager to meet you!"
The woman smirked at the Nevanders, and Wilfen was sure his smile was as weak as Alvonne's. Even
the Skylord struggled to hide agrin a the twins discomfiture.

A door opened in the gray stone building, and Haiann glided into the grassy yard. Shewas dightly over a
sword in height but dim and moved with adancer's grace. Long and lustrous black hair framed a
heart-shaped, delicate-featured face. Bright blue eyes sparkled as she smiled at the group of people
awaiting her. Wilfen thought her very attractivein her girdled scarlet robe.

Thegirl hugged Shondd tightly. The twins adopted matching looks of distaste, for Haliann was about
seven-years-old, their uncle twice that. "I'm the happiest girl in TerraNoval 1've missed you, Father."

Alvonne sniggered, while Wilfen just smiled. They had jumped to a hasty and erroneous conclusion.



"And who are these young men?' inquired Haliann, facing the others.

"ThisisMikagl Svensson," said Shondal.

The Skylord nodded to the girl.

"And these," continued the soldier, "are your cousins, Alvonne on theleft, Wilfen on theright.”

The three exchanged greetings, Hdiann very gracioudy. 'What agirl!" Wilfen thought, warming to her.
"Y ou are both from Nevanderlof 7' Haliann asked the twins.

"Yes" replied Wilfen. "From Mardine.”

"And Migter Svensson?' "Hewon't understand you," said Alvonne, grinning. "He's not from around
hae.ll

"Of course nat," Haliann said. "He's from one of the Memm lands."
"Oh, no," Alvonne contradicted her. "He's come from alot farther away than that.”
Haliann stared at him, afrown on her face.

"L ook after her well," said Nartrell to Shondal, who listened to the cousins conversation with agrin.
"Y our daughter isahard worker and agood girl. Shewill go far.”

The Paadin inclined his head to the Mistress of Orphaned Women. "1 shal look after her to the best of
my ability."

The sun had set by the time they departed, and the company trekked through twilit, largely deserted
streets. Wilfen recognized the route as the one they had followed earlier.
"How did you know we were outside the gate?' he asked hisuncle.

Shonda laughed. "1 wanted you to follow me. | made sure you saw me and took the bait. After that |
saw you twice only...but | wastold that two young men of disreputable appearance tracked me.”

"Digreputable gppearance!” exclaimed Wilfen.
"Y ou do look sort of shifty,” Alvonne opined.
"Haveyou looked in amirror lately?* Wilfen asked him.

Shortly afterwards the company arrived at the Friendly Highwayman Inn, where they had taken three
rooms. The twins had shared one room, while Shondal and Mikael Svensson had each had aroom to
themsealves. Haliann would deep in Shondal's room, which had a spare pdlet.

They collected around the open fire in Shonda's room, where the journey from Mardine -- the attack of
the Tharmish pirates somewhat undergtated -- was recounted to Haiann. The girl listened intently. She
was amazed to learn that Svensson was a Skylord, especialy when it became clear she could aso
communicate mind-to-mind with him. Throughout the story telling, she could hardly keep her eyes off the
Thermogan.

"l wonder if the robed people redlly did burn the Crown and Scepter Inn," she mused. "Maybe they
took the blame for another's deed.”



" Speculation will not help them now,” Wilfen remarked, ablesk expression on hisface. "They'redl
dead.”

There was an uncomfortable silence.

* %

Three days later Shondd and the twins made their way down to the Kenderlan City docks. The
legionnaire sought ariverboat captain willing to trangport the party down the Milwarn River.

Two captains refused immediatdy, citing they had enough to worry about without escorting passengers
through the dangerous lower siretches of the Milwarn. Six others would only take them for an exorbitant
fee

The ninth captain acceded to Shondd's request, and it was clear why. His boat needed repairs. boards
were warped and rotted, sails old and threadbare, and short, frayed lengths of rope were knotted
together. Apparently convinced no onewould hire the Milwarn Queen, the miserable crew toiled

goatheticaly.

"Wevehad ill fortune," declared stout, silver-bearded Captain Scarm. "The boat ran aground afew
months ago. Weve re-floated it, but the stigma of being grounded once means people arelessinclined to
engage you, and times are hard. But it'sagood boat, and the money you paid us should help ustidy it up
abit. Theladswill be keen to be working again, even with low pay. Perhaps we will get afew more
jobs."

"Perhaps," agreed Shonda, non-committal.

"Yes," Scarm added thoughtfully. " Anyway, we should be set the day after tomorrow."
"Good. The second day from now would be perfect.”

"Done. Pleasure providing a service for you. See you at dawn two days from now."

The next day Shondal ventured out alone, and the twins were too dow (and too wary) to follow him. The
Nevanders explored parts of Kenderlan City they had yet to see, returning to the Friendly

Highwayman shortly before sunset, weary from hours of waking. Haliann and Svensson were there, but
Shonda was still absent. The girl said she had not seen her father since the morning.

"And | don't know where he's gone,” she added.
"Where he goesishisaffair,” Alvonne said. "Hed tell usif he wished usto know."

When the Paladin had not come back an hour later, they decided to get some deep, retiring to their
individua rooms.

Wilfen had not been adeep very long, when he felt an insstent hand shaking him. Waking with agtart, he
fumbled for astout stick he kept beside his pallet.

"Itsme: Alvonne," his brother hissed. " Shondd just came back in ared hurry. He saysto gather your
things quickly and meet him outside.”

Wondering what was afoot, Wilfen grabbed a change of clothes from his backpack and dressed swiftly.
He pulled on his boots, shrugged on the backpack, and strode from the room.

Outsde the Friendly Highwayman Shondal and Svensson awaited hisarrival. The legionnaire |ooked



hard and ready, the mien of asoldier; the Skylord seemed aert but perplexed. Alvonne turned up, tired
and dightly disheveled. He started to speak, but Shonda silenced him with a short, sharp gesture.

Hdiann strolled out of the inn. She had obvioudy spent time on her appearance, for her hair was negtly
brushed, her red robe carefully arranged.

"Hurry, Hdiann," Alvonne urged.
"All right!" snapped thegirl. "Givemetime."

"Come on!" exploded Shondal in away that implied there were to be no more arguments. "'Follow me,
and dowhat | say!"

Without further ado, he headed into the shadows lining the street. Mystified by his behavior, the others
trailed after him. He paused at a cross- street, peered both ways severa times, then continued on down
the street they were dready in, impatiently beckoning the rest of them after him.

They passed down many narrow, stinking, dingy dleys, the Paadin frequently hating the company to
search for Sgnsof lifein the night-shrouded city. The otherstailed Shonda unquestioningly through back
lanesdimly lit by acrescent moon. At first Wilfen had no idea of where he was; he concentrated on
keeping hisuncle's back in sght. After awhile, however, he started to catch glimpses of landmarks he
recognized: fountains, squares, digtinctive buildings, the satue of Cale, Duke of Kenderlan City. His
thorough exploration of the city convinced Wilfen that Shonda headed for the docks. Occasiondly the
soldier went out of hisway, but he aways steered back to the northeast.

For along time they proceeded in a ghostly fashion through the moonlit streets. The younger people
acquired the knack of striding silently, light on their feet, rendering them amost non-existent to anyone
who might be listening. Despite the concealing qudlities of the darkness, they remained visible, however: a
cry of discovery rent the night quiet, startling Wilfen out of the mesmeric practice of watching Shondd's
back.

"Run!" shouted Shondd. "Go for the Milwarn Queen!"

Things began to happen: Findram in hand, Shondal turned back in the direction whence they had come;
spurred by the Paladin's cry, the others started to run forward. They stopped in confusion amost
immediately, redizing they did not know which way to go. Hadiann clutched along dagger in asteady
hand. Wilfen supposed she must have had it hidden within her voluminous red robe,

"Takeit someone," she entreated the others. "I have asword." And, sure enough, ashort-sword
promptly appeared in her hand.

"Y ou take the dagger, Wilfen," Alvonne said. "Y ou use wegpons better than me." Wilfen wasinclined to
disagree, but he redlized thiswas not the time and place to argue over whom was superior with ablade;
he rather thought neither of them was especidly proficient. He accepted Haiann'slong knife. It felt
drangein hishand, but he tightened his grip until his knuckles whitened.

Shouts echoed through the streets, calling out queries and answers. The four young travelers stood in
motionlessindecision, hearing aring of sted driking stee somewhere behind them: Shonda fought to
cover their escape.

"Follow me!" Alvonne cried suddenly, breaking into arun. His companions dashed after him. The young
Nevander led them down severa back streets at a sprint, until with acurse, he discovered one dley
ended inawal of limestone blocks.



"Turn back," he caled urgently.

Svensson, who brought up the rear, abruptly frozein place. Entering the blind aley, about seventy or
eighty swords away, were two swordsmen in stedl-studded, hardened leather vests. They were Tharms:
even in the feeblelight there was no doubting their festures. Wilfen remembered his last encounter with
Tharmsand fdt fear trangfix him.

Chuckling at the sight of those who opposed them, the swordsmen drew their long-swords. They were
obvioudy accomplished warriors, more than amatch for five of him, Wilfen knew with frightening
conviction. He wondered why he was abouit to be killed by Tharmsin northern Holmis. It al seemed
terribly unfair.

The Nevander backed up againgt the obstructing wall. He felt itsrough, unmortared surface through his
clothes. With ashock, heredized the wall was climbable.

He grabbed Hdiann'sarm. "Climb thewall. Quickly, while you can.”

She required no further encouragement, clambering up the sonewall, fingers and toes finding the cracks.
At Wilfen'surging, Alvonne and Svensson were soon climbing after her. Awaiting an opportunity for his
own scaling, Wilfen remained on the ground.

At the sight of their quarry escaping, the Tharms bellowed and surged forward. Wilfen made a desperate
legp and grab for the top of the wall, missed it by mereinches, and fell back to the cobblestones. The
swordsmen were too close for another attempt, so the Nevander snatched up Haliann's dagger -- which
he had dropped in order to ascend the wall -- and brought it to bear, prepared to sell hislife as
expensively as he could.

Good humor restored, the Tharms chortled: they still had one potentia victim, so not al waslost.

Wilfen lunged forward with Haliann's dagger and ducked long-swords that buzzed like angry bees over
his head, producing a discernible breeze on the back of his neck. His own thrust fell well short.

The gap-toothed grin of one of the Tharms disappeared as alarge rock rebounded from his head.
Another fist-sized stone struck the other soldier's arm, causing him to drop hisweapon by hisfelow's
unconscious body. Wilfen whirled to confront Alvonne and Svensson beckoning him from atop thewall.
He scrambled up, and they seized hiswrists and hoisted him between them.

"Thanks," he said after afew deep breaths, asthey joined Haiann on the far sde of thewall.

He squinted at his surroundings, a garden surrounded on three sides by stone walls. Meticuloudy kept
flowerbeds lined adark, slent house to hisleft. He could make out little else.

Ligtening to the thudding of their hearts, they rested for aminute. Unbelievably, Wilfen thought he
detected the trace of agrin on Haiann'sface. Svensson and Alvonne seemed nervous but not his cousin.
'She must be atough young thing," he thought. Alvonne abruptly redlized the others awaited hislead. He
sighed, then nodded his readiness to go on, and preceded them to a stone wall opposite the one they had
surmounted to enter the garden. He climbed up and reported the street beyond to be clear.

When they were dl on the other side of the garden wall, Alvonne ascertained their whereabouts with
reassuring ease: they werein astreet that led straight to the docks. He proposed advancing to the
outskirts of the dock area and pausing to assess the situation.

"What do you think, Haiann?" he asked.



"Sounds good to me."

Wilfen reflected on this. In some subtle way, Haliann had almost usurped Alvonne's position as unofficia
leader. Without redly trying to, she oozed confidence and competence. There was much moreto Haiann
than met the eye. But he should not have been surprised, he supposed, that Shonda's daughter should be
S0 cagpable in a desperate Situation.

There was a scrabbling behind them, and a hairy hand appeared atop the wall, striving to pull up its
possessor. Svensson, rashly perhaps, picked up arock and, snarling in his own language, smashed the
disembodied hand. Therewas aloud howl of pain. Voices behind the wall suggested there were severa
Tharmsin the garden. They had no choice but to run.

Alvonne hated the company after several hundred swords. Puffing to recover their wind, the quartet
gazed out over the harbor of Kenderlan City. Rocking gently on the swell, shipslay like ghostly hulks on
the moonlit waters of the sea. They sighed in relief a the absence of Tharms. And, not too distant, the
Milwarn Queen was lashed to the post at the end of apier.

"All right,” said Alvonne. "Svensson and | will seeif it's safe to board the boat. The Captain will recognize
me. Those Tharmswill be over thewall by now, and they might find their way here. Wilfen and Hdiann,
wait near that stack of barrels over there. And be careful .

Alvonne and the Skylord headed to where the riverboat was docked. Wilfen saw them pause at the far
end of the pier, and aminute later they boarded the Milwarn Queen. The pair was out of view for quite
sometime, and Wilfen became concerned. Should he have accompanied them? Had Tharms captured
the boat?

"It'staking too long,” he muttered to Haiann. "It'sal right. Give them alittle longer. There's no need to
panic." Shesmiled up at him, and he abruptly felt surprisngly calmer.

Just then, Alvonne reemerged on the deck of the Milwarn Queen, beckoning his companions.
"Let'sgo," Wilfen said to his cousin, and they |eft the cover of the stack of barrels.

Alvonne haled them: "It'sdl right. Captain Scarm said Shondd told him we might arrive early.”
The pair climbed aboard, as bare-footed sailors scrambled about, readying the riverboat to sail.
Captain Scarm was on deck. "Whereis Shondd?" he asked gruffly.

Wilfen stared at him. "1sn't he aboard?'

"I haven't seen him sincethismorning.”

"Then hel's fill out there somewhere. He could bein trouble.” Wilfen peered into the darkness towards
the end of the pier.

A few minutes later there came the sounds of acommotion just beyond the limit of Wilfen'snight vison.
Therewere ydls of command and fury from harsh throats. Sprinting hard with Findram in hand, Shondd
cameinto sight. Beyond him were about a dozen dark-cloaked men, some bearing bows. The archers
stopped and fired: their arrows missed the soldier or caught him glancing blowsthat did not penetrate his
sted armor.

"Run, Shondd! Run!" shouted Alvonne.



The Paadin charged down the pier, the wooden planks protesting loudly as they bowed under his heavy
footfals. He vaulted the railing and landed on the Milwarn Queen's deck, staggering before he regained
his balance.

Propelled by oar, the Milwarn Queen pulled avay from the pier. Even in the darkness the Tharms could
be observed cursing, shooting arrows that found no mark aboard the riverboat. The last seen of them
was a hasty scattering, as sailorsfired crossbow boltsinto their midst.

"By the Goddess, Master Shonda!" roared Captain Scarm. "Y ou didn't tell me thiswas going to
happen!" Unexpectedly, he abruptly grinned. "1 haven't had so much funin yeard"

"It certainly livened up those docks,” said Shonda dryly. “Not much happens down there a night.”
"You've got that right," agreed the Captain. "But it's going to cost you extrafor that little fuss.”
Shondd amiled. "Y oull get double. You've earned it.”

Asthe Milwarn Queen sailed out onto Kenderlan Sea, Wilfen grew tired. Excitement had previoudy
kept him awake, but now his eyes constantly closed of their own accord. The Nevander tried to mull
over the night's events, but deep claimed him. He had timefor only one ditinct thought: tomorrow,
Shondd was going to give him some answers.

CHAPTER 12: REVELATIONS

Wilfen found himsdlf prostrate on the riverboat's deck, beneath arough woolen blanket someone had
arranged over him. The sun was aready above the horizon and climbing into the sky. Severd sailors
caled cheery greetings, smiling in away he would have thought beyond them a couple of days earlier.

Lacking even asuggestion of streamlining, the Milwarn Queen was a blunt, rectangular shape, its deck
not al that far above the waterline; riverboats were not designed for ocean voyages. Severd cabinswere
et behind a short mast and the helm. There was atiny cargo hold, but it was empty on thistrip.

As Wilfen searched for histraveling companions, he noted that the Milwarn Queen waswell advanced
on itsjourney. Kenderlan Seawas gone: the riverboat sailed between the steep, grassy sides of the valley
of aswift-flowing river. The Nevander judged, from the position of the sun, that they bore northeast and
guessed theriver to be the Jel, which drained Kenderlan Seainto the Milwarn.

The young man found Shonda perched on abarrel in the boat's bow, polishing Findram and inspecting
the valley dopeswith more than apassng interest. His uncle turned at his approach, regarding him

inquiringly.
"I have some questions for you," Wilfen announced. "I would appreciate some straight answers.”

The Pdadin stared at him for amoment. "All right. | think you deserve some explanation. Y ou'd better
find the others: this affectsthem, too."

Alvonne and Svensson came readily, while Haiann turned up out of curiosity. When dl had gathered,
Shonda motioned them to Sit on barrels and make themselves comfortable. It might, he opined, be along
discusson.

Shondal looked at each of them. "Who hasthefirst question?”
Alvonne cleared histhroat. "Why were we attacked in the Warldife Sea?"

Shondd frowned. "At first | thought they werered pirates, but now | know they were Tharmish agents.
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Their boat was agppreciably faster than any regular vessd.”
"Explain Glam, then," Wilfen chalenged the soldier.

The Paadin took abreath. "The Robed Ones of Glam were aband with either Nullish or Tharmish
connections or sympathies. They were probably warned to be on the lookout for a Holmish Paladin with
three companions. I'm not sure, though, how you happened to ssumble acrosstheir corner of town."

"Those men!" blurted out Wilfen.
"What men?' Shondal demanded.

"| thought two men were watching us a bit too closely after the jugglers audience dispersed,” explained
Alvonne. "We went away from them, down the street that led to the robed people. | didn't see them after
thet."

"Hmm," said the soldier. "Either they got lucky, or they'd been trailing you for awhile. It wouldn't have
been that difficult to find you: Svensson would have attracted notice." He paused, then appeared to think
of something. "Whet did they look like?"

"Onewastdl and ordinary-looking," said Alvonne. " The other was shorter and wore ablack beret.”
"Now, that'sinteresting,” remarked Shondal.
<'What is?'> Svensson asked.

"It soundslike an old 'friend' of mine: Urgash Waghd, Tharm. He has been following me closaly recently.
Weve 'met,’ crossed swords afew times, and one day..." Shondal looked distant for a moment, then he
focussed on the others again. "He's thought to be associated with the Robed Ones of Glam.”

"And 0 they burnt down the Crown and Scepter, reasoning there might be significant peopleinsde,”
Haliann said. "All because of the Pladin Mark."

"Why isyour Paadinhood so important?’ Alvonne wanted to know.

"Paladins are the King's bodyguards,” Shondal said. " Sometimes one or more of us are dispatched to
guard someone important to the Confederation.”

"Let me enlighten you," Haiann put in, "and Father can preserve hismodesty.” She regarded Svensson
and thetwins. "There arejust twelve Pdadins. To become one you must bethe very best. There are
fifty-ax legions of five thousand men apiecein the Holmish Army. Of these, only the finest dozen warriors
can be Pdadins a any onetime; they are selected a an annua tournament. Paladins guard notable
people when on duty, usudly nobles.”

"S0," said Wilfen, "how do the events of the last few daysrelate to this?"

"It'slikely the Western Alliance were aware we escaped the Crown and Scepter, but the Nullsin the
Sun and Moon either missed us or, more likely, had not received ordersrelating to us." Shonda smiled
faintly. "Our night escape from the Sun and Moon was connected with those orders, whether late or on
time, and the Nulls did some thinking. A messenger pigeon must have been sent to Kenderlan City, in
case we'd gone that way -- which we had.

"We were watched more closdy than | had anticipated in Kenderlan City. Nullishmen are unwelcomein
most Holmish cities (and congpicuous), so they sent Tharms to masquerade as neutral Adar Mutians.



They must have seen me early yesterday, for aHolmish contact of mine warned me that two
Southlanders were on my tail. Y ou know what happened from there.”

"Oh, comeon!" cried Haiann, dapping the side of the barrel on which she sat. "Theré's more to thisthan
you've indicated. The Skylord is not here to ded with the Tharms and the Nulls! He's here for amuch
more meaningful purpose.”

There was along pause. "Heis here to battle the Goddess's Enemy,” said Shondal at last.

<'l was not sent here,'> Svensson told them. <'My...sky ship was damaged during a battle with my
enemies and wrecked on Terra Nova. My enemies threaten Terra Nova, and | am doing what |
can to avert that threat. Though what | can do...">

"Where are the rest of your kind?' Haiann demanded. " A thousand years ago hundreds of Skylords
fought in their sky shipsin the skies above. Where are the rest of the Skylords now?"

Expression somewhat mournful, Svensson dowly shook hishead. <'There are no others of which | am
aware. It's hopeless. | amthelast...Skylord.'>

"Goddess help us," Haliann said. "We have just one Skylord, and the Terra Novans fight among
themsalvesin petty squabbles, while the forces of Evil wait to fal on usl" Sheturned to her father. "Why
does the Western Alliance seek to thwart the will of the Goddess?!

"I don't know," Shondal admitted. "And | don't know why they seem able to anticipate our every move,
ether.”

"Maybe the Goddesss Enemy is helping them in someway," Wilfen suggested.

<'That may be possible,"> Svensson concurred. <'They may think they are dealing with your
Goddess.'>

"Maybethey are" muttered Alvonne.

"All right," said Hadiann. "The Goddesss Enemy threatens Terra Nova again. We have just Mikagl with
no sky ship to fight back. The Western Alliance pursues us, attempting to seize or kill the Skylord. Does
that sum up the Stuation?""More or less," Shonda replied, mouth twisted.

"What are your plans, then? What are we going to do?"

"You aren't going to do anything. Lord Mikael and | will seek out the Oracle so he may communicate
directly with the Goddess."

The twins glanced a each other. Alvonne shrugged, asif to say, "It isup to you, Wilfen." "'Thanks very
much," Wilfen thought sourly.

The Nevander cleared histhroat. "Ahh... Alvonne and | have been given a...aquest you could cdl it. We
are to accompany the Skylord wherever he goes.”

Svensson stared at him. <'Who gave you that charge?' >
"The Goddess," said Alvonne matter-of-factly.
"What?" exclaimed Haiann. Sheturned on Svensson. "Isdl of thistrue?"

<'l don't know what they've been told. | have had dreams featuring a blond woman who suggests |



follow Shondal's lead.'>

"That's her," declared Alvonne. "Wilfen and | have had the same figure in our dreams. Sheissoimposing
and...divine. It must be Anbridge.”

Hdiann took abreath. "We are involved in momentous eventsl Do we know wherethe Oracleis? It's
supposed to be somewhere in the Barbarian Lands and difficult to find, especialy for the half-hearted.”

"I don't know precisdy whereitis,” Shondd admitted. He smiled thinly as Haliann rolled her eyes. "I do,
however, know someone who does."

<'Whoisit?'> Svensson asked. <'I's it someone you can trust? Too many people appear to know
our business already.'>

"It's Garest Ethrin, aPdadin who grew up in the Barbarian Lands.”
"And where can you find Garest Ethrin?* Wilfen wanted to know.

Shondal grinned openly. "Thisisthe part | like. HEsin Himberon. | can exchange him for you three
younggers.”

"Wewon' beleft behind,” Alvonne vowed. "It's our quest, too."
"Weghdl see”

Wilfen noticed that Haliann looked as resol ute as Alvonne. There was going to be a showdown
eventudly. He was determined to follow the Skylord himsdlf, but it was hard to imagine Shonda backing
down; the Paladin was asinflexible as a stedl rod.

<'It isnot your quest,’> Svensson told them. <'It ismine. | would do it single-handedly if | could.'>

The meeting broke up shortly afterwards. Theimmediate plan wasto reach Himberon. After that, they
would split the company in two: Shonda and the Skylord would seek the Oracle with Garest Ethrin's
help; the others would stay in Himberon. That was Shondal's version, anyway. Wilfen was sure Alvonne
and Hdiann would aly with him in abid to continue the quest.

'After dl, hetold himsdlf, 'Anbridge hersdf set methistask.'

Many hours later the riverboat steered sharply eastward into the Milwarn River, leaving the Jal behind.
Thewesk, ydlowish light of the moon glimmered on rushing water for perhaps two hundred swordson
either sde of the Milwarn Queen.

Kiloswords downstream, the stars just above the eastern horizon vanished as something blocked them
from view. Tall trees were slhouetted on both banks of the river. The Milwarn had entered the bounds of
the forest, Jnerdol Tay. Soon the trees were too multitudinous to distinguish individualy.

Enjoying the gentle motion of the Milwarn Queen -- no seasickness on theriver -- Wilfen leant against
the deck railing in appreciative contemplation of the forest. The odd bat or barn owl flapped overhead.
Frogs croaked and warbled, the sound carrying clearly from the shore. Insects, especidly whining
mosguitoes, hovered over theriver, plaguing him unmercifully. He dapped at them, cursing.

"Bad, aren't they?"
Wilfen jumped. Haliann was behind him. "1 didn't hear you," he confessed.



Thegirl smiled. "It'sone of my skills. It's hard to get out of the habit of skulking around.”

Wilfen laughed for afew moments, then hefell silent. Sheredly wasvery attractive, and hefdt at aloss
for words. "So," he said findly, "you're Shondd's daughter.”

"That'sright.”
"How come you don't live with him?"
" lived with my mother. Y ou met her at the House of Orphaned Women: Nartrell.”

" She was your mother! She didn't seem especidly fond of Shondd. Y ou wouldn't think they were
husband and wife."

"They'renot," Haliann said, bright blue eyeswatching intently for any reaction from Wilfen. "l ana
bastard child." Her expression was proud, daring him to pass comment.

Wilfen felt out of his depth. "It doesn't make any difference to me. My parents are dead. At least yours
areavailabletoyou. Inaway."

"Yes" Haiann agreed. "Mother dways said Father was never going to be afamily man. She wanted to
marry him, but sheknew hisfirst love wasthe Army. They're not in love any more.”

"Sad,” murmured Wilfen.
"Not as sad asit would beif they had stayed together and started to hate each other.”
"That'strue,” Wilfen conceded. "So now you're going to live with your father?”

"No. I'vetrained to be a...servant, and Father is escorting me so | can find work in Himberon. He loves
mein hisown way. But he can't do it on along- term basis. | don't see him for months on end. He wasn't
due back yet. Y our encounter with the Nulls forced him to detour north. He'd promised that on his next
visit hewould take me to Himberon, s0...s0 here | am.”

"My brother and | did not see him often,” Wilfen said dowly. "He promised to return for us one day, but
it took yearsl"

"That sounds like Father. | don't think he's ddliberately cruel and cold. He just doesn't have the
normal...family skills. | don't liketo spesk ill of the dead, but | believe your father and he had an unusualy
intense rivalry. My mother says Father speaks of Uncle Tannash asif he were someone Father respected
rather than loved: afdlow soldier, not abrother.”

Wilfen was uncertain of the facts, so he changed the subject. "What is your family name?

"Argindell. Same asyou. It'straditiona in Holmisfor children to take their father's name. It doesn't matter
if your parentsaren't married.”

* *

By daylight: random wooden columns, the trunks -- mottled and smooth -- of thousands of trees, lined
the Milwarn River. The eucalypti of Jherdol Tay were bare of foliage for half their height, developing
severa crownson widely spaced limbs. Severa types of bushes and shrubs, particularly banksias -- with
their bulbous flower clusters -- and grass-trees -- charcoa-barked benegth their "head" of hair-like
leaves -- crouched between the great gum- trees, amid the litter of the forest floor.

Wilfen found Shondal polishing the Pdadin's sword. "Wheres your shidld?' the Nevander asked.



Thelegionnaire grimaced. "It was smashed. | tried to save old Findram the discomfort of blocking six or
seven swords smultaneoudy. Unfortunately they were strong Tharms, and | had to hurl what remained of
the shield at them to escape.”

"It was not something | expected,” declared Wilfen. "Being attacked by armed foreign men in the streets
of aHolmish city.”

Shondal regarded him serioudy. "These affairs are more important than the mere machinations of nations.
TheWestern Alliance thinksit isin theright; | think...know that we are. We can't discuss this business
with anyone except our own company. I'm not sure | should have even told you, though you seem to
have becomeinvolved."

"I'm glad it'sall in the open between us," said Wilfen. "Alvonne and | have been worried for days. We
weren't sure whom we could tdll or trust. It's not a comfortable stuation.”

Shondd snorted. "Tell me about it,” he said. "I've been doing the Goddessswork for years.”

Wilfen glanced at him in surprise. Solemn-faced, his uncle was gpparently not joking, and the Paladin did
not look asif he were about to elaborate on his statement.

Around sunset on the following day the Milwarn surged through aregion of adamantine rock. The
channel had narrowed, theriver valey grown deeper. Captain Scarm relayed frequent commands to the
helm, steering the Milwarn Queen through the rapids created by a succession of rounded,
foam-blanketed outcrops.

After they had passed through the worst of the rapids, Scarm called: " Steer to the port bank!" The
riverboat journey was over. The Milwarn Queen had completed its assgnment, depositing the travelers
at aprimitive landing stage constructed on athin strip of muddy beach.

With ahearty farewell, the crew and their Captain (who clutched a generous bag of coins) departed, as
the riverboat, its oars now dipping into theriver, turned and fought itsway back upstream.

CHAPTER 13: SIGHT AND SOUND

Lofty, white-trunked trees were on one side, frothy, rushing river on the other. It was becoming dark
now the sun had descended below the level of the treetops, and the forest, which had previoudy seemed
indifferent, dmogt friendly, felt suddenly forbidding. Svensson and the others did not argue when Shondal
suggested they find the Forest Road before nightfall.

Slipping and diding, the travelers ascended arude, vaguely defined path up the mud of the beach, until
they reached the tree line of Jherdol Tay. They skirted the edge of the forest, about fifteen meters above
the tumultuous waters of the Milwarn.

They were actudly in Arndlund on this northern side of theriver, Shondd revealed. A few hundred
metersfrom their landing point they came on the Forest Road. The highway of ancient stones vanished
into the depths of Jherdol Tay, eventudly to reach Arndlund City, 150 kiloswords -- 250 kilometers --
to the northeast. The Forest Road had been cleared of vegetation for about seventy or eighty meterson
ether Sde.

"Arndish soldiers keep it cleared on this sde of the border," Shonda explained. "Travelers on the road
are safer from bandit archers.”

The Forest Road bridged the Milwarn where the river's channel was narrowest. The gap was about half
akilometer, and athree-meter-wide bridge of closefitting, tightly bound tree trunks linked the two sides,
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connecting Arndlund to the Holmish province of Camfolar.

Svensson was not very comfortable about crossing over the river with just natural wood supporting him.
Sweeting, hetrod gingerly down the middie of the bridge, wincing at cresks that accompanied his every
step. Below, spray flew into the air as the Milwarn's raging waters crashed into the exposed rocks &t the
sdes of the channel. To the west, highlighted by the sun's orange afterglow, he saw the silhouette of the
Milwarn Queen laboring againgt the powerful current.

Soon the old stones of the road were beneath him again, reassuringly more solid beneath the feet, despite
the ample stability of the bridge. The Forest Road stretched ahead with proverbia Holmish directness:
according to Shondal, from the bridge to Balt the road did not deviate.

No one spoke. There was no sound from Jherdol Tay. Not abird sang at thistime after dusk. To make a
noisein such quiet seemed aterrible thing, and the five trod as sllently asthey could, the lighter Svensson
and Hdiann dmog inaudible.

They walked in the degpening darkness, their path illuminated by Svensson's hands-freetorch; apladtic,
fist-gzed sphere, the hovering device generated light in asix- or eight-meter radius. A light breeze
occasiondly gusted, blowing gum leaves across their path. Outside the torch's sphere of radiance it soon
became impenetrably black, and moths fluttered about them, seeking the light. After they had hiked for
about two hours, Shonda caled ahdt to camp for the night.

Asthey set up their deeping area, Alvonne asked Shondd if aguard was wise under the circumstances,
and the Paladin asserted a sentry was essentia in adangerous forest like Jherdol Tay.

"Y ou, Svensson, Wilfen, and | shdl keep watch,” the legionnaire told the Nevander. "Two hours each.”
He brought an hourglass out of his backpack. "When the sands flow from top to bottom an hour has
elapsed. Now, sit, or preferably stand, about three swords from the fire | build. That way you won't be
too cold or inclined to drowsiness brought on by warmth. Alvonne, you'refirst. Wilfenis second, then I'll
watch, and Svensson can take the last two hours before dawn.”

The twins gathered firewood from near the edge of the road. Obliviousto the others stares, Shondal
disappeared into the forest and returned with larger branches. Haliann, using the contents of her father's
tinder box, set thewood dight, and abright fire burnt, its dancing flameslighting the surrounds and
discouraging any animasthat might lurk within the forest.

Alvonne took up his post as sentry, while the rest of the party settled down to deep. Armsfolded, the
Nevander stood stiffly. He reminded Svensson of a statue, possessing an air of strength and
invulnerability, asif earthly fears were benesath notice.

The fire was comfortably warm. Svensson had long since gotten over aninitid aversion to camping out,
and deep quickly overcame him. When he was awakened thefire had died down considerably; it was
cold in the pre- dawn darkness. He nodded resignedly to Shonda asthe soldier gazed down at him. The
Thermosian stood up, pulling his"TerraNovan cloak" -- the metamorphosed climate suit -- about
himsdf.

Svensson crouched down in the position where the guard had been posted. In flickering firdlight, he
stared at the encompassing forest with eyes partly closed with degpiness. He squeezed them shut, and
tears washed away the sand that stuck his lashes and lids together. Blinking, he stood up straight, thinking
thiswould help him stay dert.

Ever so dowly the sands flowed through the short gap between the bulbs. Nothing stirred in the forest.
As he turned the hourglass to begin the second hour of hiswatch, the sky had begun to turn gray.



Svensson was bored, but he redlized the forest made him unessy. It was certainly impressiveif
intimidating, quite unlike the plantations of stunted treesfound on Thermos.

Shonda woke before sunrise. He glanced at Svensson, nodding to indicate the Thermosian could cease
hiswatch. Svensson shifted gladly, restoring circulation to numb limbs, and helped Shondal roast some
food -- corned beef, onions, and potatoes -- the Paladin had procured in Kenderlan City.

The sméll of the cooking breskfast roused the others, and everyone gathered around the remains of the
fire to obtain something to eat, even Svensson.

Thefood pillswere dl gone. His nuclear converter could have made more, but he had taken to native
food. His persona computer was concerned by hisintake of the local diet -- every couple of daysamild
warning would flash on the wristwatch's sma| data screen -- but the miniature machines svimming in his
blood and moving through hisflesh were coping well with the chalenge of iminating unwanted
chemicds. The Thermosian thought dried fruit would do him little harm, and the PC would protect him
from any diseases to which hewas not already immune (actualy, no contagious diseases should be
present on TerraNova, but -- as he had seen among the native people -- they were, evolved or mutated
from something or other). He refrained from consuming meat most of thetime, for it fet aterrible crime
to eat something so precious as an animd -- it was hard to believe animals were once so lowly regarded
his recent ancestors on Earth had raised them purely for food -- but the practice had acertain dlure.
And, inits unsophisticated way, roasted mest tasted marvelous.

Hewas not in any actua physical danger so far as he was aware. His PC could dedl with most potential
problems, including that of his unorthodox diet. Living among the Terra Novans had been something of a
shock for someone who had thought he roughed it by engaging in "live" tourism on Thermos. Hewas
acquiring new muscles, muscles born of living in an environment where one had to do virtudly everything
for onesdlf: Svensson was not suffering from the absence of modern, formulaic exercise programs.

All he had to watch out for were TerraNovanstrying to kill him.

The day progressed uneventfully, and they were along way into the forest by nightfall. Shonda collected
more firewood, but thistime Svensson ignited the wood with a diffuse beam from hislaser cutter. They
adopted the same watch pattern asthe night before, Alvonnefirgt, the others deeping until it wasther
dint.

Svensson had a disconcerting nightmare about Tharms pursuing him, never quite catching him yet never
fdling behind. Arrowswerefired a him, never sriking yet dways providing an extreme fear of impending
death.

Shondd's prodding hand enabled the Thermosian's mind to escape the nightmare. He woke immediatdly,
his body covered in athin layer of swest. It could not have been, he was sure, adream from an externa
source. It had to have been contrived by histortured subconscious. He found he was more than willing to
undertake sentry duty.

Time progressed dowly. He saw nothing; he heard nothing. His eyelids grew heavy, and he struggled to
stay awake. He moved away from the fire, where the chill of the night washed over him like apitcher of
icy water, rousing him to alertness.

After an eternity, thefirst hour still not lapsed, he studied Shondal's hourglass, watching the flowing sand.
It wasinterminably dow, amogt asif theindividua grainsfell one by one. He sighed and concentrated on
theforest, barely noticing thefire asit burnt out.

He thought he heard a sound. He cocked his head, striving to hear something else. Had it been aforest



creature? No, something had been unnatura about the sound, sort of ...metallic? After amoment's
hesitation, he hastened to awaken Shondal. He tapped the legionnaire lightly once, and the Paladin woke
immediiatdy.

"What isit?" Shonda whispered.

<'l heard something down that way,' > Svensson replied, pointing northward, the direction from which
the travelers had come.

"All right," said Shonda. The soldier told Svensson to arouse the other three as quietly as possible. The
Thermaosian was then to quickly escort them away from the source of the sound.

Svensson set about waking the others, as Shonda quickly but quietly strapped on his cuirass-- in the
dark! -- then dunk away, drawing Findram. He chose to wake Wilfen first, for he considered the young
man to be the most sensible of the three, picking out the youth's dender form in the near total blackness.
Wilfen's eyes were quick to flutter open. He regarded Svensson questioningly and started to speak, but
the Thermosian put ahand over his mouth. <There may be someone coming towards us. Shondal is
investigating. Wake Alvonne quietly. I'll wake Haliann.">

Svensson glanced down the road. Shondal's indistinct silhouette advanced on the Thermosian knew not
what. If the soldier were headed for a Tharmish or Nullish scouting party, he would be spotted shortly,
and a chaotic skirmish might begin. Thelegionnaire had the advantages of surprise, darkness, and
(probably) superior skill, but these might be balanced by having severd opponents. It was crucid,
Svensson redlized, that the rest of the travelers decamped swiftly.

Wilfen wasin the process of rousing Alvonne, when acry and aclash of sted rent the black silence. The
Nevander was struck by indecision. Should he aid Shondal or escape? What would Alvonne do? Help?
Y esl He grabbed his short, heavy gtick, and the feding of it in his hand caused him to run to hisuncle's
assgtance, cdling to the others: "Run! Escapel™

<Shondal wants us all to escape!'> Svensson told him telepathically, but Wilfen was oblivious.

Shondd was badly outnumbered. Even as Wilfen arrived to offer what help he could, the Paladin was
borne to the ground and dedlt a vicious, incapacitating blow by one of at least adozen armed figures. The
Nevander had barely begun to lay about with his makeshift club, when something hard hit him on the
back of the head, and he lost interest in proceedings.

The others stood till in confusion, asaflurry of seven or eight shapes started in their direction. They
faced the same dilemmaas Wilfen: help fight; or escape safdly.

After afew moments deliberation, Alvonne made the choice. He and Svensson had no wespons, and
there was no way the three of them could overpower so many men. Fedling traitorous nevertheless, they
dashed away, fleeing lumbering soldiers, who were weighed down by armor and weapons.

Wilfen heard aman curse the fleetness of foot of the escapees. That fellow and his comrades decided to
take out their frustrations on their two captives.

CHAPTER 14: IN CAPTIVITY

Wilfen groaned at the pain. No part of him seemed free of it; even histoes were tiff and bruised. He
could focus on nothing but the throbbing of his protesting body. Perhaps, he decided, that his head and
stomach felt worst, because they were the objects of initia submission blows. Afterward, he had been
kicked and punched all over, but those partsfirst struck stood out painfully from some very tender cuts
and bruises.
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"Our magters want you alive," the Tharmish leader had explained in dightly accented Orientd, dark eyes
glinting strangdly in thelight of lanterns his men bore. "But they don't expect you in perfect condition!” At
that the man had smirked at his cleverness. Wilfen and Shondal had merely glared at him, and soon after
the beating began.

Their hands were tied behind their backs. Then, with dmaost adrummer's rhythm, apair of Tharms
dapped either sde of their faces with strength enough to sting. Subsequently, they were cuffed and
booted from man to man. Shondal's face became severely swollen, hiseyes nearly closed and hisvisible
skin blotchy with bruising. Wilfen presumed he himself appeared much the same, and he suspected his
nose had been broken.

After awhile the Tharms ceased the battery of their own accord, weary of their sport. Wilfen decided,
later, they were wary of going too far with prisoners meant to be kept dive. But at the time he had
another theory: the Tharms wanted the prisonersto recover alittle, rather than trying to break something
already broken.

It was mid-morning now. Thetwo Argindells had been captive for just afew hours, but it seemed afar,
far longer time. At sword tip they were force marched a arapid pace; if they fatered asuperficid cut
was inflicted on their backs, stinging more with the knowledge the blade could go deeper than with the
wound itsdlf.

It had been adismayed Wilfen who had first redlized their captors were Tharmish. Of al the nationsin
the known world it had had to be soldiers of the country he most feared. It made sense, of course, for
Tharms had pursued the travelersfor quite sometime. But he felt Nulls would have treated their prisoners
much better -- not beaten them, anyway.

When the ache of hisinjuries |essened afraction, enabling him to concentrate on more than the smple act
of putting one foot before the other, Wilfen's mind incessantly repeated the sequence of eventsthat
preceded his abduction. Every recollection concluded with a specul ative, aternative means of avoiding
hisfate, each quiteimplausible, and he wished he had thought of something beforeit wastoo late.

Once, he sumbled and fell, unableto arrest hisfal with bound hands. He scrambled to hisfeet but,
nonethdess, received akick in theribs that almost knocked him back down.

"Moof!" the man who had kicked him commanded in barely comprehensible Orientd. "Or next | Strike
with sword."

Wilfen complied, momentarily pegping at hisuncle. The Paadin's bloody, bruised face was hard and
cold, and he seemed to be thinking furioudly.

And he had killed two men.

Through a semiconscious haze of pain, Wilfen had seen some of the Tharms burying their comrades. The
soldiers had shown scant reverence, but they were wrathful, and Wilfen feared Shonda had suffered far
worse than he had.

It was disconcerting to realize his uncle had killed: that Shondal was akiller. Wilfen knew that asa soldier
the man had had to kill -- kill or bekilled, as an old saying went -- but to be presented with direct
evidence of hismartia skillswasto have the fact forced on the Nevander. It wasin the forefront of his
mind: Shondd haskilled. It made him look at hisunclein anew light, afrightening light. It made the Holm
gppear dmost inhuman somehow.

The youth thought about his own actions. Had he intended to kill anyone when he went to Shonda's aid?



His deeds might have suggested so, but he did not believe the idea had crossed hismind. In Wilfen's
opinion few circumstances could justify killing someone. To take someoneslife was to take something
that could not be restored. The killing of the Robed Onesin Glam had reinforced that truth for the
Nevander.

Crigindly twenty Tharms (far more than Wilfen had thought in the darkness and confusion of the fight)
had been assigned the task of seizing the travelers, and only eleven remained to escort the captives.
Three were so badly wounded they could do little more than hobble dong. Six, al with at least afew
bruises, guarded the Argindells. The two officers, the Captain and his Lieutenant, gave the orders.

The Nevander redlized, after atime, he had heard of Captain Waghel before. The name had nagged at
him. When the Captain removed his black beret to scratch a hairless scalp, the Nevander recalled
Shondal mentioning that abald, beret-wearing Tharm had dogged the Paladin over the last few months.
Of course! Waghd had been one of the fellows Alvonne had seen spying on the travelersin Glam! The
short man'sweird baldness was not confined to his scalp: there was no hair visible anywhere on his body;
even his brows and lashes were missing.

Wilfen did not delude himself: he was fortunate to be dive. Despite their motley appearance -- some
wore hardened lesther, some chain mail or even stedd scale armor under their dark cloaks -- these were
no ordinary soldiers. They had tattoos of an open hand on their biceps, an unclenched version of their
nation'straditiona device, the Fist of Tharm. The men were members of the éite Sharene -- "fingersof
thefist" in an obscure Tharmish didect. Sharene were the fanatical defenders of the Tharmish King, the
Fist. They were Tharm's grestest warriors. The open hand symbol had a smple meaning: a Sharene's
skill was such that he might look down on an enemy, as striking with a contemptuous open-handed dap.
That Shonda had killed two of them proved the combination of surprise and his skill wasaforcewith
which to be reckoned.

Previoudy Wilfen had been under theimpression that Tharmswere al dike, that each and every
Southlander had thick features, dark hair, and was of |ess than average height. Now he was not so
certain. One of hisguards, Dremni, was blond and very tal, while the Tharms leader was shorter than
Svensson and, of course, had no hair at all. Captain Waghd was an irritable man who spoke Oriental
with amost aHolmish accent; on the other hand, Dremni was very calm and articulated his Oriental badly
with an extremely incoherent accent.

Dremni's composure annoyed his Captain. "Don't you hate this stinking forest, Dremni?' Waghel
demanded once, hawking and spitting thegtrically towardsthe treeline.

"It burrers me not,” Dremni replied, and Wilfen assumed he meant he was not bothered.

But Dremni waslying. He wasjittery about traveling through Jherdol Tay. All the Tharms seemed
unnerved. On no occasion did Wilfen see one of them venture more than afew steps from the road. He
supposed it was the ingtinctive fear of aplains-dwelling people.

The party had marched quite some way along the Forest Road, when they came on alone man, who
wandered in adaze. Hislegs and arms were bruised and gashed. Dried blood matted his hair. He
clutched a sword whose blade had been snapped. His steel-scaled armor was badly battered. Thiswas
one of the Sharene, broken in defest.

Captain Waghe caught him by the shoulder. "Y ure, what happened?’

Y uredid not answer. Attempting to get avay, he muttered to himsdlf. He stared about with wild eyes and
aternately clenched and relaxed his grip on the broken sword. Wilfen judged him insane.



"Who did this, Y ure?' Waghel persisted.

Y ure mumbled incoherently for amoment, then Wilfen heard the word "forest.” The man lapsed back
into aimless muttering, and his eyes|oosaly surveyed his surroundings.

"Tel me, Yure," Waghd amost pleaded. "What happened to Galf, your friend? Whereis Galf?'

Y ure stiffened. He struggled in his Captain's grip, but Waghel was too strong. Giving up, the mad
Sharene twisted and stared into the shorter man's eyes. "The Forest Ones," he said softly. "They got
Gdf. And dl the others. The Holms, too, perhaps. They caught us unawares. Y ou keep away from the
forest, Captain, because they'll get you, too."

Y ure fidgeted convulsively, and Waghel released him. The man staggered away down the road towards
the north.

Waghd was strangdly reflective. "They'redl gone," Wilfen heard him muse. "All seven, except Y ure, who
remainsin body only." Hisface hardened into its characteristic expression. "And the Holms may have
escaped. We must catch them before they leave this accursed forest -- if they survive. Let'sgo.”

Past the endless trees of Jherdol Tay and along the monotonoudly straight Forest Road the party
continued the forced march. Despite his predicament, Wilfen started to tire of the scenery. He began to
count the number of steps he took but gave up when he had reached three thousand, convinced of the
enormity of the task.

And gill they walked.

It was now the middle of the night, and Jherdol Tay was aworld of shadows and movement just on the
limit of the light given out by the Tharms hooded lanterns. It was not the shadows themsalves that
concerned everyone: it was what they might concedl. All the Sharene bore somber faces.

Wilfen was hungry. He had not esten since early the previous morning and then only some bread Dremni
deigned to toss him. It required al hiswillpower to prevent his daydreaming of an enormousfeast. He
was pleased when Waghel cdled ahat afew hours before sunrise.

One of the Nevander's hands was rel eased so he could eat some of the now extremely dry bread and
drink some tepid water. Shondal wasisolated from him to forestal any schemesthey might hatch
between them.

Wilfen found his uncle watching him. Risking accusations of conspiracy, the Paadin winked and smiled;
his guards failed to notice his gestures, however. Wilfen winked back but was unable to match Shondd's
orin.

Too soon Waghe bawled the order to march on. Dremni commanded Wilfen to hisfeet. The Nevander
did asbid, hobbling at first because of alarge purple bruise on hisleft caf. After afew momentsthe
muscle grew warm, and Wilfen proceeded more fregly before Dremni's sword.

Onward past the never-ending trees they advanced. In the vanguard of the column were Captain Waghel
and Lieutenant Frol. Behind that pair came the three wounded men, and next followed Shondal and his
trio of guards. Wilfen and his guards brought up the rear, Dremni at the very tail.

Wilfen was exhausted. He had not dept since the day before and then only afew hoursin total. His eyes
burnt. His strength ebbed. Muscles responded duggishly to commands from aweary mind. It required
most of his concentration just to keep hisfeet moving. All he wanted to do waslie down and rest. He
had had enough of thisfatiguing forced march.



The trek continued on into the light of day. Despite the soft insoles of his boots, Wilfen's feet were now
thoroughly blistered. His mind was numb with tiredness and boredom, yet <till conscious of an overriding
fear of the Tharms.

Hewas, for sometime, unaware they had passed out of Jherdol Tay.

A gradud feding of relief, ardease of aninvisble yet weighty load findly permeated through into his
awareness. He glanced up from the cobblestones, breathing a sigh of mixed emotions. The forest was
gone, replaced by a scrubby hillside descending to abroad, grassy plain. He felt lesstense, no longer
subject to anirrationd fear of the forest. They were out in the open once more, bathed by the sun's
undiluted radiance, breathing air untainted by woodland scents. But there were other sensations, among
them dread. Free of Jherdol Tay the Tharms were aso lessinhibited; they, too, were assailed by awave
of comfort and would find the long journey to Tharm easier to endure on the benign plains of Holmis.

Every kilosword brought the captives closer to Tharm (if indeed they were going that far). Every
kilosword traversed gave the ArginddIs alittle lesstime. They had to escape soon, Wilfen knew, very
soon.

* *

The Nevander made the most of his night'srest. The party had reached the outskirts of Balt, at which
point Waghel had caled ahdt for the imminent night. The Sharene Captain had sent two of hissoldiers
into the city with ordersto find information on the whereabouts of the remainder of the"Holmish
company gill at large." Waghe was convinced they would be staying in an inn, conscious of "how weak
Holms are when it comesto feats of endurance.”

Dremni and another Sharene had loped into the darkness, heading into the city of Balt, and had not
returned by midnight. While the Tharms awaited their comrades, Wilfen dept on the ground exhaustedly,
S0 spent the discomfort of hisbonds did not affect hisrest.

The Nevander was kicked awake. He sprang to hisfeet in alearned reflex amost before he had opened
hiseyes. It was late morning, perhaps an hour shy of noon. The two Tharms had returned from their
mission and were reporting to Captain Waghel. Neither spoke very good Orientd, but they repeated
themsdlvesloudly enough twice that Wilfen could gather the gist of what they were saying.

Fooling the guardsinto believing they were neutra Adar Mutians, they had entered Bdt through the
northern gate. The stireetswere bare, asit was after sunset, and they had adedl of trouble finding anyone
to question, let done someone who had seen the Holms (if that company had, indeed, survived the forest
and passed through Balt). Then the Sharene had encountered a drunken man who remembered seeing
three people wearing tattered clothes. He would not have recalled them except onewas agirl with long
dark hair. She had caught his eye, the drunkard explained, and he had witnessed the trio leaving the city
through the eastern gate.

The Tharms had gone to severa farms east of the town in search of the Holms but had found no sign of
them. At dawn thetwo Sharene were il looking, so they decided to make for the Bt Road in the
hope of catching their quarry leaving the city. This plan came to naught, but news came from a different
source. A farmer entering the city had passed three people answering the right descriptions two or three
hours earlier. Those they sought were thus, Dremni concluded, on their way to Himberon but within easy
reach.

The Sharene gave amild cheer. They were heartily sick of this hunt through enemy lands; that was plain.
But they appeared reserved, perhaps remembering their comrades attempt to capture Wilfen's
companionsin Jherdol Tay: that attempt had ended in adismal fallure. Wilfen did not know if he should



hope the "Holms' the Tharms had tracked were Alvonne's company or not (only one of them actually
wasaHolm, herealized with just the barest hint of amusement). It was encouraging to think they were
alive, but it seemed probable the Sharene would soon catch them.

Wilfen and Shondd were propelled into motion, and the column made a detour around the walls of Balt,
distant enough to avoid the notice of any guards atop the wdlls. A few kiloswords south of the town they
took to the Balt Road, only a matter of hours behind the people the Tharms supposed were Alvonne and
friends. The Southlandersignored the inquisitive looks of passers-by: they apparently did not perceivea
need for prudent inconspicuousness. They were so near their goa now that they cared little whether half
of Camfolar saw them.

Shortly before sunset they forded the Cam River, the waters atwinkling ruby spray astheir boots
splashed in the shalows. Captain Waghel nodded. " They won't be far avay now,” he declared. "If we
don't find them tonight, then we will tomorrow."

His men murmured cautious agreement, not sharing histotal conviction.

Waghel stopped the party a short distance from the Cam, ahundred swords east of the road. Hewasin
ajovia mood, alowing Wilfen and Shonda to share some of the fresh bread and cheese Dremni had
brought back from Balt. The Sharene Captain sent half of his able-bodied men to find the "three Holms
andfinish thisfoul journey through stinking Holmis"

Though the soldiers returned empty-handedly a sunrise, reporting no evidence of the sought trio, Waghel
retained hisoptimism. "Today, well get them.”

The other Tharms appeared pessmigtic, Frol in particular.

Theland heresbouts was flat, barely ahillock to be seen. Extending from Glastor to Camfolar and from
Smaresto Kenderlan, the Central Plain covered much of the Holmish Confederation. It was amark of
Holmis; mountains, ocean, and forest formed the boundaries of the vast grasdand. The plain was sparsdly
treed, for thiswasawarm, dry part of TerraNova, but with the coming of winter more frequent rain had
coated the land with thicker, greener grass.

The day was bright, the deep blue sky free of cloud. It contrasted with Wilfen's dark melancholy. He had
been captive for afew days now, yet there still seemed no chance of him ever escaping the dreadful
Tharms. If only he could think up something, but the determined men, sharp swords conspicuous, |ooked
proof againgt any possbility of his achieving freedom. He gritted histeeth in frustration, but the
circumstances remained unchanged.

Shondal appeared as cam as ever, patiently awaiting amistake from the Tharms. Wilfen sensed the man
watching and anadlyzing al that took place around him. If either of them could think of away out of their
predicament, Wilfen was sure it would be the P adin.

During the afternoon arider gpproached them from the south. Hisblack cloak streamed behind him, and
he was attired in ashiny breastplate. A red- plumed helmet adorned his head. The warrior's horse was
huge and black, covered in chain mail barding.

Therider dowed as he passed the column, and Wilfen could see asword at hisside. The stranger
glanced curioudy at the Tharmish party before galloping off in the direction of Bdlt.

The Sharene took scant notice of the rider, even though he was astride an obvioudly trained war-horse.

They were more perturbed, however, when an hour later the same rider thundered past in the opposite



direction.

"HesaHolmish legionnaire,” the men told each other.

"He'sjust an ordinary man," Waghel assured them.

The men muttered dangeroudy. Even Lieutenant Frol looked concerned.

Meanwhile, the armored man rode the black war-horse into the horizon.
CHAPTER 15: ANCIENT ENMITY

Strideslong and flowing, Alvonne sprinted towards Svensson. The Thermosian and Hdiann werein flight
before the Nevander drew abreast of them. Svensson employed an even, economica technique, while
the girl wasaflurry of looselimbs.

They ran hard. Cobblestones blurred benegath their feet. Unable to match their pace, their pursuers faded
into the darkness behind, as sweat soaked bodies, dampened hair, and stung eyes. Their caves and
thighs started to burn, breath grew short and labored, hearts battered against sternums.

After Sx or seven kilometers, Svensson saw Haliann was hard pressed to keep up: her breathing was
wheezy and arrhythmic, and her stride no longer flowed smoothly but seemed jerky with obvious pain.

Alvonne cdled ahdt, and Hdiann nearly fell over in rdlief. Her cousin regarded her with misgivings, but
shewaved weekly, trying to assure him shewasdl right.

Svensson took control, making Haiann lie down and drink from a skin of Milwarn River water. He
carefully removed her light dippers. Some of the blisters on her feet were 0ozing, so he used his medikit
to hedl them (as he had used it on blisters of his own many timesin the previous few weeks); theingtancy
of thisamazed the TerraNovans.

"Therel" said the Thermaosian in Orienta. "Y ou should livel”
Haliann stared at him sharply, and he laughed shortly. "1 am joking. Y ou are safe.”

Frequently peering into the gloom towards the north, the travel ers rested for afew minutes, until Alvonne
declared they must continue. There was no sign of those who had followed them, but Svensson was
certain their pursuerswere still on thetrail. Thetrio began to run again, but Haliann's body balked,
inflicting on her such discomfort she could only go haf akilometer before coming to ahdt.

They st off at abrisk walk. A gray, indistinct wall of treesfaced them on either side of the Forest Road.
Spreading branches overhung the road, blocking much of the wan, pre-dawn light. A few early risng
birds chirped their morning songs, but it remained ardatively quiet environment. Astranquil asit seemed,
however, the forest till radiated menace.

It was shortly afterwards that their ears perceived a new sound, arhythmic pounding. It took Svensson a
few secondsto redlize that he heard running footsteps. Their hunters were on them!

"Run!" Alvonne shouted. "They are coming!™

They sprinted about a hundred meters. Haliann came to a stand, unable to run any farther. Anxious,
Svensson and Alvonne stopped alongside her.

"What are we going to do?' Haliann despaired. "They'll catch ug”

There was a sudden shout, aharsh cry of triumph.
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"Come!" ordered Svensson, taking Haiann's forearm and beckoning Alvonne,

Dragging Haiann after him, the Thermaosian dashed from the road and plunged through thick undergrowth
into Jherdol Tay. Alvonne chased the pair, as Svensson tugged the girl deeper into the regular forest,
where the trees grew taler and straighter.

They paused amoment to ascertain their bearings, but there was nothing to guide them. Tree trunks
surrounded them, broad bars of shadow in the darkness of the forest. There were ominous rustlingsin the
undergrowth. With the aid of hiseectronic surveyor, Svensson quickly determined the bearing of south

-- therough direction of Himberon -- and proceeded to lead them deep into the midst of the trees.

A crashing in the bushes behind them herdded the arriva of the pursuit. The hunted band tried to run, but
after blundering over too many bushes, falen branches, and exposed roots they dowed to awalk.
Around, they could hear their pursuers searching for them, crying reportsin harsh voices.

'Oh, hell, what have | got mysdlf into? Svensson thought with mounting apprehension, feding swesat
forming on hisforehead once more. Trying to € ude the searchers, they wove among the trees, bearing
roughly southward. They edged around a two-meter-high rocky outcrop, and Svensson, who led the
way, dmost walked into the back of a stationary figure. The figure was a man, Svensson realized, short
and powerful, cloaked in black. It was one of the hunters -- asoldier of some sort -- and he started to
turn towards the travelers. Quickly the Thermosian restrained the others with araised hand, then, with
eyes haf-closed, focussed his psionics. He concentrated on illusion and deception, camouflaging himsdlf
with abeguiling vista of shadows and phantom trees. Now peering in Svensson's direction, the soldier
was S0 close the Thermosian could tell, even in the dim light, he was a Tharm. For an eternd instant the
Tharm seemed to Sare raight at Svensson, then he shook his head in gpparent puzzlement and abruptly
walked away around the other side of the rocky outcrop.

<'All right, we're safe for the moment,'> Svensson told the others when the Tharm had gone.
"Who wasit? Wasit a Tharm?' Alvonne asked.

<'Yes.'>

"How did he not see you?' Haiann inquired.

<'l made him...miss seeing me,"> Svensson explained. <'Luckily | saw him before he saw me. |

convinced himthat | was not there. It worked because he was not really expecting me to be there.’
>

"Y ou can influence minds?" Alvonne asked increduloudly.

<'No. Not really. All | did was make myself inconspicuous. He already anticipated seeing nothing
but trees and shadows, so he did not notice mein their midst.'>

They proceeded cautioudly after that. Listening to the Tharms calls, Svensson tried to guidethemon a
path through the encircling soldiers. It was not easy, as he had to be wary of striding around one man into
the arms of another. Fortunately the Tharms made plenty of noise. Once or twice the trio cowered
behind bushes as a searcher passed nearby. But then they ran out of luck.

A movement among the trees drew Svensson's eye. Another Tharm was headed in their direction, and he
had aready beheld them; it wastoo late for the Thermosian to attempt his psionic technique again.

He saw Hdiann draw her short-sword from its secret sheath within her red robe. Her normaly steady
hand trembled afraction, as the brutish Tharm advanced threateningly on thetrio.



'Oh, nooooooooo!" Svensson thought, wishing, not for the first time, aweapon had been part of his
surviva equipment.

Haiann took up a competent-looking stance, weight equaly distributed between spread feet. Not really
knowing what they were going to do, Svensson and Alvonne veered away from either sde of the girl.
The Tharm grinned, confident he could handle the sorry-looking group that opposed him.

"All right, you bastard!" Hdiann caled suddenly. "Come and get it!"
"Certanly, girlie" hereplied with agravely voice, drawing along-sword with a practiced action.

Svensson's heart thudded, threatening to burst from his chest. Swest trickled down hisbody insde his
climate suit. Alarm drove his mind to desperate thought. Thisfellow had the manner of amaster of the
sword: the Thermosian needed to come up with something quickly.

Vaulting the moss- and lichen-covered trunk of afallen jarrah tree, the Tharm advanced on Hadiann.
Watching him like ahawk, she waited in the faint light. The soldier went into a crouch, sword held before
him.

"Come, girlie" hetaunted. "What are you waiting for?"*

She snarled and lunged forward with her short-sword, aming for his ssomach. Svensson had chosen his
moment and darted in from the side, but the Tharm used one arm to effortlessy fend off the Thermosian,
while blocking Haliann's blade with his own sword. The Tharm twisted crudly, and Haliann's wegpon
flew from her hand and out into darkness.

She glanced about in panic, but there was nowhere to run. Svensson eyed her from where he lay dazed,
sprawled across abanksia bush. He did not know where Alvonne was. The girl pulled along dagger
from somewhere within her robe and brought it to bear.

"All right, girlie," ragped the Tharm. "We're going to have some fun now."

He dashed at her, and she leapt aside. The long-sword tore through her red robe with aterrible, ripping
sound, though it momentarily caught up in her backpack's straps. She stabbed at him, but she was too
off-baance to genuindy threaten him, and hisleather armor turned aside the knife. He amiled hisawful
smile and freed his blade, brandishing it menacingly once more.

The Southlander suddenly turned with incredible swiftness. But he was not quick enough. Alvonne had
charged out of the shadows, swinging awrigt- thick branch with al his might. The branch clanged off the
Tharm's hemet, and he fell unconscious or, perhaps, dead.

"Areyou badly hurt?' the Nevander asked Haliann in trepidation.

"No. My backpack caught hisblade. I don't think it touched me. Check on the Skylord.”
Svensson sraightened dowly. <'That bush is covered in prickles,'> he complained.
"You'redl right, then?' Alvonne asked.

<'Yes'> Svensson amiled grimly. <'I'll live.'>

"Let'sget out of here" Haiann said, peering down at the Tharm, who had not stirred. "Thisfellow might
wake up.”

<'Good idea, > agreed Svensson



Haliann quickly found her sword, and Svensson again led the company through the eucalyptus forest,
heading vaguely southward. Honey-eaters, magpies, and even akookaburra or two whirred overhead.
Possums and other small nocturnal creatures scampered through the trees and bushes, perhaps heading
for adark burrow in which to deep away the coming day. Thetrio was on edge, eyes darting at every
movement or sound.

"These animals and insects kegp darming me," Alvonne commented.
"Kegp dert," Hdiann told him.

In the end the still dark forest and the Tharms reluctance to spread very far gpart enabled Svensson and
friends to evade the Southlanders. They saw no more evidence of the pursuit and bresthed more fredly.
But, it needed to be kept in mind, Jherdol Tay was reputed to be dangerousto intruders.

After along silence, Haliann said, "I wonder why the Tharmswere so nervousin thisforest.”
"I'm not sure," Alvonne admitted. "Buit it does have afearsome reputation, and I've never heard why."

They meandered their way through the undergrowth. Svensson felt numerous fine scratches inflicted on
his exposed face and hands by thorns and prickles. He hoped they were not significantly poisonous. he
was not sure how his persona computer would cope with some new form of toxin.

As he stepped into a clearing, Svensson was unexpectedly grabbed from behind. He swore and struggled
but found himself in a gentle yet unbreakable grip. Startled cries from Alvonne and Haliann proved they,
too, had been caught. A quick glance around confirmed hisfearful suspicions: they were held by two men
apiece.

"Why you here?' asked astrangely accented voice from somewhere out of hissight. Haliann
automaticaly trandated for the Thermosian.

"We escape those who chase us," Alvonne enunciated carefully.

Their captors were not the soldiers who had pursued them. The odd fellows broke into some language
Alvonne and Haiann did not appear to understand; Svensson's companions seemed as puzzled as he
was by the intriguing men. The strange men were short but obvioudy very strong, and the fingers that
clutched Svensson's arms were abnormally long. Their exposed, presumably white skin was evenly
smeared with some sort of green pigment. They were clad in smple, anima-hide shirts and trousers, and
shod in moccasins, al of the garments were dyed various shades of green. Bone and crystal bead
necklaces hung around their necks.

"Why they chase you?"' asked the first voice, which belonged to afierce- looking individua of middle
years who sported a towering, green-feathered headdress.

"They wish to capture us," Alvonne explained.
"And who they?'
"They are Tharmd" blurted Haiann. "They hate Holms."

The forest people looked confused. "We know Holms, but who Tharms?' asked the fellow -- the Chief?
-- who spoke Oriental.

Alvonne unleashed astorm. "They are the ancient enemies of the Holms, the subjects of The Treaty."



There was a sharp, collective intake of breath. "The Treaty!" the forest dwellerscried in unison.

The Chief spoke again: "We remember The Treaty, Holms. We remember pact with your King Andor.
We destroy Tharms."

There was a shout in the language of the forest people, aralying cry. More of the green-clad men
emerged from the undergrowth (though they had been only meters away, Svensson had not even
suspected their presence), each one bearing amassive club. The three travelers were promised safe
passage out of Jherdol Tay. With something akin to humor, the spokesman told them the Tharms would
not receive the same hospitdlity.

"Goddess, don't kill them!" Alvonne cried, horrified by what had been set in sequence. "Just hold them
for aday or two."

The forest dwellers made no response.

"I'vedoneit again,” Alvonne muttered to himself.

"Isone of you Lord of Sky?" asked the Chief suddenly.

"l am," declared Svensson, after Haliann had relayed the question.

The strange fellow dubioudy contemplated the Thermosian. " Goddess send message to our High Priest
for Lord of Sky."

Svensson wasintrigued. "What isit?"
"She say: '‘Beware the Enemy, for it walks and talksin abody not its own." Understand, Lord of Sky?'
"Yes Thank you."

The forest man nodded, causing his headdressto flutter and his necklacesto rattle. "Goodbye," he said.
"Now we hunt."

Theinhabitants of Jherdol Tay filed out of the clearing and dissolved into the forest in search of Tharms.
One, alean young man, stayed behind, and he led the travelers to the Forest Road, before forsaking
them to rgjoin his companions.

Thetrio gladly stepped out onto the road in early morning sunlight, feeling more self-assured now they
were out of the midst of the frightening forest. The road stretched ahead, inviting them to journey to its
destination. They accepted the offer, waking through the day until the sun had set and the dready dim
light had weakened into adark twilight.

Expression melancholic, Alvonne stared at the worn, cracked stones before him, rarely looking around.
<'It wasn't your fault,'> Svensson told him at |ast.

Alvonnewas silent for severa seconds, then he said dowly, "I wasthe cause, whether or not | meant it."
<Why?'>

"I remembered Filgen telling me something about atreaty between the forest men of Jherdol Tay and
King Andor. But it was signed so long ago, | didn't expect them to remember themsalves. All | redly
wanted them to do was et usgo.”



<'It was their choice to do more than set us free,"> pointed out Svensson.

"Yes," heagreed with asigh. "But it'sjust like Glam, can't you see? Wilfen and | happened to mention we
were going to acertain inn, and Shondal panicked and moved us. On the very same night the wholeinn
was burnt to the ground, and those cultists were hunted into extinction. It'saweighty thing to have on
your conscience.”

<'They brought it on themselves,'> Svensson replied. <'We must be free to act. The fate of this
world might well rest on us.'>

Even as he uttered them, Svensson recognized theirony of hiswords: Mikagl Svensson, the shattered
man, wastrying to repair a hairline crack in the awvesome self-confidence of Alvonne Argindell! It was
enough to make him laugh; it was enough to make him cry. Mood swings till afflicted him: sometimeshe
did not care about affairs, sometimes he did -- though never with agrest passion ether way. His recent
experiences had numbed him: he had, after dl, survived the very fdl of the human empire and the
genocide of itscitizens. Such events were bound to have deeply and irrevocably changed him, probably
for theworse. His Situation had seemed bearable with the comforting presence of Shonda. Now, there
wasavery red doubt in hismind: it was not aforegone conclusion that he would reach the Centra
Computer Complex. And, if he was honest with himself, locating that supposed sanctuary -- and not the
possihility of helping these people -- was the true and salfish motive il driving him on in this quest.

He saw that Alvonne's expression was less troubled and smiled inwardly. How different the twinswere.
The sengitive Wilfen would still be blaming himsdlf. Alvonne had aconscience, but he did not damn
himsdf for every little thing. Alvonne's was the more resilient, though Svensson could not decide which
twin had the superior persondity. Just different, he concluded. And that was why humanity wasworth
preserving, so al these varied, wonderful persondities could exist. He knew, on thewhole, very little
about the Enemy, but he doubted the galaxy would be better for the diens being the only intelligent
cresturesexiging withinit.

What he needed was the motivation to do something, not just mouth platitudes, but to actualy follow
through and make aworthwhile bid to oust the Enemy from its Siege of TerraNova. Y et finding that
motivation might well be the hardest task of dl.

Dusk passed, drawing night in itswake. The birds that had flitted about and above them al day were
gone, but annoying insectstook their place. Svensson lit their path with his hands-free torch. It floated
over their heads, providing adegree of comfort aswell asillumination.

Towards midnight the trees thinned noticeably. Larger and larger breaks appeared between groves of
hardwoods, until they spent more time in open country, the moon and stars overhead.

Svensson studied the sky for amoment. Even after all the weeks he had spent on TerraNova-- with its
greenery and animdls, its clouds and rivers and seas -- it was the night sky that most brought it hometo
him that he was on an excotic aien world. Though scattered as randomly as those he had once observed
from Thermos, the stars were unfamiliar; no doubt the Terra Novans had identified constellations, but
Svensson percelved no picturesin the star patterns. The moon was certainly bigger and brighter than the
two captured asteroids that had orbited Thermos; he had been told it was smaller and more yellow than
Earth's moon and so gave off afraction lessreflected light.

Shortly thetrees failed dtogether, and the trio gazed out across aplain that gradualy doped down and
away. Jherdol Tay was behind them, the Central Plain of Holmis ahead.

Haliann cheered with feding. Svensson was pleased himsdlf: he had felt a claustrophobic unesse ever
sincethey entered the forest. Even Alvonne, who had grown up in woodlands, did not appear to missit.



Haliann happily led the others down the Forest Road onto the grassland below.
CHAPTER 16: THAT TERRIBLE SONG

Svensson felt congpicuous. He strove to ignore the inquisitive and disgusted |ooks people passing by
conferred on the travelers. It was true the people of thistown of Balt had good reason to stare, for the
three of them surdly made an untidy sight: filthy with the stains of leaves and red earth, wearing clothes
that were ripped and torn, haggard from weariness and lack of deep. Of course, the Thermosian had not
suffered from dirt and wear and tear on his transformed climate suit, but his fatigue was quite genuine.

"Unfriendly place, thisBdlt," Alvonne commented.

Haliann legpt to the town's defense: "It's not like thisnormally. They're just surprised by our appearance.
Clean and clothed in decent ttire, we would be welcomed with warmth.”

"How do you know?"'
"l usedtolivein Bdt."
"Oh," said Alvonne, momentarily nonplussed, as Haliann and Svensson laughed.

Following an exhausting walk of many kilometers, they had reached Bdt early in the afternoon. Though
they constantly peered back northward, they saw no sign of the Tharms. But Svensson was certain some
of the determined Southlanders still sought them: he was not sure the forest tribe would have been able to
thwart such aforce. Alvonne agreed with the Thermosian's sentiments, but as dl of them were spent, the
Nevander had decided to find somewhere to lodge for the impending night: agood night's deep would
enable them to travel more swiftly the next day.

Finding an inn where severa dozen bystanders would not witness their entrance proved a problem, and
Alvonne grew frudtrated. "The Tharms are certain to find us. If only we knew someone who dwelt in
Bdt."

"l know someone,” said Hdiann.

"What?' Alvonne demanded, stopping dead in histracks.

"1 know someonewho livesin Bat," she elaborated.

"Why didn't you say so before?' Alvonne asked in exasperation.

"I was hoping we wouldn't have to endanger them. But it seemswe have no red dternative.”
"They wouldn't bein any danger,” Alvonne quickly assured her. "Can you trust them?"

Haliann nodded. "Absolutely. They are friends of my mother who fostered me for atime. My father took
me from them to the House of Orphaned WWomen in Kenderlan City a couple of years ago.” Shonda had
been unable to deny his daughter learning her mother's profession any longer; until that point he had
thought she might "grow out" of the notion, hoping her foster parents would inspire her to amore
mundane vocation.

"We need deep and abath," said Alvonne. "We must reach Himberon and contact this Garest Ethrin,
and there are another 150 kiloswords to go. Do you think your friendswill let uslodge for the night? |
have money that Shondal gave meto usein dire need.”

Haliann took abreath. "Y es. But, please, only for one night.”
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"That'sal weneed."

Thetravelersleft Balt through its eastern gate, ensuring people they passed took heed of them. About
two kilometers east of the city they changed direction, bearing circuitoudy around to their true
destination, afarm southwest of Balt.

A middle-aged, dark-haired woman in aplain, gray woolen dress answered their knock on the squat
stone farmhouse's front door. Her face suggested along, hard day, but its expression abruptly
brightened. "Haiann! Isit redly you?Y ouvefinadly come home. How you've grown! Areyou staying

long?"
"Helo, Aunt Hede," Haiann said. "I'm afraid we can only stay for tonight.”

"Oh, well, never mind. | shall make you fed right at home. I'll organize everything. Don't you worry about
athing." She paused in her chatter. "Now: who are these handsome young men?'

Haliann was atrifle embarrassed. "Thisis Alvonne, my cousin -- haf- cousin, actudly. And thisisMikadl,
afriend.”

"Oneismorethan afriend or cousin, perhaps?' the woman suggested, winking. "Anyway, I'm Flede, a
good friend of Haliann's mother. Y ou're welcometo tarry aslong asyou like."

"Thank you," said Alvonnesmply.
Svensson nodded politely.

Flede turned back to Haliann. "1 must call Wonef in, and we can talk about things. | have so much to tell
you. But first: you and the men must have baths. Y ou look terrible. Where have you been?”’

Haliann hesitated a moment. "In the wilderness. It'salong story, so please don't ask.”
Flede accepted this, sensing the girl's reluctance to explain further. Do you need new clothes?’

"Well...yes!" Hdiann replied, reddening. Svensson appreciated her embarrassment. Her crimson robe
was ruined, dashed by sword and undergrowth. Filled with leef litter and twigs, her hair was atangled
mess, and asmear of dirt streaked one cheek.

When it was Svensson's turn to bathe, Flede led him to a hollowed-out stone tub in a bathing and laundry
room at the rear of the farmhouse. They both ladled hot water into it. After laying out afresh set of
clothes, the woman left him done, and the Thermosian stripped off his Terra Novan backpack and
native-look garb -- the metamorphosed climate suit. He altered the suit back into its original plastic cube
form and put it in the drabb-col ored backpack. Settling into the tub, he lay back and shut his eyes, letting
the warmth soak into his body, rinsng away the dirt and cares of the previous couple of days. He
scrubbed himsdf with ablock of primitive sogp. For thefirst timein along time, hefelt truly clean.

Evening dinner wasasimple affair that night, made up of the various products of Wonef and Flede's
farm. Therewas much tak, for Haliann's erstwhile foster family had not seen her in sometime. Staid,
wegther-beaten Wonef said little except to make soft comment every now and then. Hislook- alike sons,
Thilf and Gaber, spoke more, but like their father the boys were somewhat reserved around strangers.
Flede and Haiann more than made up for their reticence, however, by conversang animatedly for along
time until the girl yawned unavoidably.

"Oh dear, I'm sorry,” said Flede. "I rather forgot how tired you looked earlier. The men don't have the
option of deeping in late, 0 perhaps an early bed isagood idea.”



Svensson and Alvonne were given Thilf and Gaber's beds.

"l ingg," Flede said when Alvonne protested. " Thilf and Gaber degp in the barn every chancethey get. |
don' let them do it often, so they won't mind."

Svensson collapsed in exhaustion on the feether bed and lay his head on the fat, fluffy pillow. Even his
persona computer could not keep him going indefinitely. And this exhaustion was partly dueto severe
sress, something hislife had dways been free of -- until the last few subjective weeks, anyway. He
worried about Shondal and Wilfen in the hands of the Tharms; heredlly feared the worst. Histhoughts
swirled for awhile, but the sheer comfort of the bed enticed hisweary mind and body into irresistible
deep.

* %

Though it was only just after sunrise, her husband and sons had aready gone to work in the fieldswhen
Flede had breskfast with Svensson and the others. The woman happily fussed over them, satisfying their
hunger and thirst. Flede's own fare was neglected as aresullt.

When shefindly sat down at the table, Haliann'sformer guardian was silent for amoment. "Areyou
leaving?' she asked findly.

"Well..." Hdianntrailed away, glancing a Alvonne.
Feding uncomfortable, the Nevander shot aquick look at Svensson, who nodded reluctantly.

Hede drooped, but she went on to discuss more pleasant persona matters. She did not seem too
surprised when Alvonne stood up decisively hdf an hour later.

"We must go now," the Nevander announced.

Flede rose to her feet and fiercely hugged Haliann. "M ake sure you come and see me again,” she said,
brushing away afew tears.

"l will," thegirl promised, wiping her own eyes. "l will."

Before they |eft, Flede gave them severa days worth of food and water. Alvonne offered to pay her.
The woman refused vehemently, saying she would not dream of accepting the money.

"Somefood and afew old clothes are nothing!"

Alvonne desisted at this point, fearing he was close to insulting Flede: she had her own well-devel oped
code of ethics.

Svensson had previoudy pondered the concept of money. It was not easy to understand. In hisworld if
you had desired something that was possible to have, you got it -- or you obtained or experienced it in
VR, which was dmost as good. Here...here, it seemed that if one supplied goods or performed services
one was compensated for them, whether by exchange of other goods and services -- which was smple
enough to grasp -- or the dispensing of gold or silver or copper coins -- which was not. He supposed the
coinage might be considered roughly equivaent to an Imperid Citizen'sautomatic daily credit, yet it did
not seem to be equally distributed among the populace. Merchants, for instance, appeared to earn
excessve money by acting asintermediariesto red producers and service-providers. Shonda aso
seemed to have aready supply of currency when compared to other TerraNovans, he had apparently
had no problem purchasing al the accommodation and food the travel ers had required over the last few
weeks. Of course, Svensson himself had received supplementary credit for consenting to employment as
awarrior -- this meant he could acquire superior, though not additional goods and servicesto those



available to the average Citizen -- but he did not think that soldiers were especidly rare or highly prized
on TerraNova. It was something of amystery, though of course, Shondal was no ordinary soldier.

Hede accompanied the travelers dong the short, fenced-off track that led from the farmhouse to the Balt
Road. Closing the gate after them, she waved asthey set out on the last leg of the journey to Himberon.

They were dressed in Eastlander clothes Fede had found for them, even Svensson (his climate suit, in
standard, white body suit form, was underneath the native attire). A few additiona articles of clothing
were carefully folded away in their backpacks. Svensson and Alvonne wore white linen tunicsand pae
gray trousers with broad leather belts. Alvonne retained his green Nevander cloak and dog's-head belt
buckle. The Thermosian sported ablack cloak he enjoyed swirling theatrically for the others benefit.
Haliann's dress was more practical than the robe she had previoudy worn: adark blue cloak, white tunic,
black trousers, and light boots lined with soft fur. On her head she had placed ablack cap with apae
blue feather. There was no concealing her short-sword and dagger, so she had produced aweapon belt
from her backpack and bore them on either hip. Flede had been unable to completely mask her disquiet
at the dght of them but made no comment.

The sky wasfilled with wooly clouds -- tinged with pink for the moment -- which did not seem to
threaten rain (though Svensson was not very experienced at predicting rain and its vagaries). The swiftly
rising sun had not yet begun to heat the earth, and they clutched their cloaks about themsalves. Around
him Svensson beheld flat, neatly fenced farmlands: pastures dotted with sheep, cows or goats, and fields
filled with rows of mature cabbage, |ettuce, pea, or potato plants; and orchards of ripe oranges, lemons,
apples, and other less eadily identified fruits. Occasiondly farmers drove carts past them, heading for
Bdlt. It looked altogether apromising day, a contrast to the nightmarish time spent in Jherdol Tay.

They forded the Cam River that morning. It proved, Svensson realized later, apoint & which they felt an
easing of the menta strain to which they had been subjected. The river was a psychologica barrier
between the travelers and the Tharms who, in dl likelihood, still pursued them. In spite of the openness of
the plain, the Thermaosian found himself in afar camer state of mind during the afternoon.

Just how far the Tharms might be behind the travelers he could not know. But Svensson was certain the
Tharmswould still be out there somewherein pursuit -- unless prevented by a greater force. The
inhabitants of the Central Computer Complex had sent him amessage through the strange forest tribe:
"Beware the Enemy, for it walks and talksin abody not itsown.” It was clear enough: the Enemy could,
in some way, control people on TerraNova. It had to be limited control, due to the psionic shield
between the aliens and the planet, perhgps adream or sublimind suggestion. But it was ill undue
influence, and the Tharms were obvious candidates for such influence. Y et with the river between the
Tharms and him, Svensson knew his anxiety was not as oppressive asit had been.

Thetrio ateits evening med by asmall stream running close to the road, sheltering under aweeping
willow that overhung the brook. They dept with their backs against aboulder the treg's branches draped
over protectively.

* *

Svensson woke only dightly refreshed from apoor night's deep. He blinked gritty eyes, then splashed his
face with the cold waters of the brook. Alvonne and Haliann were sill adeep, and in their dumber they
looked s0 young and vulnerable. The Thermosian felt insecure himsdlf, in this green, green land peopled
with barbarians. He found himsdlf wishing Shondal were present. But the three of them wereisolated in
the wilderness; the Paladin and Wilfen captives -- or victims -- of Tharmish troops. It was up to those
who remained to do what was required -- if they could.

"We must press on to the Andor border,” Alvonne said haf an hour later, asthey shared amed of crusty



bread and cheddar cheese.

Tharms were barred from Andor province under pain of death, the Nevander explained. Svensson was
privately certain, however, the men pursuing them would defy the edict to capture the travelers: the
Tharms had proven extremey persistent thusfar.

Shortly after noon they came to a gate of two wooden poles set horizontally, one above the other, and
attached to opposite steel posts. The gate was atoken barrier, as were the three-meter-high walls that
stretched afew hundred meters or more on either side of the road, for they might easily be breached or
avoided... As Alvonne had explained, amore abstract aspect to the flimsy barrier turned the smple gate
into an imposing obstacle: Tharms and Nulls were not permitted to pass.

A dozen soldiers guarded the Andor provincia border. One, a stern-faced, reddish-brown-haired
legionnaire on ablack horse, opened the gate to the travelers, initially motioning them onward with a
wave of hislance. He started, peering closdly at them. "Take off the hat, girl," he ordered peremptorily.

Startled by the directive, Haliann removed the feathered cap and shook out her long black hair.

Contemplating action, Alvonne shifted dightly, but the legionnaire saw him. "Freeze, man! You'rein no
danger. | am Mordlin. I've recognized Haliann of Kenderlan City. Her father introduced me to her when
she was much younger. And with that hair and those eyes you look so much like him, Hdiann."

Hdiann relaxed visbly, but Alvonne still looked suspicious. "How do we know we can trust you?"

The soldier raised hislance and dismounted. He handed the lance and the reins of his horse to one of the
other legionnaires, then approached the travelers, |eft arm outstretched. On histanned biceps, clearly
discernible, was atattoo of awhite leopard in ablack circle: the Paladin Mark.

Alvonnedumped inrelief. "At lagt," he breathed. "At last. Y our interception of usistimely, Lord
Pdadin.

Morelin smiled faintly. "Lord Shonda sent word to me that he would be coming thisway with his
daughter and afew companions." The Paadin's face hardened. "Whereis Shondal ?*

Alvonne shrugged helplesdy. " Shondd and my brother, Wilfen, were captured by Tharmish soldiersin
Jherdol Tay. We three escaped, making our way here over the last few days. A group of seven or eight
Tharms chased us, but we haven't seen them since we left theforest. Therest ill trail us, | presume. |
have no idea of how far they are behind us, akilosword, ten kiloswords, but I'm sure they would have
tracked us asfar as Balt; it's conceivable they guessed we would head for Himberon from there.”

Mordlin nodded thoughtfully. "Yes, | think you're right. Tharms aren't as stupid as people think.” He
shook himsdlf. "Anyway, let'sseeif | can get you into safe surroundings. Then I'll try to get alook at
these Tharms."

The Paladin led them to the border garrison, which straddled the road afew hundred meters beyond the
border post. He took them through huge, braced iron gates, then past stabled war-horsesand a
courtyard where men engaged in archery practice. He deposited the trio in the garrison's kitchen, where
to Svensson's didtate, afat cook and his assistants prepared apig for roasting.

"These young people will be safein here, will they not?' Mordlin inquired.

"That they will, Master Morellin," replied the cook, brandishing amest cleaver. "Thislittle knife shal ably
protect dl of us"



"That'sgood,” said Mordlin. "Now: | must see afew Tharms about a certain matter.”

The travelerslingered in the kitchen for awhile, watching the cooks as they went about their work. There
seemed no end to the kitchen hands work, whether it was chopping up and otherwise preparing various
fruits and vegetables; sprinkling herbs or pouring sauces on mest; rolling and kneading dough into
assorted shapes, decorating cakes and pastries, emptying and loading wood-fired ovens; or scrubbing
potsand cutlery.

After atime the head cook came over to them. "I know you're bored,” he said. "Go outside and have a
look around.”

"But aren't we supposed to remain here?' Haiann asked politely.

The ruddy-faced man winked extravagantly. "Master Morellin won't know if we don't tell him. Besides,
you're safe enough within thewalls of the garrison town. Y ou have the men of an entire legion around
you."

"That'sfive thousand men!" Haiann exclamed.
The cook winked again. " Certainly enough for one pretty lady!"
Hdiann amiled, blushing.

The border garrison was virtually asmall town. There were gateways in the center of each of thefour,
five-sword-high granite block wallsthat surrounded the garrison, permanently guarded by five men
gpiece. Within the walsthe soldiers of thislegion, the Forty-seventh, and their families could enjoy the
comforts of ared town, for merchants were enterprising enough to come from al over Holmisto sl
them goods.

Garrison towns were located every hundred kiloswords or so along the frontiers of Andor: thistotaled
thirteen legions. Including the four interna Andorian legions, eighty-five thousand soldiers defended the
ruling province of the Holmish Confederation.

A friendly young centurion -- his rank denoted by the red double band on histunic's right deeve -- had
explained the system to the travelers. He broke off conversation and looked beyond Svensson. The
Thermosian turned and saw Morellin beckoning them. The centurion led the way to the Paladin, who
waited in an open courtyard, where a dozen swesting, bare-chested men sparred with meter-long
Staves.

Morelin introduced himself to the centurion. "I am Morelin Falaspin, Third Paladin of King Sdifin. Do
you know where I might find an Archer Centurion”?”'

"Y ou need look no farther, Lord Morélin," said the centurion, reveding the bowstring caluses on the
index and middle fingers of hisright hand. "I am Ralentand Mgholin, Centurion of the Fourth Archer
Century."

"Ahh, good. Centurion, would your men care for some live target practice?"
"l am sure they would, Lord Paadin.”
"Would you gather them?'Y our legion commander told meto take a century for ashort sroll."”

"All right, I'm game," Radlentand declared. He looked about, identifying one of the sparring soldiers.
"Hey! Zindle! Come herel”



The soldier approached. "Yes, sir?" he asked breathlesdly.

"Tell the boysto get ready to march. | want them outside the barracks right now."
"Sir," said Zindle, and he sped away.

"What'sup?' Ralentand asked Mordlin.

"I'll tell you and your men when the century is assembled.” Within haf an hour the men of the Fourth
Archer Century -- each armored in studded, hardened leather and equipped with a short-sword and the
famed Holmish recurved bow -- had gathered outside the garrison's north gate. Arrayed in battle ranks,
they listened as Mordllin spoke:

"Men, welivein quiet times. No one hasinvaded Holmisin ahundred years, and only afew of the
legions have fought in other lands.

"But times are about to change. The Tharms and Nulls have started to mass near their common border.
Our spiessay it isinvason. Within afew years some of you will be veterans, some of you will be dead.
War iscoming.”

There was aloud murmuring from the ranks of the Archer Century. Sobered by Morellin'swords, men
stared at each other.

"Many of you may recognize me asthe Third Paladin. One of my companions, the Seventh Pdadin, and
his nephew have been captured by Tharmish troops.

"The Southlanders seek to question them and extract vauable information. The Tharms methods, you
may be sure, will not be in the prisoners best interests. Asfar asthey are concerned, they are already
at war!

"The Tharms are so arrogant they still advance on Andor to capture the rest of the Seventh Paladin's
party. They will enter Andor itself to further that aim!”

The legionnaires erupted into an outraged roar at Morellin's speech. Svensson was amazed that mere
words could incite such a passionate outburt, but it was clear the bowmen were angry with Tharmsin
generd and Shondd and Wilfen's captorsin particular. "1t ismy proposa,” Mordlin continued when the
century had quieted down, "that the Fourth Archer Century marches on these Tharms. What do you

sy?'
"Yes, PAadin!" cried ahundred voices. "Y es, Paadin!"

Singing songs of war, the soldiers of the century marched northward along the Balt Road. Squeezed into
the center of their five-wide by twenty- long formation were Svensson, Haiann, and Alvonne. Despite
thefrivolity of their songs, it was clear the legionnaires were tense, and many a hand unconsciously
srayed to finger abow or sword. Thefiery disc of the sun descended on their |€ft, sinking below the
dightly undulating horizon. It was, thus, near dark when the century came on the ragged line of the
Tharms and their prisoners.

Pandemonium reigned. The archers sat about encircling the Sharene, while the Southlanders rushed
about, striving to form some sort of defensiveline. Shoutsrang inthe il air, barks of command, query,
threet, and fear. In the confusion asolitary figure detached itself from the band of Tharms and dipped
away into the encroaching darkness.

The Sharene suddenly realized the hopel essness of their circumstances. Sowly, onea atime, the



Tharms dropped their wegpons and allowed themselves to be apprehended. All but onetall, nondescript
fdlow.

"Cowards!" he berated his comrades. He drew asword, for what purpose Svensson could not guess.

A score of bows sang in unison, aterrible, harmonious choir. A rain of arrowsfel on the Sharene, and
the man wilted under the storm.

Later, Svensson did not suppose anyone bothered to count how many arrows struck the man, but he
was certain not one archer who fired missed histarget.

* %

Urgash Waghd was not agambler. Many of his acquai ntances thought he was, confusing cal culated
daring with recklessness. When Waghe made amove, it was with aforethought to an ultimate outcome,
not the immediate result. Thiswas why, when his company wasintercepted by the Holmish century,
Waghdl decided to sted away into the night. It was not adeficiency of courage -- he had plenty of that --
but asmple assessment of theinherent risks: hisfew tired, injured men were no match for afresh archer
century.

"You'rereckless, Waghd," Frol had told him earlier that day. "We're nearing the Andor border, and il
you chase after shadows.”

Frol was afool. He should have known Waghdl better. Who was reckless now? Who drew the
ruby-pommeled sword -- Shondal Argindell's confiscated weapon -- in full view of ahundred
trigger-happy Holmish archers?

Waghd shook his head. There were some good men out there. But they had known the risks and dared
to follow him, anyway. They knew how he played the game: he would willingly sacrifice something small
if it could gain him agreater thing. Still, it was possble they might eventualy be rel eased unharmed: the
Holms were sometimes weak and squeamish about executing enemy spies.

Shondal Arginddl was someone whose activities he had often been very interested in. When the Pdladin
had gone to Nevanderlof and come away with three young men, Waghel had grown curious. After
abortive attempts to take them out in the Warldife Seaand in Glam, he had chosen to follow and capture
Argindel's company instead. He had seized the Paladin and one youth, but the Sharene Captain
suspected that having them all in his possession would be more to his advantage. He was not certain who
was the most Sgnificant member of the Paadin's party, though with Shonda Argindell involved, Waghd
was positive someone was very important. The Tharm was unswervingly loyd to hisKing and country,
and hewas aware of certain instrumentsin the dungeons of the Tharmish capita that could compel a
person to tell what he knew -- even Shondal Argindell.

His ploy had come unstuck: Argindell had escaped from him. But there would be another opportunity, for
Waghel was 4till free himself. Noting that the Holmish archers were starting to scout off the road, the
Sharene reckoned it wastime to leave. He sneaked off into the shadows, dready planning for the next
time he came across Shonda Argindell and company.

CHAPTER 17: THE WEIGHT OF THE CROWN

Escorted by two full dragoon centuries from the Forty-seventh Legion, the reunited travelers journeyed
southward through rolling farmlands to Himberon. The safety of Svensson, it seemed, was suddenly of
paramount importance to the Confederation.

Svensson was fascinated by the act of horse-riding. Never before had he done such athing inred life.
His back ached, hisinner thighs and fingers were raw and chafed. He was sneezing with some sort of
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allergy to horses (his persona computer had also yet to adapt to this new experience), yet he enjoyed
himsdf immensdly. His mount -- abarrel-chested bay gelding with four white socks -- possessed a
persondlity al its own, more than most machines he had come across, even those with in-built
intelligence. He had traveled between the stars at phenomenal speeds, but this experience of riding an
animd, feding the play of its powerful muscles benegth him, was nove and exhilarating. He was not
certain that hewasin tota control of the horse -- it might well bolt with him &t any time -- but in any
event, hewaslikely to have one hdl of aride.

Wilfen rode dongside Svensson. Like the Thermosian, hewas gill learning to ride, and his stylewas
awkward. But the war-horse was trained to respond to any rider, and there was no shortage of
encouragement from the legionnaires.

Svensson asked the dender Nevander about histime in captivity. Wilfen scowled and replied in scant
detall, pretending to be devoting most of his attention to controlling his mount.

Even Shonda refused to elaborate on their experience. "We had arough time of it," hetold the
Thermosian shortly. "Wilfen especidly.”

Svensson gppreciated their point of view. The pair had |ooked totaly run- down when released from the
Tharms subjugation. He had despaired on seeing them, gaunt, fatigued, and thoroughly bruised: a
persona computer would never dlow a Citizen of the Empireto remain in such astate. Eagerly they had
devoured the medl the cooks of the Forty-seventh had prepared for them.

It took three daysto reach Himberon. On the first day the sky was overcast, though fortunately it did not
rain. The second day was marred by drizzle that forced Svensson to huddle in his TerraNovan cloak,
glad he wore the climate suit underneath. The third day wasworse.

Just before noon the heavens unleashed athunderous downpour. Fat raindrops lashed everything in view,
stinging exposed skin and horseflesh. The wind-driven rain battered the armor of the two hundred
legionnaires and their war-horses, and aringing of sted pervaded the air, overwhelming the usua sounds
of soft conversation, jingling harness, and clopping hooves.

Therainfal soon faded away. Everyone was dripping wet, soaked more thoroughly in the downpour than
they had been during the entire previous day.

"Rain isone of alegionnaire's greatest foes," Svensson heard adragoon inform Wilfen,

Hewasrather proud of hisknowledge of Orientd; it was the most difficult thing he had ever learned
without machine aid (hmm, had he not once derided the Terra Novans for learning skillsthat could be
done better by machine?). It helped, he redlized, to hear someone actudly verbadizing when they
transmitted atelepathic signd: it reinforced the correct wordsin his mind. He had discovered the
Argindedlls were the only ones among the barbaric peoples of this planet who could send or receive
psionic messages; happily, it seemed his rapid acquirement of the native tongue would soon enable him to
overcome any communication difficulties.

The procession reached Himberon late in the afternoon of that third day, confronted by the black,
twenty-meter-high ssonewall that encircled the city. The archers atop the wall were nothing more than
tiny silhouettes. The formidable wal both inspired and discouraged: inspired those within its protection,
discouraged those who would seek to breach it.

Therewas alengthy delay in entering Himberon. On naticing the two dragoon centuries, the Himberon
archers had gpparently grown aarmed and summoned ass stance. Shortly afew hundred bowmen lined
the high wall, loaded bows pointed down at the mustered cavarymen. The potentidly explosive Stuation



might readily have been ignited by one wrong move from asingle dragoon. Unnerved by the archers,
Svensson sat perfectly till: an arrow would kill him just as thoroughly and easily as any TerraNovan.

The sounds of shouted commands and queriesreached his ears. The Himberon archersremainedin
place, prepared to fire; the dragoons gathered up reins and placed booted toesin stirrups, ready to
galop to sAfety.

After afew tense minutes the bowmen abruptly lowered their wegpons. someone had recognized the two
Pdadins, Shondal and Moréllin. Svensson let out ahuge sigh of relief. He closed his eyesfor amoment.
With a conscious effort he unlocked his clamped jaw, separating teeth set with strain. A trickle of sweat
ran into hisleft eye, stinging him into action: through alately opened gateway he guided his horse &fter the
dragoonsinto the city.

Himberon was acity of beauty. Shining from regular polishing, many of its buildings were built of
gray-veined white or pink marble. In the richer digtricts of the Holmish capita he observed eaborate
houses -- many-storied towers were especialy popular -- al constructed of the ubiquitous marble. Even
the wide streets and single-story stone or wooden houses of the lower class citizens were proudly
maintained, free of the dirt and stinks found in the other Holmish cities Svensson had visited. He admired
afine bronze statue of the Confederation's founder, King Andor the Greet, atop afluted, clear crystal
column. He marveled at the crowded, mosaic-tiled centra city plaza, where aring of five fountains-- to
symbolize the five provinces of the Holmish Confederation -- jetted water several metersinto theair. He
saw no evidence of hawkers and their shabby, semi-permanent stalls clogging the streets of Himberon.
The shops that were to be beheld traded only in quality merchandise; the proprietors did not hover
outsde their establishments accosting customers: the customers evidently cameto them. He felt out of
place among the silk-robed people -- bureaucrats? -- who hurried about on apparently pressing
business. This, Svensson decided, was acity fit to be the capitd of afairytale kingdom.

Not wanting to miss athing, the Thermosian turned his head thisway and that. Shortly, however, his
attention was completely captivated by what could only be a palace at the end of the broad,
eucaypti-lined avenue down which the dragoon column rode. The pal ace was Situated on anidand in the
middle of the Himberon River, connected to this avenue on the city's north side by an arched stone
bridge, the only bridge connected to Palace Idand.

Gleaming even on thisdull, overcast day, the roya paace was an degant affair constructed of the whitest
of the city's renowned polished marble. Ending in tall, flag-bearing watchtowers, four wings extended
from acentra hub in symmetry, creating four courtyards. Separate buildings were Situated within the
courtyards, housing the palace stables, kennd, granary, smithy, armory, barracks, servants quarters, and
other facilities. Animpressive, thirty- meter-high granite-block wall that took in the entirety of theidand
on which the palace was built, leaving no place on which an enemy might gain afoothold, enclosed the
whole edtate.

The dragoons rode directly towards the Roya Gateway. Paace guards -- who bore a device of five
white crowns on their roya blue tabards -- eyed the approaching legionnaires, and Mordllin halted the
dragoons on the bridge.

"Y ou have well completed your task," hetold the two centurions. " Take your men to the barracks of the
Second Holmish Legion, south of the city. They know you are here and will host your men and stable
your horsestonight.”

The centurions nodded and sduted. They gave their men sharp commands. The travel ers dismounted
from their borrowed horses, dlowing dragoonsto take the reins. Haliann waved to the legionnaires as
they rode away.



From the other side of the Roya Gateway the pa ace guards watched the company, awaiting their next
move with no gpparent enthusiasm.

Shonda and Moréllin approached the iron-barred gate. The Captain of the Guard hailed them. "What
business do you have in advancing on the Roya Gateway of the Paace of the Holmish King, His
Mg ey, King Sdifin the Third of the Holmish Confederation?"

"l am Lord Morellin Falaspin of the First Century of the First Holmish Legion, otherwise known asthe
Third Paladin,” thelegionnairereplied in ritud phrasing. "I cometo spesk with HisMgesty, King Sdifin
the Third. I bring Lord Mikagl Svensson and his protectors, Lord Shonda Argindell, aso known asthe
Seventh Pdadin, and hisfamily."

Svensson had trouble following the exchange, but Haliann trand ated telepathically for him.

The gate into the pal ace grounds was unbarred without further challenge. After passing guards dternately
sduting and calling greetings, the traveling company was ushered into avadt, grassy courtyard. Two
wings extended to either side, the white paace towered over the travelers, but immediately before them
waited a stooped, grizzled man in afine, blue silk robe.

"l am Jharon Hile" heintroduced himsdf in asurprisingly strong voice. "Welcome to the Pdace of the
Holmish King. HisMgesty, King Sdifin, bid meto request your presence at an audience with him. Do
you accept the King'sinvitation?"

"Wedo," Mordlin replied.

"Good!" said Jharon Hile. "That getsthe formalities out of the way. The King will meet with you later
today. For now, | shal escort you to private quarters.”

They followed Jharon Hile across grass dotted with clover, aswell as orange and yellow gazaniaflowers.
Heled them into the palace through an open set of ornately carved, jarrah double doors guarded by a
soldier who raised his pike at their gpproach. Inside they crossed afloor covered with lush carpet --
roya blue and stippled with golden crowns -- and proceeded down atiled corridor flanked with
paintings and tapestries of battles and coronations and sober-faced men and women. At the end of the
passage was abalroom. A set of carpeted stairs on the opposite wall led diagonaly up to awide

bal cony that overhung the polished, red hardwood floor. It was luxury unheard of in the plastic age of the
twenty-fourth century, and Svensson admired the primitive magnificence of it al.

"Try not to scuff the floor too much,” Hile said. "The servantstake prideinit." He winked roguishly to
show what he thought of the servants pedantry.

Handstrailing along the smoothly polished railing, the others followed the chamberlain up the staircase
and onto the balcony. Hile opened a brass- handled door that led deeper into the palace and gestured
them through the portd.

The corridor in which they discovered themsel ves was floored with shiny black tiles and embellished with
alabaster busts of proud, noble people set in severa niches. Torches placed above the a coves burnt
without much smoke, lighting the way.

"The guest rooms are just ashort distance dong here,”" Jharon Hile informed them.

Svensson's room was the second one. He opened the door to aluxurious bedroom. At one end of the
chamber was alarge four-poster bed, veiled by digphanous, yelow silk curtains. Thick, mustard-colored
carpet covered the floor, and in one corner, amid colorful mosaics, was a pink marble bath. A barred



window overlooked a courtyard and the Himberon River beyond.

In surprise Svensson noticed amanservant waiting near the bath. "Hurry now, sir,”" the man urged.
"Y ou're having an audience with the King himself soon.”

Svensson had a bath in scented water and vigoroudy dried himsdlf with an enormous soft towel. The
servant had laid out some clothes for the Thermosian to wear: baggy, white trousers, pae green,
short-deeved tunic, and adark green, velvet-trimmed cloak with a golden, emerald-set clasp.

The atendant ushered Svensson out of the room and back into the passage, where Shonda and Morédllin
waited. They were, hewasintrigued to find, clean yet still armed and armored.

Haliann made agrand entrance, resplendent in awhite, deeveless silk dress and jeweled high-hedled
shoes. A flashing diamond pendant on a fine golden chain hung around her neck. Black gloves sheathed
her hands and dender forearms, and abrass circlet held back her long hair.

"How do | look?" she asked.
"Very nice" Shondd replied warmly.

Alvonne was the next of the othersto appear. He was dressed similarly to Svensson though in blue, with
asapphire clasp on hisborrowed cloak.

"Wdl, well, wdl, who isthis?' asked Shonddl. "' Some prince from aforeign country?'

"l dobelieve" sad Mordlin, peering closdly, "it might be the Lord Alvonne. | could be mistaken, of
course."

"All right, dl right," Alvonne said, asthe Paadins chuckled. "I know | ook sy, but the man ingsted.”
"Not slly, Alvonne. Noble," explained hisuncle. "Theres a difference.”

"Not much."

"Not much!" Shonda agreed with asnort.

Wilfen emerged from his room, looking uncomfortablein hisnew yelow clothes. He was muttering that
yelow wasa"girls color,” much to the amusement of everyone else, when he saw Haliann and abruptly
ran out of words. "Goddess," he said shortly.

Hdiann dropped her eyes and blushed. Svensson smiled to himsdlf; it wasthefirst time he had seen the
girl look flustered.

Jharon Hile resppeared. "HisMgesty isready to receive you," he announced.

The grand throne room of the monarchs of Holmiswasimmense. A high, domed ceiling conssted entirely
of mullioned glass, and there was sufficient light to see by, despite the gray skieswithout. The floor
aternated between squares of veined pink marble and mosaics depicting scenes of Holmish history. On
onewall was atapestry of the Holmish flag: five, white ylized crowns arranged in acircle on aroya
blue background. Pennants and banners, ancient ones frayed and faded, others newer and il vividly
colored, adorned the other walls, alongside assorted primitive weapons of varying kind, age, and
condition. Overlooking al, on a stepped dai's, was an ornate throne sculpted from asingle aquamarine
crystd, itsarm rests fashioned in the likeness of alion's paws.

They crossed the floor and paused at adoor discreetly concealed by blue drapes behind the massive



throne. Two palace guards awaited them. Without speaking, the guards swept the drapes aside and
pounded on the door, and there came the sound of unbolting from the other side. A third guard waited in
the opening doorway, beckoning Jharon Hile and his charges to enter. Beyond the door was asmply
furnished room, lit by asmall window high on theright-sdewall. A man awaited them, seated behind a
circular, polished jarrah table.

King Sdifin the Third of the Holmish Confederation was a thin young man of solemn demeanor. Hishair
was bright red, his skin pale, and his eyes adisconcerting, nearly colorless blue. Hewas dressed in plain
though finely tailored clothing: aroyd blue satin and velvet cloak, white silk shirt, and black leather
breeches and boots. He st rigidly atop a carved wooden chair padded with blue velvet, and a golden,
gem-encrusted -- five thumib-nail-sized sapphires amid smaler diamonds -- though not especidly
ogtentatious crown rested on his head. Nodding gravely as hisaudience paid him tribute, he invited them
to St in the other seats arranged around the table.

"Thank you, my Third Paladin and Lord Jharon: you have well discharged your duties.” He spoke softly,
without any obvious enthusiasm.

Helooked at Shondd. "And thank you, Seventh Paladin. Y our escort of our vigtor was an important

The King turned to the other travelers. "Welcome, Alvonne. Welcome, Wilfen. And welcome aso,
Haliann. | hope you enjoy your sojournin my palace.”

The three young cousins nodded respectfully. "Y our Mgesty," they said, uncomfortable.

"You, too?" asked Sdifin, asif he dready knew the answer to an unvoiced question. "I am an ordinary
man, yet people are uneasy in my presence. Even my own brothers avoid me much of thetime. All
because of thisring of gold." He rapped his crown with hisknuckles.

The meancholic monarch switched his gaze to Svensson. "Welcometo TerraNova, Skylord. Perhaps
you arejust the person | seek. My rank would mean naught to you.”

Svensson dipped his head in an awkward bow. "Grestings, Y our Mgesty. | am pleased to be herein
your country.”

King Sdifin smiled dightly. "1 am sure, Skylord," he said, "we could find you apostion in the Pdacein
some sort of advisory capacity.”

"l am sure you could," Svensson agreed dryly. "But | must decline.”

"Itisunfortunate,” sighed the King regretfully. "War comes. | am ready for it. | am ready to chalengethe
Western Alliance for supremacy in TerraNova We can co-exist no longer.”

"I think you could,”" Svensson muttered.
"No. There has been dispute for too long."

Svensson gppeared immutable, and Salifin sighed again. He stared at the Thermosian for severd
seconds, ameasuring stare. At last the King seemed to sense the resolution in Svensson. ™Y ou will not
help us?'

"Y our beattles are not mineto fight. | have...other important mattersto which | must attend.” Svensson's
determination to do what he must had returned, if temporarily and dispassionately, and he would not be
turned aside in his purpose, his quest -- not to help wage barbaric warfare, anyway.



"Why areyou here on TerraNova?' inquired King Sdifin. "To where do you wish to go?"
"l have aplace | must visit in the North. | am here...to do the will of the Goddess."

"All right,” the King said, accepting Svensson's stand. He looked at Shondal ruefully. "When | received
word you had a Skylord with you, | naturaly thought... well, | thought he might be beneficid to Holmisin
someway." Heturned his attention back to Svensson. "Are you alowed to take anyone with you?"

"Yes. | will need guidesin the North. But no morethan five."

"Done!" cried Sdifin. ™Y ou will have five of my Paadins. | can provide no lessfor so digtinguished a
vigtor."

"Yes...no...l annot sure.” The Thermosian clutched hishead, hismind suddenly roiling in confusion. He
remembered the dreams of the Argindells, the dreams sent by the "Goddess." Should he do what thosein
the Centra Computer Complex apparently wanted and take the twins? The Complex's inhabitants
seemed to see aneed for the Nevanders presence, though Svensson could not think why. But it was the
way to go, he decided. It would be on their headsiif things went amiss. "Please," he said to Sdlifin, "would
you let me pick the five?'

The King shrugged. "If you so desire.”
"l would likethe Arginddlsto comewith me. That is, if they wish to come.”

Haliann and Wilfen gaped at him in surprise. Alvonne grinned openly, and even Shonda smirked, despite
his earlier opposition to the young peopl€'s continuation of the quest.

Pursing hislips, the Holmish King scrutinized the Arginddl family. "It isup to you, Shondd and family.
Two of you | could not thwart, because you are Nevanders. Shondd, | would have chosen, asheis
acquainted with Lord Mikagl Svensson." He stared directly at Haliann. "It isyou, Hdiann, | am
concerned about. Isit wisefor you to travel in dangerous foreign lands, do you think?"

"l...I'm not sure," the girl began, momentarily lost for words. She stared at her gloved hands for afew
moments, then looked back at the King. "But it isin Holmiswhere | have been endangered,” she
continued findly. "And I'm not going to be separated from my father just yet, Y our Mgesty.”

'Or Wilfen," Svensson thought. He had noticed one or two significant glances at the Nevander by the
Holmish girl. And viceversa

"So beit!" declared the King. "I am sure you would be safest with Lord Shonda, anyway.” He looked to
the others. "What are your decisons?'

"l will go," said Shondd without hesitation.
"Me, too!" put in Alvonne, green eyesglinting.
"l wouldn't missthis™ Wilfen agreed.

"Thenitissettled,” announced King Sdifin. "And your fifth, Lord Mikad Svensson: whom will you
have?"

"Shonda has told me of Garest Ethrin. | baieve he knows the Northlands."

"Good choice." The King beckoned one of the guards. ""Chadge: please summon Lord Garest Ethrin.”



The Pdadin arrived within minutes. He was abig man, only dightly shorter than Shonda. Hishair was
bleached blond and closely cropped. Hazel eyes shone out of hisrugged, darkly tanned face. Histabard
bore a device of agrass green tree silhouette on awhite background. He bowed to King Salifin. ™Y our
Magesty," herumbled in abassvoice. "Y ou summoned me?!

"l did. Lord Mikael Svensson, friend of the Confederation, has requested aman to guide him through the
northern deserts. Will you take this charge?'

Garest Ethrin did not hesitate. "'l will."

CHAPTER 18: THEUNTAMED SEA

The Third Holmish Legion's Fourth and Seventh Dragoon Centuries escorted the questersto the border
of the province of Andor. From there two centuries of the Thirty-eighth accompanied them on the
150-kilosword march to the city of Narden. After aday'srest, men from Narden's Seventeenth Legion
guarded the travelers on the 270-kilosword journey to the port of Bramdan.

In spite of the frequent changes of escort, one man remained steadfastly at their Sde, determinedly riding
asapersona bodyguard. He was the newly adopted member of the company, the Tenth Paladin, Garest
Ethrin.

Garest took histask serioudy, ensuring they dept in a safe place each night by scouring the countryside
before dlowing them to settle. He remained an enigma, for he seldom spoke, even when spoken to: when
possible, he answered with anod or shake of his head.

On the afternoon of the twelfth day of the expedition they neared Bramdan. Haliann smelt a curious scent
from akilosword or two out of the port; aquiet inquiry to her father revealed the odor to be that of the
ocean, something she had never seen. Wilfen and Alvonne, by contrast, had dwelt near the seafor most
of their lives, and the girl sensed an improvement in their respective moods the closer they cameto the
coast.

They were accommodated that night in the garrison of the Thirty-second Legion, sobered by Garest's
announcement that in the morning a ship would be waiting to carry them north to the Barbarian Lands.
The trek to the Goddess's Oracle would begin in earnest.

Haliann squatted before the fireplace in the barracks where the travelers were billeted. The otherstarried
inthe garrison's dining hall; she had come here doneto think.

After much prompting -- he was an extremely laconic character -- Garest had told her that the Oracle lay
deep in the Barbarian Lands, hidden from casual view in the rugged Angart Hills,

Haliann recalled the Tharmswho had pursued her company to Himberon. Would the Sharene abandon
the chase now that some of their number had been put off the trail”? Could they find the questers again®?
And what about the Barbarians. would they |et the sextet trespassin their territory? Her mind was
obsessed with unanswerable questions.

It would not be an easy quest; she knew that. But she believed her companions were up to the task: she
thought everyone e se had sufficient measures of physica or menta strength. She was not sure her unique
training in the House of Orphaned Women had adequately prepared her for aquest of this nature.

However, shewould follow Wilfen wherever he ventured. She pictured his serious face, with its soft,
gray-green eyes. Of course, those eyes were black with bruising at the moment, the legacy of theinjury
to hisnow dightly twisted nose. But it was still anoble and handsome face -- in Haliann's eyes, anyway.

* *
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The two Pdadins roused the others before dawn. Y awning and shivering in the cold, the company made
itsway to the Bramdan docks. The city was fog-bound, but the dight brightening of the eastern sky lit
their path, casting faint shadows behind them. The streets were desolate, and they reached the harbor
apparently unobserved. Shonda halted them at the end of ajetty that extended along way out into the
water; itsend waslogt infog.

"Alvonne and | will find out if our boat'swaiting,” Shondal said. "Asfor therest of you: stay here.”
The other four nodded.

"And keep your sword a hand,” the Seventh Paladin added to Garest Ethrin. "Tharms aren't unknown in
Smares province. Neither are Nulls, for that matter.”

Garest nodded firmly. His companions had experienced sufficient of the behavior of Tharms abroad, and
50 they gathered closdly behind the Paladin.

Nosewrinkling at thefishy stink that hovered over the docks, Wilfen waited tensely, peering through the
shifting gray plumes of fog, aert for anything out of the ordinary.

Shondal and Alvonne returned within minutes. They reported that the anticipated longboat awaited the
questers. Wilfen relaxed afraction.

No one spoke, asthey al stepped into the longboat. Two sailors dready in the boat lightly dipped oars
into the date waves and swiftly but silently rowed towards an anchored ship.

The Captain of the Trident assured them of their safety. "Ain't anything, man-made or naturd, that can
snk my boat," he declared. "Barbarians have tried: they couldn't. Even the big storms off the south coast
do nothing but fill sailsand water barrels. And don't worry about the Barbarians. As| said: they cant
sink us; and werre going to land on aquiet part of their coastline.”

* %

Westward the low, level, yellow-green coast of Camfolar rose margindly above the ocean. But in every
other direction sun-flecked indigo water tumbled and tossed, unbroken by land.

Wilfen and Haliann crouched among coils of ropein the prow of the Trident, each resting ahand on the
deck railing. Though their eyeswere frequently dazzled, they neverthel ess relished the spectacle of the
sun glittering off the restless surface of the Endless Ocean. Asthe ship crashed through the waves,
dampening them with sdty spray, they watched the Trident'sram, trailing foamy water, risng clear of the
sea. Wilfen concentrated on keeping his stomach settled, so that he could remain with Haliann. The girl
was stunned by the experience: how she adored the seal

A diff breezeinflated Trident's mainsail, propdling the ship on its northward voyage. So far the wind had
howled rdentlesdy. The wind had not delivered the ssorm it promised, though ashort shower had falen
around noon on the first day out of port. Today, the third day of the voyage, was warm and sunny, rain
seemingly out of the question.

Wilfen consdered himself reasonably secure. The Sharene who had pursued his company were captive
in Andor, their fate uncertain. He was hundreds of kiloswords from Tharm and headed farther away.
The Trident was nearly two kiloswords from shore, far beyond the range of Tharmish eyes or arrows.

Y et he was forced to remind himself his Stuation was far from completely safe. For one thing, though it
was traversed by people, the seawas not under human control: besides violent ssorms capable of sinking
even the largest of ships, the ocean was known to be frequented by huge creatures, which had been



sighted close to shore on occasion.

And the possibility of attack by other ships could not be dismissed. The evidence was before Wilfen: the
three-pronged ram that had given the ship its name was dented and scored, proving it had seen usefor its
intended purpose. The massive stedl points reminded the Nevander of theintrinsic hazards of seatrave:
he could well imagine the effect of asimilar ram triking the Trident amidships.

But Wilfen shook aside negative thoughts, appreciating the time spent with his cousin.

During themorning the Trident had passed the point where the border between the provinces of Smares
and Camfolar reached the coast. The warship sailed north at more than five kiloswords each hour. Wilfen
wasin no hurry to reach the Barbarian Lands, however, and indeed, the ship progressed much too
briskly for hisliking.

By the end of the day they had thoroughly explored Trident. The warship, atrireme, was about forty
swords long and eight swordsin beam. Situated below deck, oarsmen sat on benches arranged in three
distinct levds, fifty men worked the cars for most of thetime, but atotal of 150 could be caled onif
needed. Marine soldiers were housed in the forecastle, just behind the prow. In the ship'swaist were the
quarters of off-duty sailors and rowers. The Captain, officers, and steersman resided in the stern castle.
Guided from the high castle before the poop, two long oars steered the Trident. In the center of the
deck, just before the steersman's post, the mainmast housed awhite sail emblazoned with ablack stylized
trident.

Wilfen and Hdiann found Alvonne in the twins cabin, polishing a short- sword he had acquired from
somewhere. The younger Nevander studied the pair closely asthey conversed with him, and hiseyes
widened in sudden comprehension when they |eft together.

The cousins could find neither the Paladins nor the Skylord. Alvonne had not seen them, either, even at
meal times. Wilfen could only guess that they were making plans somewhere, perhapsin the officers high
cadtle.

* *

Scudding clouds fled across the night sky, further diluting the dready weak light of the moon. Alone,
Haliann leant on therailing in the prow of the ship (Wilfen had long since given up fighting his nauseaand
returned to the cabin he shared with Alvonne), unable to see much farther than the end of Trident's ram.

The warship was now aday nearer the Barbarian Lands and Goddess knew what hazards that lurked
there. A sailor had shown Haiann amap of the route Holmish shipsfollowed up the eastern coast of
TerraNova. If the Trident progressed at the same rate, the ship would reach the Barbarians southeast
shore a some time on the sixth day out of Bramdan.

Haliann was beginning to dread the quest. From what she had heard, the Barbarian Lands were harsh
territory that had bred the tough people who inhabited them: not a place for the half-hearted quester like
hersdf. 'l must strengthen my resolve,’ the girl told hersdf fiercely.

Something registered itsdlf at the very limit of her night vison. She squinted eastward, straining to make
out what had caught her eye. There! Wasthat...? Yes! A black shape, dightly darker than the sky at the
horizon, appeared to be off Trident'sright Sde; the starboard side, she corrected herself.

'What isit? she wondered, peering up towards the top of the mast where the ship's lookout was posted.
The sailor abruptly Sumped in aheap even as her eyes focussed on him. On the forecastle roof, ten
swords away from her position, stood another sailor, a crossbow in his hands. As she watched, the
crossbower put down the wegpon and picked up alit lantern, which he proceeded to swing vigorousy



back and forth; aradiant orange arc, like afiery smile, assailed her eyes.

'Oh, Goddess!' she thought. 'He shot the lookout!" Haliann's teeth clicked together in panic. Her heart
fluttered against a suddenly congtricting chest. Then her thoughts cleared suddenly, enabling her to
decipher the confusing events: the dark shape was another ship, which approached the Trident in Sedth;
atraitor had shot the lookout and waved alantern to guide the stealthy ship. It dl added up to an
attempted surprise attack.

She grew angry. What could she do? She looked around, and her eyes came to rest on a brass bell that
hung from aringbolt sticking out of one of the railing posts. She reached over and furioudy shook the

clapper.
"Ship to starboard! Ship to starboard!" she shouted. "Traitor! Enemy ship!”

There were answering shouts from sailors at nearby posts: they had spied the approaching ship and were
raising thedarm. Out of the corner of her eye, Haliann saw marines beginning to pour out of the
forecastle. Someone hafway up the mast lit abull's-eye lantern, and a strong, steedy light was projected
on the girl and the seabeyond. Haliann redlized her error of remaining in the open when she discerned the
slhouette of thetraitor aming his crosshow at her. After flinging his lantern into the sea, he had picked up
the weapon. He had loaded it too quickly. There was no time for her to move...

Luck was on her sde: thetraitor had only partly wound the mechanism that drew back the bowstring,
and the bolt had little vel ocity and fell short. The assassin was not daunted, however, for he swiftly
whipped aknife from abelt-sheath and cast it with an efficient, practiced flick of thewrit. Fortune
continued to favor her cause, asthetraitor stood off-center on the forecastle roof, and the lantern light
behind and above him made the black-handled knife stand out in stark contrast.

Things seemed to go into dow motion. Frozen in fearful fascination, Haliann watched asthetraitor'sknife
tumbled down at her. To her everlasting surprise, she felt learned reflexes taking control. Her eyes
tracked the path of the knife. Hands came together. Her mind analyzed the dagger's arc, then she
lowered her hands dightly to theleft, fingers bent and downcast, pams directed at the knife. The sted
point dammed into her |eft hand, and she gave at the impact, absorbing some of the momentum with her
right hand and deflecting the point farther away from her vulnerable torso. The fingers of her right hand
ingtinctively curled around the knifé's handle, even asfierce, burning pain lanced through her pierced left
hand. But she had literaly caught the knife!

Almost without thinking, the girl briefly tested the knifeé's balance, then hurled it straight back at the traitor.
Long hours of training meant that it was an inginctive act. She had aknifein her hand and an enemy
threatening her: it was an automatic reaction to cast the man's wegpon back at him. Aware her throw had
been lethally accurate, Haliann staggered across the oakum- striped deck, cradling her wounded hand to
her chest, only vaguely conscious of thetraitor pitching off the other Side of the forecastle roof, the knife's
black handle protruding from his neck.

The girl found hersdf hugging the ship's starboard-side railing, panting with fear and sickness; below her,
she discerned the pale Strips of Trident's oars swiftly rising and dipping in unison, asthe oarsmen toiled
to gain maneuvering speed. 'I've killed someone," she thought. And she had done it without deliberation,
without forethought. It did not matter that the fellow had been traitorous, had perhaps deserved to die.
She had been the one who had passed judgement and administered the punishment; she had been the
onewho had killed him. Sheleant over therailing and vomited convulsvely over the circulating oars,
retching long after she had emptied her ssomach. Finally she stopped, breathing deeply to regain her
breath.



"You dl right, miss?' asked apassng, wild-eyed sailor.

"Yes, yes" shereplied faintly, wiping her mouth. He nodded absently and hurried away, bare feet
dapping on the deck. Haiann suddenly redlized her left hand dripped blood, and it Sung anew. 'By the
Goddess,' she thought. She tore astrip from her tunic deeve and wrapped it tightly about the wounded
pam. Feding rather sorry for hersdf, she stood idly for amoment.

Around her sailors and soldiers rushed about, and she recalled the stealthy ship. 'Put your fedings aside,’
shetold hersdlf. '| must watch this The outcome of this sea baitle was likely to be indicative of her
future, greatly indicative of whether shelived...or did not.

After ensuring no one paid especid attention to her (they were sure to thwart her), Haliann clambered
onto the forecastle roof. She lay on her stomach, chin propped up on clasped hands, and watched the
Trident go to battle.

The enemy ship advanced into the lucid, orange-yellow illumination of the many lanternsthat had been
mounted dl over the Trident. It wasagaley, rows of oarsreadily perceived, perhaps propelled by dave
rowers; the beat of adrum and the crack of whips carried clearly acrossthe water. Sheimagined the
daves, chained to their benches below decks, exerting their bodiesto the limit for fear of the lash.
Straining her eyes, Haliann could just make out the flag that fluttered from the ship's mast: it wasthe Fist
of Tharm. An eye, but aparody of one, adorned the sail, blood-red and evil. The name of the ship was
below the eye: Bloody Cutlass.

Impdled by wind and whip, the Bloody Cutlass sped towards Trident. The Tharmish vessel's colossd
ram grew gpparent to Haliann's eye, flame-tinted black and pointed like astiletto. The girl heard the
harsh voice of burly Captain Themer, roaring for the steersman to bear to starboard. Trident responded
duggishly; not quickly enough. The Captain had redized collison wasinevitable and guided hiswarship
soitsport anti-ram might block Bloody Cutlass'sram while Trident's own ram struck home.,

Both ships had two anti-rams projecting from their prows, located on either side of the centrally
positioned rams. An anti-ram was a heavily braced circular piece of thick, concave stedl asword across,
it was designed to stop or dow the penetration of aram.

There were minute deviations of course, as the captains of both ships strove to accurately position ram
and anti-ram. Haliann saw the black point of Bloody Cutlass close, apparently about to smash ahole
through aplaceto theright of Trident's port anti-ram. At the last instant the Holmish warship lurched to
gtarboard. Noting neither ship had quite placed its anti-rams, the girl tensed in anticipation of the impact.

Bloody Cutlass's ram struck Trident's port anti-ram with a screech of meta. The air was rent with the
sound of stressed stedl astheright tine of Trident's three-pronged ram hit Bloody Cutlass's port
anti-ram. For an eternal instant the two warships pressed against each other, kept apart by the
precarioudy positioned rams.

But awarship was an exceedingly heavy thing, and not even the strong sted! of the anti-rams could
withstand two ships colliding virtualy head-on. With ear-splitting screams, the rams bypassed the
anti-rams. the filetto of Bloody Cutlass broke away stedl several inchesthick from the corner of Trident
'santi-ram, skewing the Holmish ship afraction, and struck the hull; smultaneoudy the right prong of
Trident'sram shattered with aresounding metallic crack, and the remaining two tines smashed into
Bloody Cutlass, dashing inits hull, effortlesdy splintering wood as the main shaft crashed through. The
shock of impact flung screaming men from the rigging of both shipsinto the sea.or onto deck planking.
With the sound of snapping stedl and cracking wood, the two warships came together and findly halted

perhaps five swords gpart.



Earsringing, Haliann watched asthe rowers of Bloody Cutlass started to back-paddle, churning the
fire-lit waters. They endeavored to withdraw the Tharmish ship in preparation for another strike. But the
soldiers aboard Trident had foreseen this. A half-dozen of them produced a boarding raven -- severa
thick logsbound in iron in araft-like fashion -- the near end of which they chained to asted post
purposefully located in the prow. Already attached to the other end of the raven was another short length
of chain: this chain was ringbolted to aweighted, beak-like hook. The Holmish marines upended the
raven, then heaved it over so that it descended on the enemy warship like abird of prey, smashing
through therailing of both ships, and dug its pointed hook into the deck of Bloody Cutlass.

A cry of dismay arose from the Tharmish vessdl. When aboarding raven successfully struck aship, it
prevented the vessdl from withdrawing and created a bridge over which soldiers could cross onto the
enemy's deck. The Trident did not have afull complement of soldiers, but they were Holmish marines,
trained to fight at sea.

It would be afierce battle. The Holms opponents were mostly Tharmish marines, and each of them
would fight to the death: Tharmish warriors often faced crud torture and execution if they lost abattle.

While the raven was securdly attached to the Bloody Cutlass's deck -- marines hammered down
double-pointed, horse-shoe-shaped iron bars around and between itsindividua logs-- Trident'ssailors
rained crossbow bolts on the Tharms. The Southlanders shot back without discipline. The Holms picked
out targets with scant fear of being shot themselves. Soon the enemy ceased to fire back; instead they
kept their heads down.

With the accuracy of the covering crossbow fire, the Bloody Cutlass's soldiers could not attempt to
board Trident. They waited behind cover on their own deck as, under the aegis of fizzing bolts, Holmish
marines -- bearing cutlasses and armored with studded, toughened lesther -- stormed over the
drawbridge created by the boarding raven. With loud battle cries the men leapt down and attacked a
formation of Tharms, and a chaotic meee, involving perhaps a hundred men dtogether, erupted in the
bow of Bloody Cutlass.

Haliann lost the direction of the fight in the resultant dazzling assault on the senses: cacophonous
screaming, clashing sted, crackling flames, pounding footsteps, splashing oars, hissing bolts, choking
smoke, burning ail, shuddering deck. Fire arrows roared over her head in ether direction, starting mad
scrambles aboard both ships to put out blazes that the arrows ignited. Sailors relayed buckets of water
and sand to where they were required, even up into the sails. The girl had no way of telling whom
prevailed in the battle overdl, merdly able to judge whom was victorious in any number of minor
skirmishes. The deck was soon dippery with blood, and men started to lose their footing on the dick
wood. Several times Haiann hid her eyes or covered her earsto shield her senses, glad distance and
darkness and smoke obscured most of the gruesome details.

It was clear, after atime, that the Holms were being driven back towards Trident. Ther initid thrust hed
weakened and was now being turned back by the Bloody Cutlass's superior numbers. It seemed to a
despairing Haliann that the battle waslogt.

But aconcentrated volley of crossbow fire cleared Tharmish sailors from the rigging of Bloody Cutlass,
and itsmainsail began to burn unchecked. Other fires started up at various places on the Tharmish
warship, and the tide of the battle abruptly changed direction.

The Tharms formations were cloven into smal, isolated pockets that could be attacked one by one. The
Southlanders fought on fiercely but againgt increasingly greater odds. Their numbers dwindled, but they
would not surrender and were daughtered to a man.



The Captain of the Bloody Cutlass choseto fal on his sword rather than face the disgrace of being
captured.

CHAPTER 19: CONSCIENCE

Having been previoudy occupied with the grievoudy wounded, it was sometime after the battle when
the Trident's heder briefly examined Hdiann'sinjured hand. He bandaged the injury, stressing there was
little more he could do. There was damage to the tendonsin the pam, he explained, but the extent to
which they had been affected could not yet be gauged. The hedler madeit plain that it wasimportant for
Haliann not to use her hand until it had healed, reinforcing the point by splinting her fingers so she could
not move them.

After availing hersalf of some breakfast -- beef stew, cheese, and fruit juice -- prepared by the Trident's
cook, Haliann returned to her assigned cabin. There shetidied hersalf up as best she could: a
sponge-bath in salty water; ascrubbing of teeth with abrush of pig bristles designed for the task; afierce
brushing of wind-tangled hair; then achangeinto her remaining set of traveling garments.

Using asilver hand-mirror she kept in her backpack, Haliann contemplated her appearance. " Goddess, |
dill look amess," she said doud, vainly trying to flatten her frizzy hair. She decided to don her feathered
beret. "It doesn't do much for the red eyes, but it will haveto do," shetold herself. "Hell have to accept

meas| am."

Striding purposefully from the cabin, displaying self-assurance she did not genuindly fed, Haliann went
hunting for Wilfen. She found him donein his cabin (Alvonne had departed in search of some breskfast).
Wilfen had recovered from his bout of seas ckness and wel comed receiving someone with whom he
could discuss the battle. Hands on knees and feet placed on the deck, he sat up on the blanketsin his
pallet bed, eyes on asuddenly sdlf- conscious Haliann.

She sat opposite him on Alvonne's bed (which, like al furniture aboard the ship, was bolted to the deck
to stop it diding about in high seas) and related what had transpired during the night, lightly passing over
particulars of casualties and horrific sights she had observed. She told Wilfen how she had raised the
adarm but did not mention whom had dain the traitor.

"You werevery brave," he said admiringly.
"Oh, not redlly," shereplied, blushing. "Y ou'd have done the sameif you were there."

Haliann was pleased, however, by the praise and found hersdlf leaning towards Wilfen. He froze, but she
ascribed it to shyness. It had better be shyness,' she thought fiercely. And she kissed him spontaneoudly,
full onthelips.

It was Wilfen'sturn to blush. "I liked that," he said after apause. "l...like you, Hdiann."

"Good!" shesaid. "I don't give out kissesto just anyone." With awink, she added, "Only to peoplel like
agreat ded!"

"| thought it was Alvonne you favored,” he admitted. "All the girlslike Alvonne. Back homein Mardine,
anywey."

"I can understland why," Hdiann said. "Alvonneisfun. He seemsto be someone with whom you would
haveagood time."

"Thankd" Wilfen exdlamed, smiling.

"Oh, no!" putinthegirl. "Don't bedlly. I like you. Y ou're more serious. And more...emotional
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and...sendtive, | think."

Wilfen had asilly sort of smile on hisface. There was no telling what notions he was having, so she
decided to change the subject. "The Tharms do not tolerate failure from their people.”

Wilfen shook himsdf. "It'sabizarre affair,” he sad. "That man killing himsdif."

"| suppose he feared worse treatment. There were many other men who died, including some of our
own."

"Yes," Wilfen said soberly. " Some have made the ultimate sacrifice for their nation.”

"There can be no doubt," Haliann declared, "the Tharms consider themsalves at war with the Eastern
Alliance. There was no attempt to conceal the ship'sorigin.”

The girl told her cousin about what had occurred subsequent to the battle. The Barbarian daveswho,
shackled to benches and dressed only in loincloths, had rowed the Tharmish ship had been taken aboard
Trident. Captain Themer insisted they be chained below decks, but the Barbarians were not reluctant to
be locked up again: they were eated to be free of the Tharmish whips. When the blazing Bloody Cutlass
had been cleared of daves, it was dlowed to drift free, presumably to burn down to the waterline.
Trident, Haliann concluded, would reach the coast of the Barbarian Landsin two days time.

After another kiss, onethat lingered, she left Wilfen in his cabin, adreamy expresson on hisface. 'Let
him dream,’ she thought. ‘Hell find out whom isin charge, soon enough.’

She came across her father in the stern of the ship. He was watching the foamy, v-shaped wake that
trailed Trident's passage across the surface of the Endless Ocean. The Paladin smiled, then frowned at
the sight of her bandaged hand, but she assured him it was aready on the mend.

"They found asailor with aknifein histhroat near the forecastle, you know," Shondd said, ostensibly idly
glancing out over the choppy waves.

"Oh?' said Hdiann, suddenly nervous.

"Yes. Apparently he was the one who had killed the lookout. A few of the crew had been wary if not
sugpicious of him for awhile. He kept to himsdf, which isunusua on aship.”

"What about him?"

Shondd smiled dightly, still gazing out over the waves. "It'sastrange thing. It was one of hisown knives
gticking out of hisneck. Most of the men had seen him with them: black-handled things. The men couldn't
work out why he had them. They were too light for most shipboard activities." The Paadin's mouth
twisted quirkily. "That's because they were throwing knives."

"Why are you telling me about this?* asked Haliann defensively.

"The sailors who were on duty nearby report that they heard ayoung boy -- a cabin boy, they thought --
ydling before the attack. This cabin boy apparently warned them about the gpproaching Tharmish ship.”

"S)?'

"Widll, | bieve they might have been mistaken. They thought ayouth called, because the voice wasn't
deep likeaman's. However, it could a so have been a woman's voice they heard." Shondd turned to
look at Haliann then, shrewd eyes drilling into her.



His daughter sighed suddenly. "1t was me," she confessed. "'l was Sitting in the prow when | noticed a
dark shape out on the water. | saw the lookout faling and a man with alantern. then | suddenly redized
what was happening. | ran for the ship'saarm bell and shouted awarning.”

"That ishow it wastold to me," agreed Shondal. "What | couldn't establish waswhom had killed this
Garvick -- thetraitor -- because none of the men on duty had doneit. They didn't discover hisbody until
after the battle. Near Garvick they found a crossbow and aquiver full of bolts similar to the one sticking
out of the lookout's body. They also found another crossbow bolt in the prow of the boat.”

Trying to stop tears running from her eyes, Haiann was blinking rapidly.

"Have you got something to tell me?" Shondal asked gently. He regarded her with a degree of
compassion, and she suddenly felt a peculiar sensation: strong, subbled jaw notwithstanding, the familiar
blue eyes and long black hair before her made it suddenly seem asif shelooked at hersdlf... Then she
perceived the fine wrinkles around the eyes, the odd thread of silver in the hair, and the spell was broken,
and once again it was her father watching her.

She swalowed. "Yes, Father," shereplied inatiny voice. "It wasme. | killed him."

Shondd shifted closer to her, patting her shoulder avkwardly. "I guessed it was," he admitted. "Itisa
painful thing to live with, killing someone. It took mealong timeto get over my firs."

"Oh, Father, I'm beside myself with worry and fear and sickness. What have | become?’

"You'redtill yoursdf. You did what you did for areason. A good reason. Thereisno shamein defending
yoursdlf or others. Many peoplekill for amuch lesser reason.”

"Am| introuble?!
"No. Infact, | think the King would award you amedal."
She cringed. "Oh, no. That would be terrible. Can't we keep this a secret somehow?"

Shonda nodded. "Of course. It will remain amystery." The girl Sghed. "It's such aheavy load on my
mind."

"That's to be expected. Y ou'll be wrestling with your conscience for along time. It's one of the reasons|
warned you againgt going into your mother's line of work. It had to happen a some stage. It's come
sooner than | expected, though." He smiled encouragingly. "It'll make you rethink your opinions of
yourself. It might stop you from ever killing again. Whatever you do, this has changed you, perhaps for
the better. Think about it, but don't brood. | can't offer you anything else. Some people try acohoal, but |
think it just postponesthe pain.”

"Thanks," said Haiann, smiling through her tears. She hugged him fiercely. "1 think | need to be left done

Shonda nodded in acquiescence. "Tak to me any time you fed the need.”

* %

On the afternoon of the second day after the battle, Trident's marines released some of the Barbarians
from their chains. Watched closdly, the muscular former daves hel ped row the warship. The Barbarians
made no trouble, however, even worked hard at their task. They were happy to aid the Holms, whom
they referred to astheir "rescuers' rather than captors.



Trident waswell advanced on its voyage up the coast of Arndlund, the ship's navigator explained to
Wilfen that evening. The night before the ship had rounded Cape Estron and passed The Mouth, into
which the mighty Milwarn River discharged itswaters. At that very moment, however, they were closeto
the mouth of the Livenine River. Early the following morning the Trident's longboat would be ableto land
the questers on the Barbarians southeastern coast.

Night passed, and shortly after dawn the Holmish warship lowered alongboat, in which were: thetwo
Pdladins, Skylord Mikael Svensson, the twin Nevanders, Haiann, and two sailors. The questerswaved a
solemn farewel| to Captain Themer and his crew.

Stark, reddish-brown in color, land was about two kiloswords awvay. Wilfen's broad view of the coast
shrank in scope asthey drew nearer to shore. The longboat entered a sheltered cove amid rocky
headlands, beaching itself on coarse sand. Before the travelers acliff rose about twenty swordsto a
plateau above. A steep ravine dissecting the cliff-face was filled with loose, broken rock that made it
gppear dangeroudy difficult to climb.

After helping the two departing oarsmen push the longboat afloat once more, the questers took stock of
their Situation. It was quickly decided that to make the plateau they had to climb up by way of theravine.

Garest Ethrin made the first ascent, for he was lighter and more agile than Shondal. Rust-red rocks kept
didodging under hisfeet, but after one or two dips he made the top. He took a six-inch iron spike from
his backpack and used a small malet to hammer the spike into solid rock. Next, hetied oneend of a
rope to the spike and tossed the other end down to the others. Shondal caught the rope and used hisfull
weight to test itstension.

"All right, it's steady,” the Seventh Paladin announced to the others. "Y ou gofirgt," heingtructed Alvonne.
"If the rope takes your weight, then it will take everyone el sg's.”

Alvonne stepped back from the ravine, considering the ascent. He checked that al his equipment was
secure on his person, firmly sheathing his new sword. He tugged on the rope and found no dackness.
Without mishap, he climbed to where Garest waited to help him up onto the plateau.

Wilfen and Svensson followed Alvonne, the Nevander twin first. Wilfen dipped once, grazing hisknee,
but both made the top safely.

"It'sour turn now," said Shondd to Haliann. "I know you can't climb with that hand, so can you sit on my
shoulders and hold the rope with your good hand?"

"[ think s0."
"WEéll doit that way, then."

Shondd copied an ingpiration that Garest had had before him: he securely hooked the handle of aplain,
rectangular legionnaire's shield -- apoor replacement for its well-crafted predecessor -- over Findram's
pommé to ensure the shield did not fall as he climbed. Then he helped his daughter to sit on his
shoulders, legs twined loosely about his neck.

"Hold on,” Shondd said. "If you lose your grip with your legs, take agood hold with your uninjured hand:
you should be able to hang on long enough for meto assst you."

"Yes, Father."

Wilfen looked on anxioudy as the Paadin climbed rapidly. Haiann alowed the rope to dide through her
loose fingers. Shonda did not fater, and the pair attained the crest of the ravine without incident. Haliann



dismounted from her awkward position and gratefully stood on solid ground.
"Were up!" she announced delightedly, and Wilfen smiled in relief.

Garest made agrunt of exertion: he was attempting to retrieve the iron spike he had hammered into the
rock. The Tenth Paadin displayed one of hisrare smiles. "It's stuck fast. That isagood spike goneto
wade."

There were afew moments slence, then everyone laughed, for he was joking.

From this new vantage point Wilfen could see for kiloswords out to sea. Halfway to the horizon he
discerned adark shape: the southwesterly wind blowing off the plateau expedited Trident on itsvoyage
to patrol the northern coast of TerraNova.

If the blue sea behind looked serene and smooth, then the scene before them was markedly different. All
wasirregularity. For asfar asthe eye could see, tumbled, broken rocks littered the landscape, ranging
from marble-sized pebbles to boulders more than afoot in diameter.

The land of the Barbarians was a harsh one. Though the season meant the sting had been taken out of the
desert sun, it was ill very warm (compared to the colder Nevander winter Wilfen was accustomed to,
anyway). But it was not the heat that was the most hostile characteristic of the Barbarian Lands: it was
the limited moisture. Living things could endure hegt, but water was essentid to dl life. Accordingly, the
floraand fauna of the areawere adapted to surviving in dry conditions.

The plants of the Stonelands, as Garest termed the region, varied little: mostly around afoot high, rarely
exceeding ahdf-sword in height, with very tough bark and small leaves that were sometimes succulent
and spiked.

Thetravelers caught the odd glimpse of native animals a either end of each day. During the heet of the
late morning and early afternoon the animals hid in burrows among the rocks, come the rel&tive coolness
of dawn or dusk, they surfaced to go about their ingtinctive activities.

Garest was generally thefirst to pot any particular animal; he would point it out to the others, as every
cresture had some form of camouflage that made it hard to make out in the rocky environment. The
stripes that broke up the shape of lizards and snakes made them especidly difficult to distinguish from the
shadows.

Other than the many reptilian species, the most common examples of animd life were the smal rust- or
dust-colored marsupials that scuttled or hopped at the questers approach.

"I'm amazed at the quantity of lifeto befound in thisforbidding land,” Wilfen commented.

"That'sthe beauty of life," said Garest. "It can create an animd or plant suitable for any environment. To
find living things you just have to open your eyes."

Garest exhibited aflicker of emotion. Wilfen guessed that the Paladin preferred the wildernessto
cvilization.
"l don't seeany birds," Haiann observed.

"They're about somewhere," the Tenth Paadin assured her. "There aren't many smdller birds because of
the hesat, but there are birds of prey -- and scavengers -- which are probably too high in the sky for you

tospy."



Occasiondly stumbling, the travelers made dow progress through the scattered rocks and stones. Garest
strode fregly, however, seemingly ableto tread only on stable stones, ingtantly recovering if gravel did
benesth hisfeet. In the same poised way hefailed to put his bootsinto holes and cracks. He wasthe only
one of them without badly scraped legs and hands by the end of the second day .

The Tenth Pdadin cut agtriking figure, Wilfen had to admit. His cuirass of sted scales protectively
overlapped the torso of hiswhite, short-deeved tunic. A legionnaires white cloak was fastened about his
neck. A leather belt at hiswaist supported a scabbarded broadsword, which swung against his black
legionnaires trousers. On hisleft arm he bore along, rectangular shield painted with his bright green tree
device. Hiskeen eyestook in the Stonelands with wary respect. Shonda was dressed smilarly, but he
could not match Garest Ethrin's aura of confidence among the rocky lands of the Barbarians.

After the sun sank it swiftly became cold under the clear desert sky. Scant encouragement was required
from Garest to have everyone searching for certain plantsthat burnt dowly when ignited: thefirst night
had convinced them of the need for awarming campfire.

The questers gathered around the sizeable blaze, intent on consuming some of the salted meet and fruit
juice the cook of the Trident had provided them. Garest produced amap of the Barbarian Lands. "We
are here," he declared in his degp voice, pointing to a place a short map distance from the ocean.

The map showed surprisingly few details. The coastline was well mapped, but not much was disclosed of
theinterior, apart from the Angart Hills towards the center. Only three cities were marked: Saff in the
south, Nondra on the eastcoast, and Dabon in the northeast.

"The Barbarian Lands are very hard,” Garest said. "Boundaries are ever changing. New cities are built
but vanish as suddenly as they appeared, destroyed or swallowed by the shifting sands. Only the three
oldest, most defensible cities survive; they fdl to Sege or assault infrequently.

"Asfor therest: the desert hasfew features. Only the Angart Hillsand The River."

"Y ou know agreat deal about thisland,” Alvonne observed.

Garest shrugged. "I used to dwell in these parts.”

Warmed by the burning plants, they sat in companionable silence, beneath countless stars of many
colors.

CHAPTER 20: TRANSGRESSION

It was predominantly hot and dry in the Stonelands; the travel ers became accustomed to the sun blazing
out of ablue sky unblemished by cloud. But it drizzled briefly late in the afternoon of the third day of the
journey. The shower was cooling and refreshing, particularly for Haiann and the Nevanders, who were
somewhat sunburnt. The indigenous animals appreciated it, too: towards sunset they crept out of their
hidden lairsto lap the little water that had collected in rocky hollows and had yet to evaporate.

Shortly after dusk of that third day, as he lazed around the campfire, shifting frequently so stones did not
pressinto his buttocks, Wilfen studied the sky. It was so clear out here in the desert, and he enjoyed the
panorama of stars scattered across the blackness. He saw stars he recognized -- and some he did not --
winking back a him.

And then Wilfen saw something he had not observed before.
"What isthat?' he asked, breaking alengthy silence.
The otherslooked at him, and he pointed at the sky overhead. Tiny golden flashes, enduring but an
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instant, flared here and there like ephemerd stars.
Svensson's expression was indecipherable. "It has started,” he said. "It isthe beginning of the end.”

"What do you mean?' Haliann demanded. "The end of what?"" The world, perhaps. The Goddess's
Enemy will soon be ableto strike directly at TerraNovaand its people.”

Wilfen saw disturbed facesin the flickering firdight. Even Garest Ethrin's habitualy calm expression hed
become grim. "What can we do?" the blond legionnaire asked.

"I don't know," Svensson replied. "Maybe nothing. All | can do is get to the Oracle, and...and then we
shall see. Asl told you before: | am the last Skylord.”

Conversation petered out after that. The company could only speculate on what would happen to them,
to TerraNova. If Svensson did not really know, then how were the rest of them to guess? What they
needed to do was quickly convey the Skylord to the Oracle, and then...

The golden flashes continued intermittently throughout the night; everyone who was on watch reported
seeing them at some stage during their stint.

They ran out of fresh food on the following day; however, Garest Ethrin again demonstrated his
knowledge of the northern desert. The Tenth Paladin was completely at homein this environment. He
could locate water safe to drink and the right plants or animalsto eat; though not fine fare, one could
survive onit. Shonda had been part of two military campaignsin the Barbarian Lands, and he seemed
nowhere near as conversant with the desert.

That evening, asthey both ventured away from the camp to relieve themsdves, Wilfen struck up a
conversation with hisuncle.

"Why do you think were dl here, Shonda? | mean, why are we the Skylord's companions?’

The Paladin glanced at his nephew's serious face. "It's the Goddesss will. Who can say what her reasons
are? We have to make the best of it."

Wilfen was frustrated. "I understand that. I'm as committed asyou are. But | can't see why I've been
chosen. You'reawarrior and can defend us. I, on the other hand, have no skills. I'm aboy on aman's
job."

"Y ou migudge yoursdlf. | haven't thought of you as aboy for sometime now. Tharmish Sharene
imprisoned you. That made aman of you."

"There must be moreto it than that."

"Asl said: 'It'sthe Goddessswill." Y ou may have a purpose not yet clear. Y ou and your brother have
moretalent at the Skylord's...mind-to-mind communication. Perhgpsthat is sgnificant.”

Wilfen said nothing for afew moments. "I suppose I'll just haveto go dong and find out,” he said findly.

Shonda grinned. "Yes. Weredl inthe dark." He stared up at the ky. The golden flasheswere againin
evidence that night. "We have to do dl we can to nullify the menace of thet up there. | cantdll you it
makes me nervous.”

Wilfen laughed shortly. "The great Shondal, nervous? Never!"

"Believeit, Wilfen. Thisisthe most terrifying thing I've ever come across.”



Wilfen and Shondal returned to the site of the campfire. They had been there for haf-an-hour, sharing a
desultory conversation with the others, when an unexpected noise, agrinding of stone againgt stone that
overrode the crackle of thefire, caught their attention. Before anyone could investigate, an arrow
thudded into the stony ground between the two Paladins.

A dozen men in bronze armor ringed the camping area, just a the limit of the wavering firdight. They
werewild men, hair long and unkempt. Their skin was white though darkened from long exposure to the
sun. Javelins and swords were sheathed on their hips, and they bore loaded bows.

Wilfen shivered. 'Oh, Goddess," he thought. ‘Barbarians.’

A brawny Barbarian, the dark-haired, bearded leader, commanded: ™Y ou will surrender. Lay down your
arms. We will shoot you if you attempt escape.”

Garest Ethrin shrugged in reply to an inquiring glance from Shondd. "We have no choice.”

Thetravelerslaid their visble armsin aheap. At the Barbarians urging, Haliann added her concealed
wegpons, and the legionnaires included daggers from their boots. Four men roughly relieved the company
of their backpacks, aswell asthe soldiers armor and shields.

"Soft Eastlanders,” sneered the Barbarian |leader with contempt.
"Soft or not, Eastlanders are better soldiers,” asserted Garest coldly. "Better than any Nondran.”

The Barbarian turned hisfierce, flame-lit blue eyestowards the Pd adin. "How can you judge the fighting
skill of rea men, Eastlander?"

"I've seen many warriors. Northlanders are tough, but Holmishmen are disciplined. 1'd back any Holmish
legion againgt an equad force of Northlanders.”

"Itisno surething,” said themanin alow voice.
"Perhaps not. But | recall anorthern expedition to Charnin Arndlund about Six or seven years ago.”

The Barbarian scowled. "1t was only that damned Eighth Legion that hurt us. We'd have smashed the
Arndsotherwise

"But there were only five thousand of them; there were fifty thousand Northlanders.”

"The Eighth were good men, worthy of respect,” the Barbarian Captain admitted. "They stopped usin
both Arndlund invasions." Hisface hardened. "But | am in charge here, and you, Eastlander, are
beginning to anger me."

Garest subsided, and Wilfen detected satisfaction on hisface. The Tenth Paladin certainly understood the
local mind set better than the Nevander did. Despite the antagonism Garest had apparently wrought,
Wilfen sensed a greater degree of respect for the company from the Barbarians. This Situation, however,
seemed beyond even Garest's grasp.

Barbarians bound the questers hands behind their backs, forcing them to march in atight formation.
From the position of the risng moon, Wilfen judged their bearing to be roughly northeast, probably in the
direction of the coastal city of Nondra, as Garest had aready guessed.

"Why do you think we've been captured?’ Wilfen heard Alvonne whisper to Garest, asthey stumbled
before naked swords.



"] do not know."

They wereforce marched for thirteen days, handsinitially bound, later unfettered. The latter arrangement
reflected the questers co-operation and impotence before armed men in astrange land. They were held
just as securdly as Wilfen and Shonda had been by the Tharmsin familiar Holmis.

Thetravelerswere fed game -- roasted snakes and small marsupids, mainly -- the Barbarians had
hunted. They were given white cowlsto protect their heads from the desert sun. Therewasample
drinking water, but none was supplied for ablutions; after awhile, Wilfen did not notice the smdll: it was
not important. In generd, they were well treated (especialy when compared to Wilfen'stimein Tharmish
captivity) but not dlowed to forget they were prisoners, their cgptors watched them carefully, particularly
during the infrequent rest breaks.

The Barbarian Captain's name was Jermise, Wilfen learned. Jermise was under ordersto seize any
outlanders he came across. Asto why, the man did not know himself, and Wilfen was unable to glean
much of interest from his captors conversations.

On the fourteenth day, dusty and sunstruck, the questers were brought into the port of Nondra, an
ancient city by TerraNovan standards, largely unchanged in centuries. Antiquated single-story buildings
made of crude stone blocks lined narrow streets laid out in achaotic pattern. The main section of Nondra
rested atop a cliff overlooking the Endless Ocean; the docks lay at the base of the cliff, connected to the
rest of the city by broad, ascending stepped avenues carved into the rock over many years.

The paace of the Nondran King was in keeping with the miscellaneous character of the rest of the city.
Kings of Nondratypically reigned for only abrief period, and each apparently percelved aneed for the
palace to be rebuilt or extended to hisfancy; avariety of styleswere evident. Wilfen saw elegant
crenellated towers sprouting next to squat, ugly battlements and beautiful marble-tiled, garden-filled
atriums overwhelmed by ogtentatious granite pillars.

Having avoided the Holmish precedent of bathing and resting beforehand, the questers were quickly
brought before the King of Nondra. A red-bearded, stern-looking fellow of about twenty years of age,
the Barbarian wore functional -looking bronze armor, and a plain gold band crown sat crookedly on his
head. Histhrone, though decorated with carved symbols and designs, was of ordinary granite, austere
and -- due to the absence of any form of padding -- uncomfortable-looking.

"Y ou have donewell, Jermise," intoned King Chileft Scgj in avoicelike grinding stone.
Jermiseinclined hishead.

"Why have you captured us?" Alvonne suddenly demanded.

Shonda nearly choked. That waswhat he, the party leader, might have been expected to say!
'What are you doing, Alvonne? Wilfen thought.

The Nondran King swiveled hishead so his cool eyes rested on the younger Nevander. "Thisismy land.
| an King. And | want the answers. | want to know what strangers are doing in my land.”

"Y ou have no right to detain us," Haiann exclamed. "Wewere sent by King Sdifin himsdf." Therewasa
sudden silence at this. After amoment or two the King declared: "1 have the answer | wanted.”

A page stood Hiffly arespectable distance from the throne. " Summon Ambassador Savvd," King Chileft
commanded him.



The boy bowed and scrambled to do hisKing's bidding, leaving everyone silent in anticipation of his
return with the summoned person.

Wilfen wondered what was happening. Did the Barbarians know about the questers? If they did, so
what! They should not care one way or the other about the company. And what was it Haliann had
inadvertently confirmed for the Nondran King?

The Nevander's questions were answered soon enough. The page returned with Savve, and it was
immediately all too clear. Dressed in arich, purplesilk robe, Savvel wasatal, olive-skinned man with
black, curly hair. A digtinctive enough man in hisown right, it was his obviousracia characterigtics that
made him stand out like afire on adark night, that made Wilfen gasp, that even made Shondd stiffenin
gpite of hisnormally gtrict sdlf- control. Savve wasaNull.

Wilfen had very little hope that this ambassador had not been told to watch out for agroup of people
answering the questers descriptions. Granted the opportunity, the Nullish ambassador would surely seize
the chance to make a hero of himself with no personal risk. To have been posted to the Barbarian Lands
at dl -- along, long way from Null -- meant that he was not the most favored of the Empress's servants;
here was a possibility of improving his gatus.

Savvel glanced curioudy at Chileft's captives, then turned his attention to the Barbarian King. "You
summoned me, Your Mgesty?

"l did, Savvdl. I've found some intruders who might be of interest to you.”

"Why should they be of interest to me?* Savvel appeared confused.

Chileft Scg frowned. "I should think it was obvious, Ambassador.”

Savve's eyeswidened. "Y ou don't mean..."

"Y es, man! The most sought after company in the whole of TerraNoval Do you want them?”

Wilfen's mood sank. He had been hoping Shondal could make an offer superior to whatever the Nulls
had promised the Nondrans. He had forgotten the Barbarians renowned sense of honor.

"Very much, Your Mgesty," replied Savve with enthusiasm. "The Empresswill be most pleased by this.
I'll send men to take custody of the prisoners.”

"Not so quickly," said the King. "I've not decided whether or not to give them to you yet. Go away now,
and I'll inform you of my decison in afortnight.”

"But Your Mgesty!" Savve protested. "The Empress will be most displeased. She might send afew
Imperia Legionsto recover them.”

"Only if someonetells her they are here" the King pronounced with ameaningful look in hiseye.
"Besdes, everyone knows the old hag has her hands full handling the Holms. Y ou are dismissed,
Sawve."

"Please reconsider this course of action, Your Mgesty,” Savve begged, asthe King'sguardsled him
away.

"l have reconsidered,” Chileft growled. "1'm no stupid desert king. | want to choose the best course for
Nondra"



King Chileft Scg redirected his gaze on his captives, surveying them with an gppraisng eye. His brow
wrinkled when his stare cameto rest on Garest Ethrin.

"Y ou seem familiar to me," the King told the Tenth Paadin. Chileft looked to Jermise, who stood guard
by hismonarch'sthrone. "Do you recognize him, Captain Jermise?”

Jermise stared at Garest, then closed hiseyesfor an ingtant. "He looks like Ironfist, the man who killed
Zirkess Marib's brother.”

"Youreright," said Chileft Scg. "It is Ironfist, otherwise known as Ethrin. Well, Ironfigt, it ssemsyou
may fight the Hawk, after al. It was amistake to return to Nondra, perhaps?!

"Perhaps,”" Garest replied. "Perhaps not. | have learned much in Holmis™

"It might be an interesting dudl,” the King opined. He looked at Shondd. "1 know you, too: Shondal
Arginddl, the leader of the Eighth Holmish Legion at the Battle of Charn.”

Jermise stiffened, then made asif to draw hissword. "Hold it, Captain,” ordered Chileft. "We are not at
war with Holmis." Shondal winked insultingly at Jermise, who sniffed. ™Y ou're lucky | wasn't aware whom
you werein the desert, Argindell. There are afew men who desire revenge on you."

"I'll face any man who caresto try inthe Arena," said Shondd in adangerous voice, causing his
companionsto stare at him in astonishment.

"Cam yoursdves," said Chileft Scg. "I'll have no blood spilt in here, Jermise.” The King faced the rest of
Shondd's company. " Someone among you -- or perhaps all of you -- has something the Western
Alliance wants. As an dternative, | can offer you good conditionsin my employ.”

Shonda laughed. "Sorry. Were not interested.”

TheKing chuckled in return. "In time you may seethings my way."
CHAPTER 21: RIVALRY

Armed men escorted the questers through cold, bare stone passages to three separate rooms. The
adolescents -- the Nevanders and Haliann -- were bolted in one room with five guards outside their

door. Accompanied by ten Barbarians, Svensson and Shondal were directed to another room. A full
complement of ten escorted Garest aone, so Svensson deduced the former Nondran was considered the
most vauable -- or dangerous -- prisoner. The Thermosian idly wondered how many guards he himself
would merit if the Nondrans knew histrue heritage.

The stonewalls of Svensson and Shondd's room were adorned with oil paintingsin aprimitive style, war
scenes predominantly. A swift survey of the room reveded, apart from the door, the only possible exit
was through the wide, unglazed window. Closer scrutiny showed thick stedl bars set in the stone of the
bal cony without, attached somewhere out of sight above; the gaps between the bars were much thinner
than even the Thermosian'sdight frame.

The guards closed the door and locked it with a brass key, which |eft them inside the room.

One, agrizzled, red-faced veteran, noticed the captives raised eyebrows and laughed shortly. "The King
won't be pleased if you escape, Holm and Memm. So if you just co-operate, welll all be much better
off.""I'm sure the ten of you could handle us with your swords and armor,” Shondal said with sarcasm,
not pleased a being hepless. "While we didn't have weagpons, anyway."

The questers had been stripped of everything and given bright robesto wear. Unarmed, Shondd felt
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naked and vulnerable.

The Barbarian chuckled again, aware who controlled the situation. "I'm sure we could, because, asl've
pointed out, you're hereto stay."

Shondd shrugged. <'There are ten of them, after all,”> hetold Svensson teepathicaly. <'My unarmed
combat skills do not match my swordsmanship. And even if we did overpower all ten, we still have
to get ourselves and the others out of the palace.'>

Svensson nodded. <'Stay put for the time being, and we'll see what happens. We can't remain here
for too long, though.'>

<'All right,'> agreed the Paladin. He kicked off hisboots and lay on his back in ablanket-filled palet,
clasped hands propping his head on athick pillow. In another pallet, Svensson tried unsuccessfully to
copy his cool demeanor.

"Thisisavery comfortable bed, boys," Shonda remarked, smiling broadly.
"Shut up!" snapped one of the guards.
Shondd's smile broadened.

Time passed. It grew dark outside. Looking for anything that might serve as aweapon, Svensson glanced
casudly about the room. There was nothing, not even asmal statue or stedl poker. A long, low table
located between the pallets was usdless, for he could tell that even for Shondd it was far too heavy to
swing around.

Oneof theguardslit afew oil lanternsthat were immovably bolted to the stonewalls. He returned to his
companions, who stood with swords in hand, leaning against the wal on both sides of the door.

Svensson and Shondd lay till, watching the Barbarians. The Nondrans strove to remain impassive, but
the occasional sigh or expression of exasperation gave them away: they were annoyed and unnerved.

After along time-- it was past twilight outside -- Shonda spoke: "Are you going to feed us?'

One or two of the more jumpy guards gave astart. The gray-haired veteran gave Shonda ashrewd,
assessing glance. "Why not?' he said after amoment. "Narlesk, go and get the prisoners something to

The Barbarian leader just failed to completely hide a smirk as he opened the door. He locked the door
behind the guard called Narlesk and faced his prisoners once more.

Shonda had to smile ruefully, and the man grinned with him. The other guards stared at their comradein
bewilderment. "That's Shonda Argindell, leader of the Eighth Holmish Legion &t the Béttle of Charn,”
said one. "You of al people should remember that, Captain Arnect.”

"I well remember the Battle of Charn, Zargist," Arnect replied softly. "But | think Shondd and | sharea
certain...empathy. We were both there; on different sides, of course, but with smilar ams, | am sure.”

"What do you mean?' Zargist asked in puzzlement.
Arnect made awry face. "Shondd understands, | bdieve.”

The Pdadin nodded dowly. The name had sounded familiar, but he had been unableto placeit at first.
"Genera Arnect Y adrig, commander of the Second Northern Invasion of Arndlund; my opponent at the



Battle of Charn.”
"That failed invason cost me my rank," Arnect admitted.

Shonda gave ashort laugh. "War has no victor. That thumping your invasion force gave the Eighth cost
me my rank. | decided to try for Paladinhood after that.”

"It was back to rock bottom for me, leading this useless bunch!" Arnect jerked histhumb at the other
men.

The Barbarians chuckled atrifle uncertainly, not totaly sure hewasjoking.
"Y ou know, Arnect," Shondd said, "they gtill use your tacticsto teach officersin the Holmish Army."
Arnect rased hiseyebrowsinquiringly. "Oh?"

"They think them a perfect example of how to quickly obliterate a defending force and scatter it to the
winds."

The Barbarian Captain laughed uproarioudy. "Our Army teaches your tacticsl™
Shondd blinked. "Pardon?!

"Y our leadership epitomized the technique of using asmal forcein adefensible position to deplete a
larger force." Arnect shook his head in wonderment. ™Y ou sure fooled me. Attacking uphill with the sun
inour eyes. It was amaster stroke.”

Shondal snorted. "1 wastoo clever for my own good. Y ou were supposed to use afraction of your
force, so | could hold you back for aweek. Y our men wiped out the Legion inside two days.”

"It didn't matter, anyway. The entire Arnd Army waited eighty kiloswords to the south.”

"They weren't expecting you so early, though,” Shonda pointed out. "1 could have done with them taking
adiceof theinitid action!"

There was aknock on the door, and one of the men admitted Narlesk, who carried atray laden with
roast mest, vegetables, and a pitcher of red wine. The young man was careful to deposit his burden on an
unembellished mantelshelf (the fireplace below was not lit and looked like it rarely was) well out of the
questers ready reach.

As Svensson and Shonda fetched their dinner, Arnect said, ™Y ou have my respect, Shondal. But you
won't be escaping thisroom whileI'm in charge.”

Shondal did not reply. He had reached that conclusion himsdlf: aformer invasion commander, leading
nine additiona men, would have no trouble confining two prisoners. And Arnect had especid motivation
to keep the Pdadin in particular imprisoned. Shonda thought he might aswell disoblige the Barbarians.
They had dl the advantages, but he would not make this an easy assgnment for them.

"What are you trying to achieve?' Arnect asked the Holm at some point after midnight.
Shondd feigned an expression of ignorance, and Arnect grunted, muttering, "Ahh, | thought s0."

The Pdadinfdt likeafallure. All hislife he had striven to match his brother's achievements. The current
Stuation served to emphasize Shondal's own perceived shortcomings. The Barbarian scout party would
not have surprised Tannash. His elder haf-brother had set a standard Shondal had tried to emulate.



Tannash Argindell was the superb swordsman, the born leader of men. Tannash was Shondd'sidol;
Tannash, however, had seemed to despise his younger brother for hisvery existence.

Tannash's mother had died in giving birth to him, and hisfather had married Dolfray after alengthy
mourning period. Shondal was born two years after Tannash.

Their father, Sary Argindell, had been asoldier in hisyouth, but following theloss of hisleft eyeina
sparring accident, he had become a carpenter. He reveled in the progress of Tannash's swordsmanship.
He despaired over Shondal, asickly child who appeared unlikely at first to match Tannash's robust
frame. Though he thought he treated the boys equdly, it was no secret Tannash's mother, Trique, had
been hisfirst choice of wife. The gentle- hearted Dolfray had dwaysloved Sary but had been spurned
until the degth of Trique,

Shonda had perceived the differing measures of love dispensed by hisfather. He saw that his brother's
swordsmanship made his father proud and thought that this wasthe way to Sary's heart. Asa
four-year-old he determined to take up the sword, in spite of his doting mother's wish for him to become
acarpenter.

Tannash was scornful of his haf-brother'sinterest in becoming awarrior. He constantly ridiculed Shondal
and made his earlier lessons very tough: hardly aday would go by when Shondd was not "accidentaly”
hurt or embarrassed in some way. Shonda remained undeterred, however, for it was hisfather he
wanted to impress.

It became akind of competition. It was one-sided, of course, for Tannash was ever the bigger, stronger,
and more skilful. Shondal developed into the second-best young swordsman in the village of Ambell, but
it was not enough: he wanted to be better than Tannash.

When he turned eight, Tannash departed Ambdl| to join the Holmish Army. Shonda stayed behind to
carefor hisaging parents. Though only six- years-old, he was aready determined to follow his brother
into the Army. Sary Arginddll accorded him more attention now, but since his mother'slapseinto
vagueness from disease or age -- she occasionally failed to recognize him -- Shondd's competition with
Tannash had become the youth's driving force, itsreason for beginning al but forgotten.

A successin the Holmish Army, Tannash was aready a centurion when Shonda signed up, alegion
commander when his brother became centurion. Shondal matched Tannash's feats, only to find Tannash
had moved on. Then Tannash, aong with his Nevander wife, had died in aplague, hislast act to send his
gtill disease-free twin sonsinto Shondal's kegping. The game was over: Tannash had won, for he had
been Paladin Centurion, and Shondd just Seventh Paladin. Tannash had even made a superior father and
husband, for Shonda knew he would never succeed at ether role.

* *

Svensson's and Shondal's d eeplessness was too much for Narlesk. "Why don't you deep?' he
demanded.

"Y ou shut up!" commanded Arnect immediately.
"I'm not tired," Shonddl said mildly.
"You, too, Arginddll,” the veteran added in irritation.

An hour or two after dawn there was a tentative knock on the door; Arnect motioned Narlesk to openit.
Two young people, aman and awoman in servants drab, long-deeved tunics, waited expectantly.



"What do you want?" Arnect asked gruffly.

"I have brought the gueststheir breakfast,” answered the blond-haired woman (teenager, redlly,
Svensson guessed), holding atray doft. "1 am here to escort the guests to the Arenagames,” replied the
gaunt, hollow-cheeked man in awhiny voice.

The woman was hafway towards Shonda when Arnect's sharp "Stop!" halted her.
"That man isdangerous,” the Barbarian Captain told her.

Her pal e face reddened with embarrassment. She was young and inexperienced but had the senseto
place the tray on the mantelshelf without further instruction. Svensson saw her sneak aglance at Shondd,
perhaps wondering what a"dangerous’ man looked like, and the Paladin winked at her. She blushed
again, ducking her head so her long hair covered her face, and dmost upset thetray in her haste to get
out of the room.

A couple of the guards laughed. Arnect did not. He was annoyed at how close Shondal had beento a
potential hostage.

"Just eat your food and let me berid of you," the Barbarian told his prisonerstiredly.

Svensson complied willingly enough, for he had begun to weary of the place and company. He ate
dowly, amusing himsdf by watching the male servant. Despite hisbold entrance, the fellow was nervous,
long-fingered hands and eyes af|utter. The man was uneasy enough a being near the armed guards, but
judging from the quick glances he threw at Shondd, the Thermosian knew whom was an even greater
source of worry.

At length the captives finished their breakfast of some sort of grain softened in hot water, washing it down
with cold orangejuice.

"Right," said Shondd, ganding. "Let'sgo."

The manservant turned to Arnect. "Captain, if you would release the guests, Lord Shondal and Mister
Mikagl Svensson, to accompany me.”

"Certainly, Tamas. But | would suggest for everyone's convenience the 'guests be restrained.”
Tamas nodded vigoroudy. "That may be for the best." He giggled nervoudy.

And s0 Svensson and Shondal were compelled to walk before Tamas with ankles and wrists chained
together. Arnect's men had thoughtfully shackled their hands behind their backs, so they did not have the
option of using the chains as ameans of throttling someone.

The Arenawas semicircular in shape, the sraight side bounded by the steep dliff that split Nondrain two
akilometer from the coast. A five-meter- high wall sealed the curved boundary of the Arena, and above
it many rows of stone seats overlooked an area of hard-packed dirt eighty or ninety meters across. A
roaring, rippling, multicolored sea of robed peoplefilled these seats. mostly bearded, wild-eyed men.

The King had aso decided to attend the Arena games. Situated on the topmost row, the roya box
overhung the lower seating. The seatsinsde, padded cushions atop the hard stone, were far more
comfortable than those for the genera public. Svensson made out Chileft Scaj and afew of the King's
guards and courtiersin the front row. The King beckoned Tamas to convey Svensson and Shondal to the
roya box. Haliann and the twin Nevanders were aready present, but with amomentary twinge, the
Thermosian noted Garest Ethrin's absence.



"Wheat isthe meaning of this, Tamas?' Chileft Scgl demanded. "Why are my guestsin chains?'
"Captain Arnect suggested it,” replied Tamas weakly.

"Arnect has no trust. Release my guests. I'm surethey'rein no hurry to leave.” The King gestured at a
couple of the many conspicuous guards Situated al about the Arena.

Hands quivering, Tamas struggled to unlock the shackles on Svensson and Shondal's ankles and wrists.
He flinched when Shonda stretched stiff muscles, presumably dreading the Paladin's anger.

"Thank you, Tamas," said Shonda in mock sincerity.
"Comeandjoinus," invited the King. "Y ou shdl not find our Arenagameslacking.”

It was an appalling spectacle, not, as Svenson expected, a series of games or even acompetition. In his
eyesit wasan orgiadtic exhibition of purposdess maiming and killing. Men did not compete against each
other with blunted weagpons and thick armor: they were pitted againgt wild animals, such as scrawny,
mangy lions and wolves or sad-eyed, dispirited eephants. The creatures were dispatched dowly with
wanton cruelty, and only occasiondly, through carelessness, was one of the human participantsinjured.
There were even fights between men: well-armed professiona gladiators againgt pitiful wretches --
prisoners or daves, perhaps -- who could barely hold awespon, let alone make use of it.

Neither the twins nor Haliann could face the fights, so they were escorted back to King Chileft's palace.
Svensson toughed out the Nondrans bloody entertainment, frequently clenching hisfists, sometimes
covering his eyes and earsto shield his senses from the savagery. Even the hardened Shondal frowned in
distaste through most of the proceedings.

‘Someone rescue me from this planet!” Svensson thought hopelesdly.

Thefind fight of the day was herdded by aman dressed in showy, colorful silk finery: the ArenaMadter.
He faced the crowd and the roya box in particular.

"Thisisamorta dud between two old enemies!" he cried in abooming voice. "They are: on my left,
Zirkess The Hawk' Marib! And on my right, Garest 'Ironfigt’ Ethrin!™

The crowd broke into wild, thunderous applause. Thiswasit! The main event!
<'What isit?'> Svensson asked, seeing the Paladin's expression.
<'Garest is going to fight,> Shonda replied shortly.

"Thisduel has been along time coming, but I'm sureit will be worth the wait," Shonda heard onelord
say to another. "Zirkess has been searching for Ironfist since Ethrin killed Zirkesss brother.”

Shondal thought he knew Garest aswell as anyone. The Tenth Paadin was quite capable of killing,
Shonda knew that, but not without just cause. Y et having one's brother dain seemed, to Shondal, agood
enough provocation for anyone to seek vengeance...

The Holm turned to the man on hisimmediate right, asilver-haired fellow with anegtly trimmed goatee,
who happened to be Lord Ingrig, the King's chief adviser. "Why did Garest kill this Zirkess's brother?

Ingrist laughed shortly. "The age-old source of trouble, | am afraid: two young men and only one young
woman. She spurned Ironfist after hekilled Trilt Marib."

Shonda nodded grimly. Garest Ethrin had paid for his naivete by being forced into exile from hisland of



birth.
"Why didn't this dudl take place at the time?" Shondal wanted to know.

"Zirkess Marib was only six-years-old at thetime. It issaid that he was keen to fight Ironfigt, and
Nondran tradition states al challenges should be met. Ethrin refused, however, and fled Nondra."

Shondd felt greater respect for Garest. Men did not fight mere boys, whatever the tradition.

The ArenaMaster vacated the fighting area, as soldiers raised portcullises set well apart from each other.
The two combatants emerged dowly, aert and prepared. Both were bareheaded, wore a cuirass of
bronze plates over toughened leather, and carried a small, round embossed shield. Their only weapons
were broadswords.

Zirkess Marib was youthful, perhaps ten years of age, as opposed to Garest's thirteen years. Tall and
broad-shouldered, he was a dark-haired, thick-bearded bear of a man, the Barbarian of popular
imagination. Despite his youth, perhaps because of it, he seemed very confident.

"Heis reckoned to be the seventh-best swordsman in Nondra, after Chileft Scg and hisfive captains,”
Ingrist said.

"Garest isthe tenth-ranked of the Holmish King's Pdladins,”" pointed out Shondd.
"Anexcdusve and highly skilled company,” sad Ingrist thoughtfully.

In the Arenathe two men warily approached each other. Zirkess paused in the center and waited. Garest
hesitated a moment, then started to circle the Nondran out of sword reach.

‘Good,' thought Shondal. Circling a stationary opponent was a sound tactic: the man at the center of the
circlerisked dizziness as he turned to keep his adversary in sght. Dizziness was something to avoid in
combat; Shondal had learned that the hard way.

But Zirkess, for al hisinexperience, quickly ascertained Garest's Srategy. He negated it by starting a
circleof hisown, so that their movement formed apair of interlocking rings.

After along pause, smultaneoudy, in that ingtant when afighting man indinctively knew it wastimeto act,
they raised their swords and swung at each other. The blades met midway between them at head height,
aharsh clash of stedl. A test of strength, no yielding, and they pushed off each other and fell back a step
or two.

They sized each other up, and Shonda could sense new-found respect for his opponent in both men,
before Zirkess Marib launched into one of the most frighteningly aggressive attacks the Holm had ever
seen. The Barbarian'sfirst swing came from behind hisright shoulder and angled down towards Garest's
neck; Garest ducked and deflected the sword with his shield. Zirkesss shield foiled the Pdadin's
counterattack, and the Barbarian followed up with a backhand sweep a waist level; Garest dodged to
the left, and with a screech the Nondran's sword scored the older man's armor. Zirkess pressed his
attack by thrusting at the off-ba ance Paladin; only sharp reflexes saved Garest from that fierce thrust and
another that followed quickly after. A desperate parry, and the blond legionnaire was again on the back
foot, courtesy of ashield thrust to the face that forced him temporarily out of reach.

Garest Ethrin was knocked onto his back, and tucking his head againgt his chest, he used his momentum
to roll backwards onto hisfeet, as Zirkess continued to attack. The big Nondran's ensuing blow smashed
Garest's shield, and the one after that dashed the Paladin's left arm from elbow to wrist. It was not, in
Shondd's eyes, abad wound but no doubt stung distractingly, causing Garest to drop what remained of



the shidd rather than thrust it in Zirkesssface. A fast counterattack made the Nondran dance back and
disengage before he could take advantage.

Panting dightly, the two men circled each other once more on the hard- packed dirt, before acrowd that
wastotaly slent, absorbed in the deadly dud. All eyeswatched the center of the Arena, and Shondal
heard deep breathing in the royal box.

Abruptly Zirkess surged forward and struck again. Garest blocked the Barbarian's lunge and attacked
back with afull-blooded blow, aimed not merely to kill but to destroy: like any superb swordsman he did
not like to be made to appear second-rate, and so he hit out... And Zirkess responded with equal
ferocity, not just parrying but swinging his own broadsword with dl hismight.

The swords connected in atitanic crash: Garest's blade broke at the hilt; Zirkessswastorn from his
grasp and sailed end over end to stick in the ground several swords away. The Nondran did not chase
his weapon; instead he charged the Paladin, who threw away his sword's pommel grip, which was not
heavy enough to use asaclub.

"Big mistake, young Zirkess," Shondd heard Lord Ingrist murmuring beside him.

The two combatants rushed at each other, Zirkess Marib, his expression murderous, looking to have a
decided advantage in Size and reach. Asaways, the Barbarian struck firgt, hisright arm swinging in an
arc towards Garest's head. The Paladin ducked easily, and his gauntleted |ft fist smashed into the
Nondran's right cheek, scraping it bloodily.

Zirkessroared in pain and anger. He shook his head and lashed out at Garest, who fended off the blow
with hisleft arm and punched the Barbarian with astraight right. The Nondran fell back, holding a bloody
Nose.

The respite lasted bardly an ingtant, until Zirkess advanced again. Garest feinted with hisright fist.
Digtracted, the Nondran was dow to register Garest's left arm swinging from waist level. Garest'sfist
caught Zirkess on the point of the chin and instantly knocked the belligerence out of him. Hislegs
suddenly shaky, the Barbarian collapsed unceremonioudy in the dirt. He dowly crawled away, powerless
to prevent Garest from retrieving the intact sword.

"Garest Ethrin," said Lord Ingrist. "For about ayear he was at the center of nearly every tavern brawl in
Nondra. Hisreputed skill with hisfistswas not exaggerated | can see”

Shondd, impressed by what he had seen, could only nod his agreement. Garest was a fine swordsman --
Zirkesssferocity had initialy bewildered his opponent, yet Shondal was certain, having wegthered the
storm, Ethrin would have prevailed had the bout gone on much longer -- but his fist-fighting was some of
the finest Shondal had ever observed. Superb speed, balance, and co-ordination backed Garest's
strength: he was no common brawler.

A rumble of discontent came from the crowd outside the roya box. Shondal glanced out into the Arena
and saw Garest Ethrin on hisfeet, Zirkesss sword in hand; afew swords away the Nondran found his
feet.

"What upsetsthe crowd?' Shondal inquired of Lord Ingrist.

"They wonder why he does not kill Zirkess now. It shows considerable dishonor for his defested
opponent.”

"Perhaps hewon' kill him," the Holm suggested. "It is unnecessary.”



Lord Ingrist appeared shocked. "A vanquished warrior deserves an honorable death! Garest Ethrin
mocks not only Zirkess but dl Nondrans, his own peoplel”

"Garest isHolmish now. A Holmishman of honor kills only out of need, when he can in no other way
subdue his opponent. There isno honor in desth.

"l don't know how well Garest has adapted to the Holmish way of life, but he has sworn service to the
King and isaloya subject of the Confederation.

"And | cantell you, Lord Ingrist: Garest Ethrin isafine swordsman, and his natura skill would have
overwhemed Zirkesss aggression in the end. The broken sword may yet save the boy'slife. And | think
itisalifeworth saving."

Ingrist stared at Shondal in astonishment, perhaps remembering at the last that he conversed with an
officia enemy of the Kingdom of Nondra. Farther away the Paladin discerned King Chileft Scg and the
Skylord regarding him with specul ative |ooks.

Meanwhile, Garest had broken the intact sword by pushing itstip into the dirt and slamping on the flat of
the blade. He surveyed the audience, turning so he could behold them all.

And the crowd stared back, utterly silenced by such asymbolic act.

"When | came through that gate, | intended to kill thisman." Garest's voice carried easily around the
Arena. "But during the course of our dud | was moved to spare him, my rage burnt out. His death would
be pointless. Every one of you can contribute far more to Nondra alive than dead and buried.

"When | killed Trilt Marib | was young and foolish. He attacked mefirst, but my skill was by far the
greater, and | might have disarmed him. | wasinfluenced by the Northlanders way of life: hard, brutd,
ordered. It was my duty, an obligation, to kill rather than humble him briefly.

"I fled south to Holmis and discovered a better lifestyle, where aperson is prized for the mind rather than
the body. This does not make the Holmish soft. They defend their land and principles asfiercely asany
Nondran. Thisaso gppliesto their dlies, something veterans of the Battles of the Livenine and Charn will
well remember.

"l have ahope that one day Nondra, too, can become 'civilized' and rise above the rabble that lurks
outsdeitswalls”

The Arenawas deathly quiet. The Nondrans had expected to withess mortal combat, had instead heard
aspeech by aman known previoudy only for hismartial skills. Garest Ethrin had revedled himsdlf to be a
thinker, which wasrare in afighting man. The philosophica man generaly made apoor soldier --
Shonda's Centurion, Jhaylon Falds, had proved that to the Pdadin a the First Battle of the Livenine --
but Garest was an exception to therule.

Chileft Scgj stood up, as Garest offered ahand and hel ped Zirkessto hisfeet. All watched the King,
expecting outrage at this Holmishman defying tradition. When he started to quietly applaud, no one could
believeit. Hislords, Ingrist chief among them, stared at the King aghast.

The Nondran monarch continued and dowly, one & atime, the noblesjoined him, clapping loudly.

The mood spread, and soon the entire audience cheered and whistled. The people of Nondrawere quick
to find and appreciate inspiration. Visonaries they admired, one reason why Chileft Scg) was 0
acclamed asKing.



Garest stood, head bowed dightly, while Zirkess gazed at the enthusiastic crowd with awve and
bafflement, his previous vengeful rage dl but forgotten.

Shonda glanced to hisright, and he saw that Svensson's eyebrows were raised significantly asthe
Skylord applauded along with everyone e se.

CHAPTER 22: CIVILISATION

As Svensson and Shondal reposed in their pallet beds that evening, guards around them, there came a
knock on the door. Zargist opened the door, reveaing Jermise bearing familiar-looking gear. He carried
Shondd's arms, armor, and legionnaires clothing. He aso clutched Svensson's climate suit cube -- it had
been literaly peded from him while ill inits body-suit mode and had gradually, over severd days,
returned to its origina cubica form (he wondered what the Nondrans had made of that) -- aswell asthe
Thermosian's Terra Novan clothes and equipment-filled backpack. The clothing had been cleaned, the
sword, dagger, and armor polished, and (so far as he could tell) Svensson's advanced surviva equipment
was untouched.

The Nondran Captain said, "His Mgesty, King Chileft Scgj, formally requests the attendance of Lord
Shondd Argindell and Mister Mikael Svensson at a private meeting.""'l accept,” replied Shondal.

"I accept,” said Svensson at the Pdadin's telepathic urging.
"The King requests you accept a peace pledge,” Jermise announced.
"That depends on its conditions," Shonda demurred.

"Hewishes you to pledge non-violence short of outright salf-defense. Y our weaponswill be returned to
youintrug."

"Granted," said Shondd. "1 swear | shdl not act in violence, except where that policy shdl fail the
persons of mysdlf or those | call friend.”

Svensson dowly repested the oath.
"So witnessed," said Jermise.
"So withessed," echoed Arnect.

"All right," Jermise continued. "Captain Arnect, you and your men are dismissed. Argindell and Svensson
aremy concern now."

"Certainly, Captain Jermise. All right, you men, let's be off!"

Arnect and hismen filed out of the room, leaving Svensson and Shondd with Jermise. "I'll wait outside
while you ready yoursdlf,” offered Jermise.

Shonda was glad to escape from the colorful civilian robeinto legionnaires white. His short-deeved
tunic, dark trousers, and knee-high boots felt familiarly comfortable. Svensson, on the other hand, found
one TerraNovan outfit as strange as any other. A little amused, he donned his climate suit and overlaid it
with Eastlander garb.

The scaled cuirass seemed heavier than Shondal remembered, but the weight was welcome, forcing him
into asoldier'sframe of mind after days of easy living. The Paadin belted the mail about hiswaig,
strapping the broadsword Findram to hisside.
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Everything felt right again.
Jermise waited outside the door, looking bored. "Come with me," the Nondran directed.

The Barbarian led the questers through featureless stone corridors to a distant area of the palace, part of
the origina congtruction. They came to a heavy, ironbound door, where two soldiers stood guard. One
of the men opened the door, gesturing Svensson, Shondal, and Jermise inside.

Beyond the doorway was alavishly furnished room. An Adar Mutian carpet overspread the floor, while
desert |landscape paintings bedecked the walls. A fireplace was set in the right-hand wall, astained-glass
window opposite the door. In the center of the room was abig, circular, polished granite table, seated at
which were King Chileft Scqj, threelords -- Ingrist and two Shonda did not know by name -- Garest
Ethrin, Haliann, and the twin Nevanders.

"Father!" cried Haliann. She dashed from the table and flung hersaf on Shondd. Wrinkling her nose, she
pulled back from the Paladin. "Pooh! Y ou smell metdlic!”

Svensson smiled at hisfriends, genuinely pleased to see them; Wilfen smiled back; Alvonne winked; and
Garest inclined his head afraction.

Shonda sraightened from his daughter's embrace. "Right,” he said. "What's going on, Chileft?"

Chileft Scg got to hisfeet. He was armored as usual, but his crown was conspicuous by its absence. "'l
wish to have ameaningful discussion with you and your companions.”

"All right, | can abidethat. But you'd better not be wasting my time." Shondal and Svensson sat in empty
segts. Every face that looked back at them was solemn. "Go ahead,” Shondal urged.

Chileft took a breath and sighed, closing his eyesfor amoment. "When | first became the leader of my
tribe | had great plans. | was going to conquer dl of the Northern Lands, just for starters. Then | was
going to conquer Arndlund and from there move on Holmis and the rest of TerraNova."

The Nondran King paused, laughed humorlesdy.

"Anyway," hewent on, "it took me along timeto organize my peopleinto an effective fighting force. And
it took nearly all our strength and effort to capture Nondra, which was defended by equally undisciplined
men.

"l was happy with my conquest, but when | looked back on what it had cost me, how | had paid with the
blood of lifedlong friends, my satisfaction waned. 'Wasit worth it? | asked myself. And when | looked
into my heart, | knew it redly wasn't. Thereis, of course, moreto life than conquest and momentary
sensation.

"And 50 tried to establish akingdom that was different, more like the southern nations. | wanted my
people to have a better placeto live.

"The Nullswere quick to deliver an ambassador. (No doubt, you will have noticed Savvel isnot here))
They were dl too willing to help Nondra, on condition that we dly oursdves with them.

"While Nullish aid was very tempting, | was dow to commit mysdif. | had heard rumors of the impending
war with Holmis and was not keen to suddenly discover mysdf on the march. | want to do what is best
for Nondra, and entering awar not oursisnot in our best interests.

"One of thereasons | have brought you al hereisso | can apologize for having rudely taken some of you



into custody. | do not regret my actions but do rue any inconvenience or upset. | just had to assessthe
significance of your band, which the Nulls and the Tharms are especidly keen to capture.”

"Thisisdl very well," Shonda broke in, and the Nondrans stiffened. "What do you truly want with us?
My King and country aren't aware of what has become of us, S0 you needn't expect instant retaiation.
And | doubt we'll be bound for Himberon soon.”

Chileft Scg nodded. "Y ou'reright, of course, to ask. What 1..." -- he glanced at hisfellows -- "we want
isto know whether aigning ourselves with Holmis presents our best course of action. We don't want to
be regarded asingignificant and inconsequentia barbarians any more.”

Ingrist looked at the King questioningly, and Chileft Scgl nodded. "We behold the golden lightsin the
night sky," Ingrist admitted. "And we have strange dreams...."

Svensson communicated telepathically with Shondal, and the Paladin repested hiswords aoud to the
gathering: "Do they feature a blond woman surrounded by ahdo of light?!

The King was agtonished. ™Y ou know of my dreams?"
"Weve had smilar experiences," Alvonne confided.

The other Nondran lords muttered that they, too, had had such dreams. "I couldn't take them serioudy,”
Chileft Scg said. "But with so many people having them... She, thisblond woman, said | must let you all
go. 'Especialy the Memm' was her most explicit demand.” He turned his gaze on Svensson. "Who are
you, Mikael Svensson?'

Svensson hesitated.
"TerraNovasonly hope,™ Ingrist said softly. "Those, too, were her words."

"Yes," agreed the King. "But who is she? Some sorceress entering our dreams? Should we heed her,
when the Nullswish usto detain you for them?"

"Speak noiill of Anbridge!" cut in Shondd. "The dream woman is the Goddess Under The Mountain, and
you must do what she requires of you."

The Nondrans appeared skeptical. "We have no religion,” declared Chileft Scg. ™Y our Goddess has no
power here."

Alvonne got to hisfeet. He pointed across the table at Svensson. "Mikadl isa Skylord. Heishereto do
thewill of the Goddess. Y ou should not thwart him."

Svensson flinched. The impetuous Nevander might just have condemned the Thermosian to atest: atest
to prove any supposed superhuman qualities, such asthe ability to survive being set on fire, or run
through with asword...

"He doesn't redly look the part,” said Ingrist mildly. "Helooks anorma manto me."
"Do something,” Wilfen said to Svensson. "Proveit to them.”

Svensson frowned. His mediocre tel epathic powers would not register on the Nondrans minds: they did
not have sufficient psonic talent. Empathy? No, it was obvious what they felt: derisive skepticiam.
Tdekiness? 1t would take dl hisenergy to shift even something small (unlessit was an object with an
in-built psionic amplifier), and then it might be taken for atrick or an expelled breath. Something from his



backpack, then.

He got out his hands-free torch, cagt it into the air, then, with asmple thought, caused it to flareinto
light.

The Nondrans were thunderstruck. Svensson sent the torch drifting towards them. Thelords ducked in
panic, though the King merely paled behind his beard and held his ground.

"All right,” said Chileft Scg shakily. He managed to grin. "Let'ssay | believe you are aSkylord. Eveniif
my mind tells me the Goddess doesn't exist. What do you want?'

Svensson retrieved the torch and deposited it in his backpack. He spoke aloud: "Let usgo.”
Chileft laughed harshly. "I wasintending to, anyway. Even before your...demondration.”

"What made you change your mind about holding usfor the Nulls?' Shondal asked curioudly, recdling
how Savvel had been sent packing.

"I never intended to present you to them. | don't like them and their affected ways. | needed...wished to
know why they coveted your company. As| aways say, | seek to do what isbest for Nondra. To be
honest, I've never redly favored Holmis, either, but the Western Alliance blew its chance. Y esterday,
Nondrans who had been captive on a Tharmish warship returned to the city. They had been set down
north of here by aHolmish warship that had sunk the Tharms. One of the men is my nephew, Olrash.
The Tharms have the temerity to endave my people, and the Nulls seek my dliance!™ Chileft Scgj was
flushed, and Svensson saw the Tharms actions had greatly angered him. He cdmed down dightly and
continued stiffly. "I am appreciative of the honor of the men of the Trident (for that isthe name of the
Holmish ship, Olrash told me), because under Nondran law those men became the property of the
Holms™

The King abruptly dammed hisfist down on the table. "Enough! | have decided: for better or ill, I will dly
with the Holms™"

"No person can possess another in Holmis," Shondal remarked. "1t was the duty of the Trident's crew to
release those men near to their origin, evenif it took the ship out of itsway."

"We shall adopt that tradition, aong with many others,” vowed Chileft Scg. "I thought | had opened my
eyesto theworld, but this parley tellsme | ill cannot see through the dust and sand that blanket the
desert.” He smiled blegkly. "Y our company isfreeto continueits quest (though I'm sure you could have
escaped anytime; | appreciate your restraint, Skylord). | do not care what you are about. | shal giveyou
apass alowing you to progress freely through Nondran lands. It may hold some sway over the tribes of
theinterior. All | ask isthat you put in agood word for Nondrato Salifin when you return to Holmis."

Shondd inclined his head respectfully to thisfine king. "We shall," he promised.

CHAPTER 23: WESTWARD BOUND

The Nondrans released the questers on the morning of the subsequent day. Armed guards smply
escorted the travelersto the city gates and unceremonioudy abandoned the sextet on the track that led
out of Nondra. The gates clanged shut behind them, and suddenly they were free to resume their quest.

They dl stared at each other in amazement. Alvonne snickered quietly, then laughed aloud, soon
accompanied by Wilfen and Haiann. It did not require much encouragement for Shondd tojoinin, and
Svensson, too, found himsdf chortling loudly. Even Garest chuckled aong with the rest of them.

The moment passed. Their laughter died away, though they smiled till, asthey regained their wind.
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It was not an unknown scenario: agroup of people suddenly found something inexplicably amusing.
Svensson told the othersthat it happened in al human societies; it was part of human nature, perhaps a
reaction to arelease of tenson.

"Well," Alvonne said. "To where do we journey now?"
Shondal glanced at Svensson. "Where Lord Mikagl wishes. If he still desiresto go to the same place...”
The Thermosian nodded, expression determined. "Wefollow Garest'slead.”

Garest Ethrin grunted. "Then we're westward bound.” He pulled aface, then added: "But | am reluctant
to endanger the children.”

"Weve come so far dready!” Alvonne protested indignantly. ™Y ou can't send us back now!" He had
another thought. "And we're not children!™

Wilfen and Haliann were also outraged at Garest's inference.

"Alvonne and | will beten next birthday," argued Wilfen. "That makes us men, according to Holmish
tradition. Y ou wouldn't send men home.”

"That's debatable,” put in Shondd. "And that doesn't gpply to Haiann. She's only seven and agirl,
besdes"”

"Father!" exclaimed the girl. ™Y ou taught meto defend mysdlf. | won't beleft behind. | shall only
follow...you."

Svensson guessed she had been about to say, "I shall only follow Wilfen."

Shonda nodded absently, his mind aready made up in favor of the young people.

"Anyway," Haiann said, adding support to an dready successful cause, "my specid training will be of
benefit."

Shondd sighed. "Thisjourney could be hazardous, Hdiann. It is not something to be done on awhim, I'm
tdlingyou.”

"I know," shereplied serioudy. "But how much safer can | be than with five men?”

"Not much." Her father grinned. "But be very careful. Thisisaperilousland.” The soldier glanced at the
twins. "And that goesfor you two aswell."

Wilfen nodded; Alvonne winked broadly.

Garest stared at Shonda questioningly. "They've earned their keep,” the Holm told the former Nondran.
"Wilfen waswith mein the captivity of Sharene. Alvonne escaped from those same Sharene and kept
the Skylord out of their hands. And Haliann had a close encounter with a Tharmish spy aboard the
Trident. They're harder than they were." Shonda paused, smiled wryly. "Anyway, the Goddess requires
the Nevanders for some reason. I'm not about to argue with her!™

Garest subsided without further demur, accepting Shondd's decision.

A rough track led them westward away from the city-state of Nondra. A kilometer or two out of the city
apatrol of Nondran warriorsintercepted them. ‘Here we go again,” Svensson thought. But the patrol
captain adlowed them to continue after examining King Chileft Scg's officid pass. Not much farther on,



the rude path, such asit was, vanished atogether.

Recently, Svenson's disillusonment with TerraNova had returned. The TerraNovans had turned out to
be just abunch of savages. he had been gppaled by the conduct of the Tharmsin Holmisand out on the
ocean, sickened by the Nondrans and their Arenagames. The Thermosian had redlized that he was being
uncharitable in judging these people by the standards of twenty-fourth century Earth, but their behavior
had affronted him al the same. He had wasted two thousand years traverang hundreds of light yearsto
succor these barbariang! It hardly seemed worth his desth-defying assault on the Enemy linesjust to
arrive here. For aman who had resolved to let himself die, only to defer the event, it had seemed he
might just aswell have pursued his origind intention. He was mentaly and physicaly spent by hisorded,
and he guessed he il bore deep psychologica scars, wounds inflicted by the Enemy's annihilation of
virtudly the entire human race. He really needed severa weeks of nothing but rest and relaxation. But he
was not destined to receive such aperiod of recuperation. It wasjust aswell, he realized, that there was
somewhere for him to go, something for him to do, or he might have stopped dead in his tracks and sank
to the earth through lack of will and hope.

But two small things had restored hisfaith if not hisenthusasm: the Trident's Captain's trestment of the
Nondran daves, and Chileft Scgj's visonary plansfor Nondra. Perhaps the Nondran King would even
close down hisrepulsive, barbaric Arena (though had not the Ancient Romans, amost civilized and
cultured race of two thousand years ago, had such a place?). He concluded that the Terra Novans were
worthy of salvation, were worthy of hisbest efforts, aslittle as he could offer. They were not perfect, but
they were human. And that was dl he could reasonably expect. Svensson would do what he could to
preserve this young civilization, optimistic that it would match and even surpass that which had begun on
Earth.

But what could he accomplish? One pathetic, unworthy, uncaring individua pitted againgt the might of the
Enemy.

Herecdled hisonly sgnificant relationship with areal woman, that with the Aquarian, Louise Mars,
during hisinitial Navy training. So strong had seemed their relationship that he had even considered
asking her to co-sign aone-year marriage contract. However, one day near the completion of their
training -- out of the blue, he had thought -- she had said, "Y ou don't redlly fedl, do you?”

"Of course| do," he had replied lightly, but her pale face and green eyes had held no humor.

"I likeyou, Mikadl. | likeyou alot. God, I think | love you. But | need more than that. | need more from
you. Y ou're too...independent, remote. Cold. Y ou're agood man, but you have no fedings. It'sno
wonder they're going to make you areconnaissance pilot. You're anaturd for it. It's not your fault. But
itsnot my fault, either.”

They had argued and decided, there and then, to break up.

Svensson had tried to be disappointed and hurt, but he had been only fooling himself. She had been right,
he supposed: he did not have norma human fedings. He was too self-rdiant, perhaps safish. Good
quditiesfor hiserstwhile job but not for human relationships. Perhaps he was incapable of loving anyone
or anything but himsdlf. He despised himsdlf, his salf-esteem &t an dl time low. He wondered at the
perverseness of fate, that someone like he should be the last representative of the Empire of Earth, the
potentid savior of human civilization.

He sneered a himsdlf even as he brushed away tears.

It was easier to settle into a comfortable companionship thistime. Thetravelershad beenin thisland
before; they were not as subject to the overactive imagination's fear of the unknown. It was afamiliar and



agreeable camaraderie, founded on acommon objective: conveying Svensson to the Oracle.

The Thermosian wondered if he were the only one of the company to ponder Garest Ethrin at length. He
could not help speculating on what had befalen the Paladin after Garest had fled Nondra but prior to his
arrivd in Holmis; there was at least a Terra Novan year's gap between the two events; more than two
Imperial Standard Y ears.

Like the others, Svensson found it peculiar -- amost paradoxical -- that abarbarian warrior could be a
philosopher. It was possible, doubtless, but how likely wasit for Ethin to have developed hisown
"modern” ideals? Might it have been possible for the soldier to learn such principles during his year of
inconspicuousness? It was true he was familiar with this territory, which was not exceedingly distant from
the Central Computer Complex.

Svensson tried not to pursue the line of thought. It was the TerraNovan's businessto mind. The
Thermosian possessed his own secrets, and he knew it was hypocritical to pry into Ethrin's.

The twins had grown up considerably in the brief period Svensson had known them. They had braved
imprisonment and deeth in severd forms, emerging from the firewith astronger aloy of character and
maturity. In aworld like Terra Novathese changes were probably inevitable, but Wilfen and Alvonne
had been through them more quickly than most.

The same might be said of their cousin. Haliann had aready devel oped maturity beyond her yearsin the
orphanage in Kenderlan City. He wondered how much of that she had derived from the secret training
she had aluded to once or twice. Thetrek into the Barbarian Lands had honed her mental edge,
conferring on her outstanding composure but not dampening her undoubted spirit. Wilfen would have his
handsfull with thisyoung woman.

The Thermosian considered Shondal. The swordsman had faced danger countlesstimes:. red and intimate
danger, unlike anything that Svensson had ever confronted. Shondal had gained experience in the hardest
game of them al, where death awaited those who made mistakes or lacked genuine skill. The Pdadin

had weathered more violent sorms, had been forged into aman of extraordinary physica and mental
toughness but aso thoughtfulness and adaptability. In short, Shondal Argindel wasthe perfect soldier; he
would have been right at homein the Star Marines, had circumstance of birth caused himto grow upin
the Empire.

It was aready winter in this southern hemisphere of TerraNova, though still quite hot herein the desert.
Svensson was accustomed to awarmer climate, and he did not find the approximately 300 K daytime
temperature too unbearable, though he was glad to be wearing -- like the others -- one of the
Northlanders sun-shading cowls. Night time was somewhat chilly, perhaps aslow as 280 K, only seven
degrees above the freezing point of water; the climate suit that he wore benegath the |loose TerraNovan
clothing was another welcome piece of attire. It rained sometimes, abrief shower, but it was only aminor
discomfort, occasionally appreciated.

It was alengthy journey, compounded by their inability to move with haste. Garest judged Nondrato be
two hundred kiloswords -- about 350 kilometers -- from the Oracle. The ground was rocky and
irregular, and Svensson estimated their progress at a fraction more than twenty kilometers per day. With
the footing uncertain at best, treacherous sometimes, the Thermosian had to take each step with care.
Thefarther west the questers ventured, the more broken became the stony going. The boulders
disappeared, and the largest stones were the size of marbles. When the wind sprang up, athin layer of
dust that covered the gravely surface was whipped away. Findly, about a hundred kilometers west of
Nondra, the stones turned into coarse brown sand. The sand got into everything, lodging in the eyes, the
nose, and mouth. Thiswas the region the native people caled the Naskid Bonal .



Human inhabitation of the Naskid Bonal was sparse. The people of the small barbarian settlements --
tents and tepees of hides -- the questers encountered were content to let the travelers aone, the two
heavily armed soldiers perhaps helping deter attack. The people apparently subsisted on stunted crops
and scrawny cattle and sheep. Faces impassive within their white robes cowls, they watched the
questers when the outlanders collected water from rudimentary wells but made no move towards
Svensson's company.

Garest Ethrin looked downcast when he saw the peoplein their sorry villages. "They deserve better than
this" he declared. "Thisland isworthless.”

Days passed dowly and monotonoudy. The landscape remained a drab red-brown; the sky remained a
bright turquoise blue. Interrelationships that had been harmonious gradually but inexorably stretched and
strained to breaking point. Everyone seemed to regard one another with warinessif not suspicion, even
Haiann and Wilfen. Conversations tended to be practical and terse -- "How much farther?" -- "Well
camp here." -- "Pass me the water skin." -- and the like. One afternoon, even asthey trudged onward
through the barren landscape, the three younger members of the company started to bicker among
themsalves. Findly, Shonda slenced them harshly. This annoyed Svensson for some reason, despite his
own impatience with the youngsters.

"Why don't you shut up, Shondal?* the Thermosian demanded.
"It'snone of your concern, Skylord," the soldier retorted contemptuoudly.

Irrationa anger surged through Svensson. Who was this primitive to spesk to him likethat? Hewas a
nothing with musclesfor braing!

"| think you should both shut up,” interjected Alvonne.
Shonda ignored his nephew, but his face reddened. "Y our quest has led usinto danger, Skylord!™
"That's not fair, Shonda," Garest protested, looking angry himself.

Shondd stopped dead and swung around, his sword suddenly in his hand. " You keep out of this,
Barbarian. | command here."

Garest Ethrin's expression became murderous, but he did nothing beyond clenching hisfists. Shondd was
, ater al, hissuperior.

"You'reall barbariand" Svensson cried.

That wasit. Asthe others opened their mouths to reply, Shondd dropped his sword and shield and,
hands outstretched, lunged for the Thermosian.

Svensson responded eagerly, unusual for him as helargely lacked aggression, akiller inginct. Martid arts
moves came into his mind, maneuversthat he had performed only asachild or in VR smulations yet
somehow recalled. He aimed astab-kick at Shonda's groin, which the Holm barely avoided, followed
by ajab to the Paladin's right eye that did score. The TerraNovan roared in rage, and he was fearsome,
but Svensson's own anger made him oblivious. He blocked Shondd's awkward yet powerful right-fisted
blow, jarring aforearm, then punched the big man again, thistimein the left eye. Asthe Paladin's head
rocked, Svensson grabbed Shondal's sword-belt, rolled backward, and with afoot in the armored
midriff, propelled the TerraNovan into the dust behind the Thermosian. Shondal landed heavily on his
backpack but regained hisfeet in an ingtant.

Their faces flushed, the Nevanders and Haiann yelled heatedly. Arguing among themselves, they al but



ignored the fight taking place only meters away from them. "Y ou keep your hands and eyes off Hdiann!"
Wilfen shouted at his brother.

Garest Ethrin wasto Svensson'sright. The former Nondran's fists were pressed to histemples. Hiseyes
were closed, face screwed up. ™Y ou bitch!™ he forced out incongruously between histeeth. "Leave me
done”

Svensson snapped his attention back to a charging Shondal. The Thermosian avoided aswinging right fist
and, thrusting out an angled leg, tripped the advancing Paladin. As Shonda awkwardly stumbled
forward, Svensson clouted him behind the ear.

Shondd was a paragon of persistence. He came at the Thermosian again but more dowly, fists cocked.
The combatants circled each other, straining at the leash. The Holm's blue eyes were intense, histeeth
bared, hisnormally calm visage frightening, but Svensson was beyond fear of anyone.

Abruptly Shondd's right hand shot out. Svensson whipped his head back but was nonetheless dedlt a
glancing blow that felled him in a stunned hegp. Shondd did not wait for him to regain his senses. The
Paladin legpt a him, pinioning hisarmswith knees and sitting heavily on his chest. Then, with hishuge
hands, Shondal began to squeeze the air out of the Thermosian.

Svensson flailed desperatdly, trying to flip Shonda off with aquick twist of the hips-- to no avail. The
Thermosian's vison narrowed to a pinpoint. Externa sound faded, but his heart pounded in hisears.
Gasping, he strained to breathe, but the congtriction of histhroat and the weight on his chest would not
dlow sufficient ar into hislungs. Radiant sparks danced before his eyes, red and yellow and blue, then
waned as everything dimmed. His eyes and the veins and tendonsin his neck started to bulge
grotesquely. Histongue lolled from aface that dowly turned purple.

Unexpectedly, when hiswind was at last exhausted and his head fdlt asif it would burst, the pressure on
his neck suddenly eased. Shondd rolled off him, shouting.

"I'vekilled him!" the Paadin cried in anguish. " Oh, no, not another thing gone amiss” Therewere
answering calls of dismay, but Svensson was unable to reassure them.

Struggling to his hands and knees, the Thermosian gul ped huge volumes of air down a swollen throat and
coughed on the swirling dust.

"Thank the Goddess!" Shonda said. "1 thought you were dead.”
"I nearly was," Svensson croaked. "What happened?’
"I do not know. | had asudden fegling of great didike towards you and everyoneelse.”

The Thermosian il drew ragged breaths. "And | felt anger towards...the rest of you...blamed you...for
my predicament.”

The others nodded in agreement, saying they had experienced smilar anomaousfedings.
"Wheat could have caused this?* Wilfen asked, gently fending off one of Haiann'sfierce hugs.
"l have afew ideas," Svensson said darkly.

The Enemy's activity escalated in the skies over TerraNova. The diens must have guessed that he had
some significance on the planet. They had attempted to set the questers againgt one another, possibly
with a subtle psionic stream that had invoked their hatred and aggression. It had been a desperate move,



for hewas on his guard now; the ploy would not succeed again. And his psionic shield had protected the
company from thefull force of its effect. Still, it had nearly worked. Svensson wondered yet again what
the peoplein the Centra Computer Complex had in mind for him. Could he possbly swing the scales
back in TerraNovas favor and in someway help defegt the Enemy invasion fleet? It did not seem likely,
yet the Enemy had wasted one of its few secret wegpons on him; the dliens obvioudy feared his presence
for some reason.

"We mugt get to the Oracle,” Svensson said. "If I'm right, then the Goddess's Enemy isresponsible for
our sudden mood swing."

"Then | suggest we not linger," declared Shonddl.

No one could argue with that, so the sextet gathered up belongings that had been scattered around,
brushing dust out of clothesand hair.

"I'm sorry, Alvonne," Svensson heard Wilfen saying. 1 didn't know what | was saying.”

"It'sdl right,” the younger Nevander replied. ™Y ou heard what Mikad said. Something caused usto
forget oursalves. | fought with you aswell, so I'm sorry, too." He grinned suddenly. "1'm not going to steal
Haliann off you. But | am jedoud”

"Y ou're not going to berid of methat easily, Wilfen!" put in Hdiann. "I'll not be shared with anyone's
brother!"

"Sorry," said Wilfen sheepishly, reddening with embarrassment.
"Stop apologizing!" shetold him. "1 wasjoking. And | know you were not yoursef."
Svensson rubbed histhroat and swallowed painfully a couple of times.

Shonda watched him. "I'm sorry, Lord Mikael. | don't know why | did it. | was angry with you, but
youredill my friend."

"I provoked you. I'm clever enough to do that but not clever enough not to do it. It'smy fault, not yours.
Y ou have asoldier'singtincts. Angered, you could not be expected to hold yoursdlf in check. Especidly
with subtle pressure.” Svensson smiled wryly. *I'm glad you regained control of yoursdf, though!”

"Soam ," the TerraNovan agreed. "But you were al over meat first. Y ou must teach me some of those
tricks"

Svensson chuckled. "Ahh, if it helpsin combat, then you want to know about it."

Shondd grinned. "It ismy profession, after al. Besides, | might yet chalenge Paladin Centurion Tharamis
Fanes. The Firgt Paadin's position is the one boys dream about in Holmis. Men aswell.”

"Comeon, Father, youretoo old!" put in Haliann from Wilfen'ssde. "Y ou aren't going to get any
better."

"Thanks" hesaid dryly. "But you'reright: I'm a my pesk. Very few risein the Paladin rankings over the
age of fifteen. And then it's only one or two places."

"I'm not so sure,” Svensson dissented. "With the right diet and exercises there might be some
improvement inyou."

"I'll hold you to that if thingsturn out for the best,” said the Paladin.



"Il hdpyou if | possibly can,” Svensson promised.
CHAPTER 24: THE CONSCIOUS MIND

On the sixteenth day out of Nondrathe six questers came to the extreme western edge of the desert
plain, the Naskid Bonal . It was bounded by the Angart Hills, arugged range of rust-red rock that
contrasted starkly with the cloudless, eectric blue sky. According to Garest, the Oracle -- the Centra
Compuiter, if Svensson's presumption was correct -- was only another forty kilometers or so farther
wed.

That gave him pause: If his presumption was correct. What if the Centra Computer Complex was not
here at all? He decided not to dwell on it. He had enough things to worry about. To have borne so much
and discover it had dl beeninvain... All he could believe in was that the Complex was somewherein
these hills. He had to, as there was nothing else.

Thetravelers were rather the worse for wear. Their clotheswere filthy with ground-in dirt. Eyes and teeth
stood out gtartlingly brightly from grimy faces. The TerraNovan men al had beards of varying
advancement (none of them had the inclination to persevere with shaving), Shondd's the darkest and
fullest. Svensson was reluctant to waste the power reserves of his nuclear converter on trivid matters. he
did not know when he might requireit for ameaningful purpose. It was only the occasond rain shower,
therefore, that prevented the travelers from becoming too strong on the nose, asthey could carry only
enough water to drink, with none to spare for bathing or washing clothes. Even Svensson's personal
computer struggled to keep him presentable. More and more every day the questers resembled the
native inhabitants of these lands.

Sipping and diding on loose gravel, they followed anarrow path between the twin ridges of a
saddleback hill. Everyone wastired, scarcely lifting their feet clear of the stones as they plodded
forward.

Svensson raised his eyes wearily and dmost leapt into the air. At the side of the path wasa
one-meter-high, slvery plagtic rod with atiny red light flashing on itstop. It was amarker post.
Something of Imperid origin waslocated nearby.

"Stop!" he called to the others.

They paused and gazed curioudy at him, glad of the respite. "What isit?' Wilfen asked.
"Thisisa Skylord marker."

"I've seen afew of those," Garest said. "Mostly around these hills.”

"l saw onein Arndlund, once," Shonda remarked. "What does it sgnify, Mikagl ?*
"There may be some equipment that | can use," Svensson replied.

"Whereisit?" Alvonne asked, peering about the scrubby hillsdes. "I can't see anything.”
"Let'sfind out,” said Svensson, striding over to the marker post.

Therewasasmall ova embossed on the duminum-look plagtic. Svensson pressed histhumb against the
ovd, and an artificid voice spoketo himin Imperid English: "Identify yoursdlf.”

The TerraNovans sared in amazement.

"Svensson, Mikael Anders" the Thermosian said. "Lieutenant, Imperia Navy. Citizen Number: 3 476
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543 087 463."

"Identification verified," replied the marker post. " Svensson, Mikagl Anders. Lieutenant, Imperia Navy.
Clearance: Class B. What is your command, Lieutenant Svensson?'

"What do you mark?'
"Thisunit marks the entrance to an atmoshuittle hangar.”

An amoshuttle! They could make the rest of the journey in comfort. And there might be some other
storesin the hangar, perhaps even arms.

"Computer: open hangar."

A great section of the craggy hillside on hisleft, gpproximately ten meters square, aoruptly recessed and
did asde soundlesdy, leaving adark hole.

Speechless, the Terra Novans shook their heads in wonder.
"Don't follow mein," Svensson warned them.
"Theresno likelihood of that," Garest muttered, and the others agreed wholeheartedly.

Svensson ventured inside, and light flared around him. He discovered himself in a hollowed-out, shiny,
white plastic hangar, dominated by abulky, ugly object: the atmoshuttle. The shuttle was box-shaped,
seven meterslong and five meterswide, surmounted by a hemispherica canopy. He wandered around it,
feding with pleasure the smooth white plagtic. At the rear of the hangar he discovered a storage cabinet.
Within the cabinet were severa pencil-sized plagtic sticks: collgpsiblerifle packages.

"Clapper gunsg! Very handy,” he said, helping himself to one. He pressed athumb against an ovate
depression in the side of the hypercompressed plastic rod and telepathically commanded: <'Activate.'>
The hy-c plastic expanded into its pre-programmed form: adull black, meter-long laser rifle. It
automatically legpt from his hands and positioned itself barrel up adong the length of his back, to one sde
of his TerraNovan backpack.

There was another cabinet alongside the one that contained therifles. It was armored and secured, but
Svensson's Class B security rating was sufficient to gain accessto its contents. A single thin square of
plastic lay within, and he whistled in amazement. It was power armor, as used by Star Marines!

"Very, very handy. Ice hat, in fact,” he said to himsdlf, quickly transferring the hy-c plastic package into
his backpack.

He wandered back outside the hangar, smiling to himself at thefed of the collapsblerifle on hisback. It
was not going to do much to help him defeat the Enemy, but a modern weapon made him much happier
inhimsdf.

"What's that black thing you have on your back?' Wilfen asked him politely.

Svensson sighed. The twins knew when he lied to them, and they did not deserve deception. None of
these people did. "It'sawegpon,” hereplied smply.

"What kind of weapon?' Shondd asked with interest. "It doesn't appear sturdy enough to hurt anyone,
and | perceive no edge nor any means of propelling an arrow or bolt."

"Perhaps it shoots some sort of specid missile” Alvonne suggested.



Both the twinswere imaginative and intuitively intelligent. Their perception congtantly astounded the
Thermosian.

"You're not far wrong," Svensson admitted. "It shoots bright light in anarrow ray. If | could seeyou, |
could hit you from ten kiloswords away."

Shondd snorted with what Svensson initialy took to be dishdlief. "It makes afighting man worthless. You
have the power to kill with the captured light of the sunitself. | have trained for twelve yearsto be the
best warrior | can be, and you can cut me down without me even seeing you. Thereis no honor in such a
wegpon. Even the Tharmswould not utilize such athing. What use are skill and strength of armin
Skylord warfare?!

The Thermosian could give no answer that would reassure the man. In Svensson's world the soldier had
long ceased to be a person of superb physique, skill, and bravery. Some mentally "pushed the buttons' of
misslesor, like him, fought in the depths of space. Even modern infantry went to battle in power armor,
operating independently of their environment, reliant on holovision and computersrather than natura
senses, they trusted not to individua abilities but human technology.

"How terribleit must befor you," Shonda remarked. "Unableto pit your skills against your enemies
ills”

Svensson pondered the Paladin's words, recalling something Shondal had once said: "Thereisno such
thing as apoor soldier: aman is good enough or no good &t al." He had thought the Paladin might have
been a successin the Star Marines. He il agreed with that assessment, but it was Shonda's mental
attributes that would have guaranteed that success, not his well-trained body.

"l would very much liketo test my skillsagainst my enemies” the Thermosian replied findly. "But | doubt
they're even remotely human. They may be monstrous, more hideous than any cresture you could
imagine. It ismy kind'swarfare that isthe great equalizer: anyone who has the appropriate mind can bea
soldier, no matter the Size or Strength of their body.”

"Won't your weapon help you?' Garest Ethrin asked, gesturing to therifle.

Svensson laughed. "I would stand less chance with only this againgt my enemies than you would with that
sword againg the combined Tharmish and Nullish Armies”

* *

Waghel wasfully aware that he was possessed. For along time he had convinced himself that he il
followed hisown free will. Now, in this latest venture, he could no longer ignore the obsessive nature of
his pursuit of Shondal Argindell's company. Acquired over many years, hisinginct of knowing when to
withdraw from adelicate Stuation was being flagrantly disregarded; it made no sensefor him to be done
inunfamiliar territory likethissorry land.

He had had prophetic dreamsaat first, visonsin which suggestions or solutions had cometo him. They
varied in complexity and usefulness. Sometimes he had ignored them; sometimes he had done as bid.
Once or twice they had proved beneficia, though many more times the dreams had offered nothing
subgtantial that he could determine.

It wasthese"less useful” suggestionsthat had revealed the extent of his possession: he would normally
have dismissed them, but they had turned out to be the hardest to ignore. He had spied on or killed
obscure people in out- of-the-way villages, al on awhim out of character for him; he was not averseto
such activities, but his victims had not appeared worthy of hisinterest or talents. Undertakings such ashis
current one, in which the benefits seemed tangible, were rare, yet even thistask had gonefor far too long.



He should have cut his losses some time ago. But he could not fight the urge to thwart Shondal
Arginddl's purpose, whatever the cost in time or effort.

Waghd fancied that he could dmost "hear” the voice of his possessor. Sometimes, when he relaxed and
alowed histhoughtsto drift, afaint whisper touched his mind, just on the very edge of his awareness.
When he endeavored to grasp at it, however, it waslike trying to catch smoke, and he was | eft with only
his uncharacterigtic behavior as proof of his possesson.

Hisintuition could not be doubted, though. Recently he had made significant legps of ingght based on the
tiniest scraps of facts. How he had guessed the Holms had departed Nondra he neither knew nor cared.
(He was disappointed with Chileft Scgj, however, and aday of reckoning would come for the Nondran
King.) He had been sure -- no, he had known -- Shondal's party was headed for the Oracle. Therefore,
he had decided to ambush them en route.

Waghel shook his head impatiently. His attention wandered too readily these days. He surveyed the
pathetic excusesfor warriors that accompanied him: sx scruffy Barbariansin animal skins. It had been
childishly ampleto enlist their aid, telling them they would be "defending the Oracle.” Still, they were
aufficient for the job he had in mind for them, providing a diverson while he performed the red task.

It did not strike him as a plan he had thought up entirely on hisown; it was not "classicaly Waghd." He
had heard of the Oracle, of course, the supposed mouthpiece of the supposed Goddess Under The
Mountain. Waghel had no faith in Anbridge, who was an Eastlander deity, anyway. But it was enough to
convince thesefools: they thought anyone who could find their precious Oracle without their help must
have some divine purpose. He had not minded encouraging that belief.

'Perhaps | am here on Anbridge's behalf, he mused. 'Perhaps I'm mad.' He blinked. That had not
occurred to him before. Waghd dismissed the notion, however. It was not important.

"Concentrate," he hissed doud. Heredlly waslosing histouch. Maybe he would retire after thistask was
completed. All he had to do waskill one of Arginddl's company. It had suddenly come to him. No more
playing around. Kill the key member of the party -- he knew now whom it was -- and hismisson was
complete. Perhaps then he would be free.

* *

It wasliterdly abolt out of the blue: an arrow whizzed past Garest Ethrin's nose and raised a shower of
gparks on arock at the side of the gravely path.

Svensson tensed reflexively, and hisrifle, reacting to hisalarm, released itsweak stays on his back and
flew into his outstretched hands, cocked and charged. The Thermosian swung around, seeking the source
of the arrow. Shondal and Garest raced unhesitatingly to hisleft. Svensson oriented on their apparent
destination and sighted, silhouetted against the desert sky, Six men on the dope of the southern peak of
the saddleback. The attackers held bows and, even as he watched, discharged their weapons at the
swordsmen ascending the dope: two arrows missed, four rebounded from armor and shield.

As the Paladins reached the bowmen, the unknown warriors cast aside their bows, drew broadswords,
and gathered up kite-shaped shields.

Svensson could sense the twinsitching to run up the hill. "Don't move!" the Thermosian commanded.
"Y ou can't help them.”

A furiousfight took place on the hill. The two Paladins had the superior skill, but they faced three
opponents apiece. Their swords were astedly blur, rectangular shields in constant motion.



Svensson eyed theriflein hishands. A red, radiant circle of light, avirtua sight, floated above the end of
the barrel. Therifle was ready for use, had been ever since his body and mind had reacted: tensed
muscles, adrenaline rush, speeding heart, confusion, fear. The weapon seemed amost to quiver in
anticipation.

The Thermosian hesitated. The unknown attackers would stand no chance without modern armor. And
the Paladins had expressed distaste at such aweapon. Would they appreciate being aided by it?

The attacking swordsmen proved more than competent. Without warning, Garest Ethrin was struck hard,
and he collgpsed. Shondd's enraged roar echoed Svensson'sfifty meters below.

Svensson'singtincts assumed control. Therifle's eectronics sensed hisintent, and suddenly the virtua
sight was before hisright eye. In an instant, he peered a an enlargement of the soldier who had struck
Garest. The Thermosian blinked, striving to look closer, and immediately the scene shifted to aclose-up
of the swordsman's dented, tarnished breastplate. A moment's hesitation, and he oriented on the man's
am.

A modern firearm retained the traditional trigger: it wastoo easy to shoot accidentally by reflex with pure
psionic control. Of course, a pressure-pad trigger could aso be depressed unintentionally, so the weapon
would only discharge in accompaniment with the gppropriate mental sgndl.

Svensson wanted the laser to burn but not so it melted bone and sted dike: therifle automatically
adjugted the intengity of the beam. The Thermosian held the trigger down and, with asimple thought,
burnt the arm of the firgt attacker. The virtual sght ingtantly shifted focus, and after about Six- tenths of a
second he had burnt the sword arms of al six of Shondal's opponents.

The mysterious combatants suddenly withdrew from the skirmish, yeling in pain and holding their seared
biceps. They sumbled awvay down the far side of the saddlieback. Asif it had stung him, Svensson cast
addetherifle. Shondal paused in bewilderment. He glanced down at the Thermosian, quickly waved
thanks, and rushed to Garest, who had falen and not stirred.

Alvonne charged up the dope. Svensson was about to follow him, when afaint buzz echoed in hismind,
the barest hint of atelepathic sgnal. He stopped dead, glancing about him. It was then that he caught a
flash of movement, as Urgash Waghe!, long-sword in hand, emerged from behind arock ridge and
hurtled towards the Thermosian. The Tharm's hairless, sunburnt face was maniaca, his clothing ragged
and stained with dirt. Svensson froze in panic, eyesrolling wildly. Haliann was severad metersaway to his
right. Drawing her short-sword, she was running in hisdirection, but he could tell she would not reach
him before the Tharm did. Waghel glanced momentarily at the girl, seemed to dismiss her, and came on.

"Hdiann!" shouted Wilfen from behind Svensson.

Wilfen's cry released the paralysisthat held Svensson. The Thermosian reached for therifle he had flung
aside, though it wasfar too late, for Waghe was amost on him. Svensson screamed asthe Sharene
raised the sword.

The sword never sruck him.

Waghd's arm seemed to lose strength in mid-stroke. The sword fell from hisfingers, and he clutched at
his side, where the handle of adagger protruded incongruoudy. The Tharm yanked at it in shock, Staring
a Hdiann.

‘Shethrew it a him!" Svensson thought increduloudly.



TheHolmish girl stared back at the Tharm in trepidation, for it seemed Waghel was abouit to pull the
dagger from between hisribs. The Sharene started to make an awful wheezing noise. He was laughing!

"l underestimated you, girl," Waghd muttered, grimacing in pain or, perhaps, amusement. He gazed up at
the sky. "You'velost your hold now. I'm free." Svensson realized the Tharm no longer addressed
Hdiann.

Waghe abruptly fell to the earth and did not move, and apool of blood formed beneath him. His eyes
stared unseeing, yet his expression appeared, to Svensson, somehow at peace.

"Hdiann!" cried Wilfen. "Oh, Goddess! Areyou dl right?' Hetook her in hisarms, raining fierce kisses
on her.

"Forgive me, Wilfen," she whispered.
"What for?"

"For being akiller." Of course," hesaid dowly. "My principlesare not that inflexible. Y ou were defending
Mikael. | accept that. And | understand that you are Shondal's daughter. | do not ask you to belike
r],E.ll

Svensson recalled what had occurred up on the hill. Alvonne was aready up there, having missed the
action below. The Thermosian glanced towards Wilfen, who nodded over Haliann's bowed head. Yes,
the Nevander's expression said, he could cope with the situation down here.

Svensson nodded back and quickly scrambled up the dope of the saddleback, grabbing at dry, twisted
bushesto assist his ascent.

It was agrim scene. Svensson could not believe the human body contained so much blood. Shondal
cradled Garest in hisarms. In spite of its dark tan, the former Nondran's face was deathly pae, a
disturbing ashy color. His stentorian breathing was torturous, and abloody froth had formed on hislips.
He labored to speak for amoment, but no lucid word emerged from the harsh rasps and wheezes. Then
the sounds ceased.

Intending to retrieve his medikit, Svensson shrugged off his backpack. But he dowed, then paused in his
actions: it wastoo late for Garest.

At first Svensson thought it was his cry, until it stabbed into hismind. An elemental shout of utter anguish,
it brought him to hisknees:

<'NNNNNNOOOOOOOO00Q!">

Theword echoed in hisheed, asif it reverberated through the hills. M ouths agape, Alvonne and Shondd
dtared at each other, wondering what was happening.

Thevoice -- awoman's, he realized -- returned, insde Svensson's head: <'You can't die, Garest! You
can't. Everything is ruined. Everything. Oh, Garest, what have | done?'>

"Who isthis?' Svensson demanded both telepathicaly and doud in Imperid English.

The voice softened, appearing to disregard the Thermosian. <'l love you, Garest. You can't die. You
must not die!'>

Faces puzzled yet sorrowful, the others watched Svensson. Shondal was on his knees, covered in blood,



Garest'sblood. "I'vefailed again," the Paadin whispered.

Wilfen and Haliann had joined them. They had the air of acouple who had arrived at an understanding,
who had made anew discovery in themsalves and each other.

"What's happening?' Haliann asked.
"Thevoice" Svensson replied, eyes haunted. "Can't you hear it?"
The TerraNovans nodded, expressions grim. "We can,” Alvonne answered, seriousfor once.

The voice returned, sobered. <'You -- Citizen Svensson -- do what you can to save Garest's body.
We'll see what can be done about his mind.'>

Oddly compelled by this bodiless voice, Svensson took his medikit -- afive-centimeters-cubed, black
plastic article -- from his backpack and waved it over Garet, trying to ignore the Nondran's sightless
dare.

"Massive heart and lung damage,” pronounced the medikit's emotionless voice synthesizer. "No brain
activity. Patient isirretrievably dead.”

"What can be donefor the body?'
"Place unit over wound.”

Shonda cut away the straps that secured the armor breastplate, and Svensson ripped aside Garest's
scarlet-stained tunic. The Thermosian placed the medikit over the exposed, ravaged chest. The device
hovered there, afew centimeters from the Terra Novan's body. Plagtic articulated instruments extruded
from the medikit's form and rapidly repaired the physical damage the sword had caused, hedling the
heart, lungs, breastbone, arteries, veins, capillaries, muscles. Garest retained a ten-centimeter scar of
sedled skin that would hedl invisbly intime.

The Arginddlls gasped, but Svensson ignored them, for the medikit spoke again: "The patient haslost too
much blood. Place unit on anuclear converter.”

Svensson retrieved his nuclear converter -- another plastic cube -- and positioned it so itsinteraction
plate was againgt the one on the medikit. The medical device now directed the function of the converter.

Almost immediately the nuclear converter announced: " Formulation completed.”

"Place both units over patient'sbody,” the medikit directed. Svensson did as he was told, and the medikit
inserted a hose into ahole that had appeared in the nuclear converter. The tube turned bright red asit
filled with synthetic blood. The medikit produced a shorter tube with an attached hollow needle; it
opened avein and injected the synthetic blood into Garest Ethrin. After at least two liters of blood -- and
aquantity of miniature machines (to help facilitate the reanimation process) -- had passed from the
converter viathe medical device into the motionless man, the transfusing tube and needle were
withdrawn, the tiny wound heded; smultaneoudy, the medikit disconnected itself from the nuclear
converter. The medikit then descended onto Garest's healed chest, which jerked violently twice.

"Remove unit. Petient'sbody isfunctiond.”

Garedt's eydidsfluttered afew times, then closed asif he merdly dept. His chest began to dowly riseand
fal. Color returned to hispae skin.



"He'sdive" Alvonne said softly, awed.
"Hewasdead!" cried Shondd. "I saw it!" Wilfen sammered: "It'sim...impossble.”

"What's the matter, Lord Mikael?" asked Haliann, for she had seen Svensson's expression. "It's
wonderful.”

"He's il dead," Svensson said. "Hisbodly lives, but his mind, his consciousness, isgone.”

"What do you mean?' Shondal demanded. "He was stabbed in the heart, not the head.” The Paladin bent
down to Garest's body, tapped the blond man on the cheeks. "Wake up, Garest. Come on. You're al
right now."

Garest did not stir. ‘Naturally,” Svensson thought. He was dead. Shonda slumped.
"l don't understand,” said Wilfenin asmall voice. "Helooks perfectly hedthy."

"Our hedersdid not understand at first, either,” said Svensson. "There had been many examples of
people making full recoveries after their heart had stopped beating. But they were not really deed: their
minds remained. They could be saved.

"Early on, certain patients couldn't be saved, because they were undoubtedly and irretrievably dead. But
our knowledge increased to the point where we could hed what was previoudly irreparable damage.

"Thiswas when the first mindless patients gppeared. Their bodies could be hedled, but their
consciousness was gone. And we could not fix that, because it isimmeaterial, without substance or form.
The brains of these people were intact, and automatic functions -- like breathing -- till took place, but
they were empty of any semblance of a mind.

"Garest isone of these mindless bodies. Thisisthe body he inhabited, but the part of him we knew, his
consciousness, isgone. Thisbody will liveif properly cared for, but it will perform only involuntary
actions. Garest Ethrinisdead.”

""Has his consciousness gone somewhere?' Haliann asked, tearsrolling dowly down her cheeks from
brimming eyes

"I don't know. It may be gone forever. It may have gone to some higher place.”
"l hope s0," Haliann breathed.
Wilfen shook his head. "When my timeisup, | hopeit comesin my deep. | won't know what happens.”

There was a chorus of agreement, but Svensson did not concur. "When death comes for me, | want to
seeit coming. | will look it intheeye and defy it."

CHAPTER 25: ILLUSION

The woman's voice was back in Svensson's head: <'Thank you, Citizen Svensson. We may yet be able
to help Garest.'>

"Who are you?' the Thermosian demanded aloud. "Are you in the Central Computer Complex?

<'All will be divulged shortly. Utilize the atmoshuttle. It will convey you to me. Ask me no further
guestions.'>

Svensson's eyes came to rest on Garest's body. It appeared to dumber, and perhapsit did, but it had no
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impulse to awaken. It would remain dormant, functiona though functionless.

Y et the woman had spoken of the possibility of helping Garest. Had the Terra Novan colonists made
some medica breakthrough during the years he had missed? Such an innovation would, in dl probability,
necessitate some sort of brain recording, which wasillegal under the strictures of the Human Integrity
Acts. The TerraNovans, however, did not seem to play by al the rules, and the Human Integrity Acts
did not necessarily curb their activities. But according to accepted medica technology and belief, Garest
Ethrin was dead.

'Stop it!" Svensson told himself. These speculations made his head ache right behind the eyes, and his
persona-computer-controlled microscopic machines had not yet eiminated the pain. He did not need this
futile pondering right now. He was unlikely to fathom the answers had he dl the timein the world to think.
Why gtrain himsdlf when people who knew the answers awaited him?

"What happened to the men who attacked us?' the Thermosian asked Shondal.

"Them!" Shonda spat. "They were a Barbarian party, shouting something about 'defending the Oracle.’
They dragged themsalves off eastward. It wasacomica sight, al six grasping their armsin the same
way." He glanced at Garest. "It did not in the least compensate me for that. A man departed from his

body. Itisnot right.”

"l must agree with you. It was my quest, not his."

They made their way down the hill, Shondal carrying Garest Ethrin over one shoulder. Urgash Waghd's
body lay sprawled on the red gravel path, adarker stain spread around him. There would have been no
mistaking the short, stocky body, even without the telltale black beret.

"Well, that's one good thing to have come of this" Shonda remarked. "1 thought Waghel might have been
involved in thisambush." He glanced at Haliann. ™Y our handiwork?"

The girl bowed her head. "Y es, Father."

"Y ou don't seem surprised, Shonda," noted Wilfen.
"I'mnot," Shondd said. "She's had thetraining.”
"What training?"' asked Alvonne.

"| trained asa...spy," Hdiann confessed, not looking at Wilfen. "I've been taught to masquerade as
someone's (preferably an enemy of Holmis) hired help. From aposition of trust | might learn certain
facts"Wilfen nodded dowly. "It dl makes sense.”

Haliann gtill studied the ground. "What do you think of me now, Wilfen?'

The Nevander shrugged. "I know you're not akiller. Not without just cause, anyway. I'll need timeto
become accustomed to the concept of your profession, though."Haliann shuddered. "1 don't believel
truly have the heart for the job any more. It used to be dl | thought about. But now..." She shook her
head, staring at the pinkish scar on her siff |eft hand, the result of the knife wound she had suffered (she
had rejected Svensson's offer to heal the wound with his medikit).

Wilfen looked to Shondal, who shrugged. Y ou have heart, Haiann,” said the Nevander findly. "Plenty of
heart. Principles are not asign of weskness."

"| agree,”" said Svensson.



"Sodol," said Shondal.

Haliann looked up findly, eyes glistening with tears. Wilfen wordlesdy held out hisarms, and with a
suddenly blooming amile, the girl rushed into his embrace.

Svensson glanced towards the entrance of the darkened hangar. He could just discern the white plastic
nose of the atmoshuittle.

'What am | doing? he suddenly thought. Was this some sort of trap? It struck him that he had been too
much at the mercy of others. It wastimeto take hisfate into his own hands.

What he was about to do might be construed as a provocative act. If things were not asthey seemed...
"Get behind those rocks over there," he ordered the TerraNovans. "And don't come out until | tell you
to emerge.”

The Arginddlsrequired no further command, even Shonda. They hastened over to the boulders, the
Paladin easily bearing his dead comrade.

When he was sure they were behind the rather meager cover, Svensson retrieved the power armor
package he had placed in his backpack. The package was about forty centimeters square and two
centimeters thick, with two shallow foot-shapesimpressed in one face.

The Thermosian placed the package on the red dirt and stepped firmly into the foot impressions,
telepathicaly commanding: <'Activate.'>

Instantly the hy-c plastic expanded, enclosing hisfeet and spreading up hislegs. It flowed onward over
historso and covered his head, diverting sdeways adong his arms. Within seconds, Svensson was
encased in plastic armor.

His bulk was now twiceitsorigind size, sealed by mirror-finished plagtic from head to toe. The plagtic
was hard, though flexible around the joints. The power armor was suspended afew centimeters off the
ground by anti-gravity. He could run and jump with unnaturd ability, evenfly at low dtitude. Interna
temperature was maintained at a constant and pleasant 305 K. A nuclear converter gathered externa
atmosphere and converted it to pure Thermosian air, oxygen and moisture content at the level with which
he was most comfortable; in the event of no air being accessible -- such asin space -- the power armor
would dispense sustagd to itswearer. Holovison displays provided information and vison of his
surroundings. He could not employ his natural senses, but he had much more powerful artificia ones.

Smaller hy-c plastic packages produced: two powerful guns -- one alaser, the other avariable particle
beam weapon -- which he attached to the arms of the power armor; and amissile-armed cannon that
was mounted at the waist.

Svensson glided into the hangar. Thelight within the hangar abruptly returned (not that he required any
illumination a al in power armor). He carefully investigated the atmoshuttle. He could detect no trace of
armed weapons on board, nor could he sense any signs of life.

Seeking anything out of the ordinary, the Thermosian dowly circled the atmaoshuttle. The cockpit canopy
was amercury droplet on top of the hull, so he could not spy inside. He floated closer and thumped the
hull with an armored fig, finding it solid and unyidding.

Therewas a hiss. Svensson reacted ingtantly, leaping backwards; he found himself pressed againgt the
white plastic wall five meters away, suspended three metersin the air, both guns directed at the
atmoshuitle.



He redlized the noise had been the entrance door in the Side of the atmoshuittle diding open invitingly.
Svensson waited, unmoving.
A few minutes passed. Nothing happened.

Drifting over to theimmobile aircraft, he quickly dove through the doorway with a power-assisted spurt.
He crashed hard into awall opposite the door but felt nothing (power armor was designed to withstand
much more powerful blows). A short set of stairsto hisright led up to the cockpit. He floated up the
Saircase.

Ashe had previoudy ascertained, there was no one within the cockpit. However, everything seemed to
be in order. There appeared to be no deception.

Svensson moved over to the comset, activating it telepathicaly. "Thisis Lieutenant Mikagl Svensson of
the Imperiad Navy," he said through an externa microphone.

"Lieutenant Svensson,” replied afamiliar voice. "Thisis Anne Bridges: | spoketo you earlier.”

A holographic image appeared of adender white woman in an iridescent silver t-shirt and glossy, black,
skin-tight trousers. She was blond, about thirty, attractive but not beautiful, her lipstoo thin, china
fraction too prominent. Her eyes, however, were an enchanting liquid brown, and her smile was engaging
enough that he found himsalf smiling back. Svensson reprimanded himsdlf for appraising her, but it had
been some time since he had seen awoman of his culture.

"I remember." And he meant it in more than one way. For Anne Bridges was the woman who had
featured in his dream. Anne Bridges was Anbridge, the Goddess Under The Mountain!

"Well, what are you waiting for?" she demanded. "I'm al prepared for you and your friends. Bring them
in. And please: bring Garest in with care; | may be ableto help him, got to try. I'm aBrain Medic, you
must understand.”

She stopped, looking hopeful and desperate at the sametime.
Hewas moved. "Okay."
"Thank you," she said softly, sincere and rdlieved.

Svensson guided the atmoshuttle out of the holein the mountain. The hangar's concedling, camouflaged
plasted door closed behind him. He opened the entrance door of the atmoshuittle and floated out over
the mountain path, recently the scene of so much drama.

"Y ou can come out now," he called.

Wilfen wasthefirgt of the Argindellsto emerge. Shouting in darm, he immediately ducked back behind
therocks.

"It'sdl right. It'sme: Mikadl. Thisis Skylord armor.”

They came out immediatdy, trusting. He thought that might be a regrettable tendency, for it would have
been smplefor someoneto artificialy smulate hisvoice. They could not know, however, so hedid not
unduly concern himself. Besides, if things were as good as they seemed, the questers had nothing to fear.

"Impressive," said Shondd. "It doesn't appear very tough, but | see no gapsthrough whichtodipa
sword."



"There are none. Come, we must enter the sky ship.”

Eyes wide and mouths open, the Terra Novans proceeded dowly, bearing Garest Ethrin between them.
After some hestation the four trailed Svensson into the atmaoshuttle and up the sairsinto the cockpit.

The cockpit was set flush with the top of the hull, the canopy ahemisphere of glasstic. The TerraNovans
wandered about, examining everything -- couches, displays, consoles, lighting -- but not daring to touch.

The comset announced: "Incoming cal." The Arginddlsjumped, dmost dropping Garest.
"Just amachine," Svensson reassured them.

Animage of Anne Bridges manifested above the comset again. "Areyou reedy?' sheinquired in Imperid
English.

"It'sthe Goddess," Shondal whispered.

"No, it isn't," snapped Svensson. He faced the image. " Speak in TerraNovan Orientd," he directed,
using that language. "I'm sure you can, or you have alanguage trandation...machine. | want the Terra
Novansto hear everything."

Bridges shrugged. "If you wish," she acceded in fluent Orientdl.
"But that'swhom wasin our dreams," Wilfen said to Haliann, who shook her head in confusion.

"All right, let's go, then." Svensson turned to the Argindells. "I would advise you dl to St in the couches.
But before you do -- awarning: they shape themsalves to your body."

Alvonne wasthefirg to St on acouch; it swiftly wrapped its synthetic materia about the youth'sform,
fitting him snugly. His eyeswidened, and he grinned. "Amazing!" hesaid.

That was the spark required. Soon the other three were testing the flight couches, marveling at the
features of the inherent technology. They were more impressed with the furniture than the holovision
picture.

"They're very comfortable,” Haliann said, and the others agreed, nodding.
"WEéII be departing now,” Svensson explained, psionically starting the automatic pilot.

There was no sensation, for the shuttle was equipped with anti-gravity motors. Apart from the instrument
readings, there was no obvious impression of impetus, for al that could be perceived from the cockpit
wasthe blue uniformity of the sky.

After several seconds had eapsed, Alvonne wondered: "When do we set forth?!

Svensson blinked in surprised amusement, until he saw al of them watching him expectantly. "We dready
have" hereplied shortly.

"| felt nothing,” Shonda protested. "I feel nothing.”
"Neither doI," concurred the twins Smultaneoudy.
"That's the point,” Svensson said. "That's how we prefer it, nice and smooth.”

There was afew moments slence.



"So wereflying now?" Wilfen asked tentatively.
Svensson nodded.

Anne Bridges image gill hovered over the comset, so she could hear the conversation. " There's not much
feeling and little to observe from your vantage point. If you look carefully, you may spy acloud dashing
by. Or Mikael could show you aview from beneeth the hull.”

Svensson shrugged. " Computer: down view," he commanded in Imperia English.

A reddish-brown fuzziness covered a square meter of the cockpit floor. Blurred by the speed of the
atmoshuittle, it was a scene of the hills below.

"Compuiter: record view for ten seconds, then play back at one-tenth speed.”

After the specified interval the blur ceased. It was supplanted by a scene of red wrinkles of hills observed
from directly overhead, at an dtitude of about one thousand meters. Svensson supposed the ubiquitous
rusty coloring was due to the presence of iron deposits. The areawas desolate, only asingle silver stream
winding through anarrow ravine bresking the monotony.

The TerraNovanswerein awe. "l never thought I'd behold the world from aposition like this™ Wilfen
sad. "It must be how abird seesthe land.”

Within afew minutes the atmoshuttle neared its destination. The aircraft Started to descend, and through
the glasstic they discerned an enormous hill, amountain, coming at them. It was an irregular, rocky pesk,
with the debris of broken-off chunkslittering its base.

The atmoshuittle oriented itself on alarge cave mouth hafway up the mountain's dope. The arcraft
passed from daylight into abrupt darkness, and the cockpit lit up in response,

The TerraNovans peered about, striving, Svensson guessed, to locate the origin of thelighting. They
could not find the light's source, however, for the illumination emanated from everywhere at once, from
the plastic of which everything was made.

A hundred meters into the mountain the atmoshuittle proceeded through theirised opening of a
meter-thick plasted portd. It was now in a pipe-like tunnd not much broader than the aircraft, and there
were two more doorsto negotiate, each defended by a high-caliber weapon. An uninvited guest would
have adifficult time entering the Central Computer Complex.

The atmoshuittle bypassed the security barriers without problem, the Central Computer plainly willing to
grant the questers entrance. They cameto awhite, plastic landing area, much bigger than the one that had
initially accommodated the atmoshuttle. A number of maintenance and construction robots were Situated
in various niches about the hangar. Severd aircraft were positioned here and there about the hangar floor
-- shuttles, freighters, one or two needle-nosed atmospheric fighters -- and afew spacecraft aswell. In
one corner was a heartening sight: anew-looking Eagle Eye.

The Thermosian could not hideagrin. "Thisishome. Or asclose asit gets.”

Astounded by what they saw, the TerraNovans dlowed it al to wash over them, saying nothing, future
shock personified.

The atmoshuttle touched down so gently no one felt athing. Svensson knew they were grounded when
the ingruments announced the fact to himin Imperid English.



"Weredown," hetold the othersin Oriental.
"I wish we could see your face," Haliann said wistfully.

Svensson was speechlessfor an ingtant. He had forgotten that, though he could view them, the Terra
Novans could not observe him through the mirror- like plastic from their side.

"Dont worry!" hesaid. "It'still therel™ The Thermosian considered hisfriends. They had no protection
beyond clothing and primitive meta armor. Could he do less than match them?

He directed atelepathic command at the power armor: <'Deactivate. Repeat: deactivate.'>

The tough pladtic retreated from his head and arms. It flowed down historso and legs, rapidly reforming
into theflat square of hy-c plastic from which it had originated. Similar commands reduced the wespons
and their ammunition to plastic sticks and beads.

Svensson retained only the collgpsiblerifle, which he dung over his shoulder. His sense of
sl f-preservation would not alow him to forsake al means of salf-defense,

The atmoshuttle's door was opening, according to the aircraft's computer.
"It'stime we were on our way," said Svensson to the Argindells.

Garest Ethrin had been laid in a couch of hisown. Shonda picked up the mindless man, and he followed
Svensson and the others out onto the hangar floor.

Metd-look stairs zigzagged up to adiding door set in the smooth plastic wall. At the top of the flight,
waving enthusiastically, was Anne Bridges.

"Up herel” shecried.

The questers stared at each other. Alvonne sniggered, stifling hislaughter with difficulty, in spite of the
uncertainty of the whole Stuation.

"Let'sgo," said Svensson.

They headed over to the base of the stairs, while Bridges flew down the steps. She flung her arms about
Svensson's neck. Her skin was very cold, but he hugged her back; he was pleased to be here.

"I'm s0 glad to findly meet you," Bridgestold him. "I've waited so long."

Svensson was unable to reply, embarrassed by the thought of what the questers must 1ook like: unkempt
and soiled with sweat and blood and dirt.

Thewoman smiled a him for afew seconds, eyesimparting a contrasting warning look.
"Why didn't you contact me earlier?" he asked in the end.

She regarded him with even more mysterious intent. She brought her mouth to his ear. “The Computer
wouldn't let me," she whispered.

'Shit!" Svensson thought. ‘A rogue computer! Just what | need!’ He hoped the Central Computer had not
turned up its audio to hear Anne'swords. as bad as things might be, a paranoid rogue computer could
make them much, much worse.



Bridges released him from her embrace. Svensson supposed she had only hugged him to warn him about
the Computer. He suppressed his probably incongruous disappointment, as she hurried towards Shondal
in order to examine Garest Ethrin. She brushed alock of slky blond hair away from her face and
surveyed the Nondran with aprofessional eye. Her anxiety appeared to diminish afraction.

"Good, very good,” she said. "His body is perfect. Now: if we can just restore hismind... Come, follow
me, al of you."

The questerstrailed Anne up the steps and through the doorway into a straight white corridor. Thirty
meters down the mostly featurel ess passage, on the left side, was adoor marked Medical Section; it did
asidefor Bridges, and she hustled the others into the room beyond the doorway.

Medica Section was occupied by decidedly few gadgets. Apart from three operating tables, there were
four, haf-meter-high instrument-equi pped medibots -- more advanced versions of Svensson'sfield
medikit -- linked to the Centrad Computer.

"Put Garest on here," Bridges said to Shondal, who till carried the hundred-kilogram dead weight of the
Nondran.

Shondd gently lowered his dead comrade onto the indicated operating table. The table shaped itself to fit
Garest's body, restraining arms, legs, waist, and chest. Haziness formed about the table, some sort of
energy shield to keep the air free of bacteria. A medibot scooted through the haze, floated up to the
operating table, where it proceeded to shave part of Garest's head and press a connection to the

exposed in.

"What isthis?' Shonda roared, charging the energy shield. A medibot intercepted him, and he dropped
to the floor, twitching. Svensson suspected the robot was equipped with an eectrical stunner.

"Father!" cried Haiann in darm, dashing forward.
"Hell bedl right,” Anne Bridgestold her. "And so will Garest; | would never harm him."

Shondal dowly roseto hisfeet, an especidly rapid recovery from dectrical sunning. The man istough!’
Svensson thought. "'I'm not sure what's going on here, Goddess,” Shonda muttered to Anne. "I hope
you're doing what is best for Garest. | fed responsible for him. Please help him recover.”

Bridges bowed her head. "I will try my very best,” she vowed softly.
"Tdl me what you're doing,” Svensson said. "I don't know what's going on, either.”
"I'm restoring hismind," she explained bluntly. "1 made arecording of hismind before heleft me."

Svensson was uncertain of dl the nuances. "Mind recordings areillegd under Imperid law,” hesad
findlly.

"Garest isnot a Citizen of the Empire. And the Empireisno more.”

"Do any of the other people in the Centra Computer Complex object to your conduct?' Svensson
asked, disturbed by an obscure thought.

"I'm not sure it has anything to do with them," Bridges replied, looking flustered.
"Of courseit does," he said, moving closer to her.

She backed away from him afraction. "No..."



Svensson swung his hand at her, open-palmed. Hishand hit her cheek...and passed straight through her!
"What the..." Shondd exclaimed, as he and hisfamily started in shock.

Svensson sat down heavily in acouch set near the door. The clapper gun had leapt into his hands, but it
could offer him limited assstance here. He put the weapon down, rubbed at his eyes with tiff fingers. He
wasvery afrad.

The holographic image that was Anne Bridgeslost its solidity asthe questers previoudy deceived minds
penetrated theillusion created of lasers and psionics. Either she was elsewhere for some esoteric reason,
or the Centra Computer had produced the image off its own back. Both possibilities were disturbing.

CHAPTER 26: PSY CHOLOGY

Svensson desired, needed, to break something. He seized the collapsible rifle and flexed the barrel to
amog aright angle, but frusiratingly, it wasimpossible for him to snap the plagtic. The virtua sight had
appeared before his eyes. He aimed therifle at acompact holovision projector mounted in acorner of
the room where the plastic wall met the celling.

"Dont!" cried the image that called itself Anne Bridges.

Svensson was momentarily distracted. A medibot glided towards him. An abnorma instinct caused him
to senseits gpproach; he whirled and burnt a hole through it with alow-caliber laser beam. The medibot
abruptly stopped dead. He oriented on the camera again, trying not to breathe too deeply of noxious
smoke emanating from the damaged medibot.

"Don't,” Bridges repeated. "l can't otherwise manifest mysdf.”

Svensson considered her plea, appeased now that he had destroyed something. Could he actualy trust
her/it?"With whom am | spesking?'

An admost imperceptible pause. "Me. Anne Bridges."
"Lied I'm ether talking to someone hiding behind illusions or, worse, arogue computer.”

(Though they still spoke Oriental, somewords had no literd trandation. "Computer" came out as
"intdligent machine.”)

The image's expression appeared contrite. "1 have deceived you. There are no people here. | am the
Central Computer. But | am not rogue. | am sentient.”

‘Sentient? thought Svensson. 'Ableto fed?

"Y our model of computer isvery advanced,” the Thermosian said carefully. " Capable of logica
reasoning. But your design did not equip you for independent thought.”

"I have acquired -- evolved -- sentience. | have fedlings, a consciousness of my own."

Svensson was unmoved. Computers had had sgnificant Artificia Intelligence for sometime before his
birth. None, however, had been capable of thinking for itsalf, thinking for the sake of thinking. Give a
computer aproblem to solve, and it would endeavor to find asolution, but the machine obtained no
pleasure or even asense of achievement in meseting its objective: that required true sentience.

"Y ou may know what fedings are, but you can only duplicate them. They are not authentic.”

"Perhaps | can only expressthem in aform that isfamiliar to you. They do not seem genuine, because |


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

must display them in human fashion.”

Svensson remembered Ms Mary, and al of a sudden any further objections evaporated. He held his
head between his hands. "Oh, what a headache. Why do the little machines take so long to rid me of it?
Arethey rebdling? Arethey in league with you?'

"| awaited your arrival on TerraNova," said the Centra Computer. "l was aware of your approach for
Quite sometime."

Svensson winced. "It wasalong journey."
Anne Bridges nodded. "2 337 years."
The TerraNovans stared. ™Y ou spent that long journeying here?" asked Shonddl. "For us?'

Svensson smirked humorlesdy. "It was entirely for my benefit, I'm afraid. The Enemy had diminated dl
other options. TerraNovawasthe last one. | did not expect to find anything here, however."

"But two thousand yeard" exclaimed Haliann. "Our history doesn't stretch that far!" The Thermosian
sghed. "My world had shorter years. Two thousand of my years are only equal to one thousand Terra
Novan years." He smiled weakly. "Surely you don't think | look two-thousand-years-old!”

The others laughed shortly, but he saw one or two shocked faces.

"Ligten," hesaid. "l 'dept’ during most of that journey. | hardly aged. I'm asold as | look: about twelve
TerraNovan years."

"Goddess!" exploded Alvonne. He paused, glanced at the image of Anne Bridges. " Sorry."
"Don't be," Svensson told him. " She's no goddess.”

"Please, Mikad," interrupted Wilfen. He gestured around him. "All of this strikes me as extremely
goddess-like."

"What does? The technology? The way sheis manifes?'
"Well...yes""Tdl me what isyour definition of goddess-like?!

Wilfen shrugged. "1 suppose agoddess should be..." He pouted in consideration. "All knowing and dl
powerful."

Svensson frowned. "Certainly, she is very clever and powerful by your definitions. But not all knowing
and all powerful.”

Shonda was struggling to follow the conversation. "It's enough for me. Anbridge has proven hersdlf to
me over anumber of years. | have faith.""What do you say?' an exasperated Svensson asked the
holographicimage.

The Centrad Computer had listened without comment to the preceding conversation. "I do not know the
definitive criteriaof godliness,” it said. "They vary from culture to culture. | may be sufficient for some.”

Svensson floundered: "But a goddess must have some essentid...goodness. An ahility to..." He shook his
head. " Cregte...or something. | mean, you're amachine..." He desisted, aware he was defeated.

"Y ou cannot expect agoddess to have aform of flesh and blood," Haliann opined. "Y ou proved yoursalf



that Anbridge had no physical form.”
The Thermosian closed hiseyes. "Yes, yes. But | do not worship the Goddess Under The Mountain.”

"But you are her servant,” Shondal stated, his expression puzzled. " She sent you to TerraNovato help
Us"

" told you. | came of my own freewill."
"You believeyou did," Alvonne suggested, ady smile on hishawkish face.

"l..." Svensson broke off. He rubbed at histemples. He did not know any more. "Whatever the casg, |
am here now. | came...or | was sent...to find what remained of civilization on TerraNova. Thereismore
-- and less -- than | expected. | cameto...to do what | could to help defeat the Enemy. But what | can
do..."

"The Goddess has aplan,” Shondd told him confidently.
"That istrue," agreed Anne Bridges.
"There was never any doubt of that,” Svensson muttered. "'l fed asif I've been manipulated dl dong.”

"Let mereview history," said the Centra Computer. "Then my purposein drawing you al here may be
Clearer.

"More than athousand Terra Novan years ago the people you cal 'Skylords dwelt on many worlds
across vast stretches of space. They were clever, able to use the power of their minds to communicate
and travel acrossthose greet distances. Being as human as you are, they were curious and ventured ever
farther from familiar territory. Eventually they encountered worlds of the Enemy, which, on TerraNova,
you cal the'Goddesss Enemy.™

The TerraNovans nodded, listening intently.

"For many years not much happened. The Enemy did not communicate. There were clashes but only in
Enemy territory. The Enemy never seemed interested in leaving its domains but always defended them.

"Humans were somewhat afraid of the Enemy, for it seemed to have powers beyond them. So they sent
peoplelike Mikagl Svensson to scout the Enemy'sworlds.”

"In sky ships?' Alvonne asked impulsively.

"That'sright," the Centrd Computer's assumed image agreed, smiling. "Things proceeded in that manner
for sometime: humans explored new territory, but sometimes they encountered Enemy worlds, and
battles would be fought in space, that cold, black emptiness.”

The TerraNovans shivered, unable to visuaize the scenario but disturbed nonethe ess.

"When it was clear the Enemy inhabited a certain world, the humans were content to leave that world
aone: they did not especidly desireto fight. All they did was dispatch those sky ship scouts.”

"Something changed,” Wilfen guessed shrewdly.

"Yes," sad Anne Bridges. She regarded Mikadl Svensson. Y ou may learn something now. The Enemy
captured one of your peers, Troy De Feur. With extraordinary menta techniquesit did unspeskable
thingsto hismind.”



"What sort of things?* Shonda asked.

"They wereterrible, and the full extent cannot be known. But hismind was, in effect, opened for
ingpection. Everything he knew was bared for the Enemy's scrutiny. It seized what it wanted and
discarded the remainder.”

"And the Skylord?" inquired Haiann. "What happened to him?"
"Hedied. And hewasglad of it."
"Then what?' Svensson demanded in spite of himsdlf, surprised to find he was rather curious.

"The Enemy had obtained what it sought: it had information on the whereabouts of dl the human
Settlements, and it knew their defenses. The Enemy had also developed a deadly new weapon. The

ba ance had siwung itsway." Anne Bridges was solemn. "The Enemy decided on invasion, launching a
massive fleet of sky shipsthat attacked severa human worlds." Shelooked at the TerraNovans one by
one. "No one survived on any of those worlds."

Haliann swallowed. "What about the Skylords?*

"They fought with bravery. And they died. Mikagl Svensson escaped only by the greatest of luck. But the
Skylordsdid not dietotally in vain: the Enemy fleet was much depleted. It advanced on TerraNovaand
wasfinaly checked here athousand years ago."" The Terra Novan Skylords defeated the Goddess's
Enemy?' wondered Alvonne.

"No. They hated the fleet. It was not defeated. It waits above us ill."

"What holdsit back?' Wilfen asked. "I have defenses of my own. Those golden flashesthat you have
observed are evidence of the perpetua battle between the Enemy and my instruments. But my defenses
fdter, and soon they mugt fal.”

"And then the Goddesss Enemy will day usdl," Shondd intoned. "It will destroy the last outpost of
humeanity.”

"That would beitsintent,” agreed Bridges. "That iswhy Svensson isrequired. He isthe only hope of
thwarting thet annihilation.”

The Thermosian's sensesredled. "What happened to the people who were here?' he asked, gesturing
around him. "How did they lose their knowledge and technology ?"

Bridges sighed. "The planet was intended to be preserved in a pristine state. The people -- and their
machines -- were meant to remain within this complex in the mountain, a least in the early years. And this
colony was very new at the time of the Enemy invasion: no more than afew dozen people were present
ondl of TerraNova "When it became clear the Enemy was adistant threst (as my defenseshelditin
check), the people started to venture out into the wilderness. Some stayed here, but most departed. As
you know, thisis something of aparadise world, and naturdly, return visitsto this serile place became
further and further gpart. Eventualy people built homes and raised families out in the great beyond. In
time, the descendants of the origina colonists no longer came here, and asthisis meant to be a secret,
unobtrusive complex, the knowledge of this place and its contents was lost. Without advanced
equipment, many things previoudy taken for granted were beyond the new Terra Novans, and so they
regressed to amore primitive culture, probably unaware of what they had foregone. Maybe uncaring.

"None of this concerned me, as Terra Novawas expected to be filled with humans eventudly. It was
only after | 'found my persondity that it became a problem, and that was something persond:



londiness"

Svensson shook his head dowly. He shut hiseyes. "The last remnant of the Empire. The remains of
human civilization and knowledge." Helaughed harshly. "A primitive Iron Age society isal we have left
of agar traveling culture." He Sghed heavily. "All right, tel me how you came to have a persondity.”

"For alongtimel wasaone" said the Computer. "My prime purpose was to protect the colonists on
TerraNova. | looked after the new TerraNovans by denying the Enemy physical accessto the planet.

"I probed what area of space | could, learned what | was able to of the immediate vicinity and the Enemy
lurking above. It seemed ahopeless cause, but | fought with what | had, delaying the inevitable final
assault.

"I have powerful capahilities, and they were not being wholly employed. | had so much freetime | was
ableto break into part of my memory supposed to be inaccessible to the thinking part of me. | found
Brain Medic Anne Bridges secret storage. She had been experimenting with mind recording, had made
one of her own mind. She sought amanner of treating the brain dead, restoring the mind.”

"How far did she get?' Svensson asked.
"Not very far. She could not find the essential element that had always eluded scholars.

"l 'read’ her mind recording, and a strange thing occurred: it took over my artificial mind, gave me
purpose, anew persondity. It gave me ahuman mind and, as a consequence, psionic” -- Bridges
trandated thisas 'mind power' in Orientd -- "&hility. | strove to solve her ultimate puzzle, though whether
| did... (It'l require aweek for the complete transfer of Garest's mind recording: there's agreet deal of
memory in ahuman being of his age and experience. Then well know whether I've succeeded or not.)

"My persondlity isthat of Bridges. | can andyzeit with psychology” -- this she did not bother to trandate
-- "recognizing its secretive and deceptive traits, but it istotaly me. | can no more act out of character
than you can. | am Anne Bridges.”

"So with your new character came new insights," guessed Svensson, aknowing expression on hisface.
"That's when you thought up the plansthat led to usall being here today.”

She hesitated, then smiled. He wondered if it were a calculated reaction on the Computer's behalf or a
reflection of the true Anne Bridges character. "1 suppose so. | didn't have much imagination before.

"I knew | fought adefiant but ultimately doomed battle. With my new human ingenuity | began to employ
some of my unused intellect.”

"And you came up with something,” said Alvonne, hisfamiliar grin back on show.

"| discovered the secret of the Enemy's devastating weapon but was unable to reproduceit. | did,
however, devise aterrible weapon of my own, which is mounted aboard asky ship. All | requireis
someone to control this sky ship.”

"And Mikad Svenssonisyour man!” cried Haiann delightedly.
Svensson cringed. "How did you know | would come here?”

"There were many Skylords who escaped the Enemy, asthey werein trangt during the invasion of their
worlds. | guessed they would arrive here eventualy. They camelong ago, asthey retained their means
of...rapid transport; some died in desperate, ill-conceived ventures againsgt the Enemy; some lived until



they died of old age. They arrived before | divined the Enemy's vulnerability.”
"Why am | the one?' Svensson asked plaintively.

"Y ou were not totally unexpected. | heard the...dying call of your sky ship's computer and understood
the consequences. By specificaly seeking your sky ship, | detected your approach about ninety Terra
Novan years ago. With that advance warning and the hindsight of years of studying the Enemy, |
developed my current plan while you were il in trangit. Whether you are suitable or not | don't know,
but you are dl we have."

"The Enemy must have guessed that | was Sgnificant,” Svensson said. "It tried very hard to stop me
getting here”

Bridges nodded. "On Terra Nova people reverted to the habit of conflict, asis norma for acivilization of
thisleve. They also started to close off apart of themsalves from others: aperfectly natura defensve
reaction for people dwelling in atough world. Psionics evolved on humanity'sworld of origin after people
became closer to each other with the ending of conflict. It seems much of this psionic evolution islinked
to humankind's maturation. And machines amplified those essentialy feeble powersin Mikagl Svensson's
time. Theresult wasinevitable. With the dispersd of humanity on TerraNova, something happened to
the peopl€'s psionics: they weakened and largely disappeared.

"My defenses have made physical accessto TerraNovavirtualy impossible for the Enemy. Andinthe
past psionic shields madeit just asimprobable the Enemy could use its powerful psonic talentsto affect
TerraNovans. Even without modern technology, most peopl e retained enough psionic strength to resist
the Enemy's assaults. That was until about fifty years ago. Terra Novan psionics had deteriorated
sgnificantly by then.

"It would have been irrdlevant, of course, asit was certain, even then, that before too long the Enemy
would break my defenses and have unrestricted accessto TerraNova. But | had made plans -- and the
Enemy was probably aware of this-- and thisisthe reason that its ability to influence people was
potentialy so devagtating.

"It iswrong to think that the Enemy can just assume control of a person and force them to do itsbidding.
Nearly everyone can resist any approach, for they retain sufficient psionic talent. Asfor the few the
Enemy can affect, those people can il actudly fight off theinfluenceif they are aware of it."

"If it's S0 weak and easily dismissed, then how could it become a problem?" asked Haliann.

"The Enemy issubtle. It will intrude in a person’'s dreams. Many people heed their dreams advice. Asit
becomes more familiar with humanity and particular individuas, the Enemy’s attempts at mind control
become harder and harder to detect. And astime goes by the control becomes more difficult to resis,

perhaps evenimpossble.”
"But you say the Enemy can gtill only affect afew people,” Alvonne said.

"That istrue. Think, though, if certain people were targeted, say the Empress of Null and the Kings of
Holmisand Tharm."

Shonda frowned, furrowing his blood-smeared brow. "They haven't been, have they? Possessed, |

"Not asfar asI'm aware. Y ou understand the possihilities, though. The Enemy sought to obstruct my
purpose, specificaly the gathering of you here"



"Waghd!" said Wilfen suddenly. "He was under Enemy control.”
"Goddess" exclamed Shondd. "That would explain many things."

"Yes," Bridgesagreed. "I cannot know for sureif aperson isbeing influenced. | can only makea
judgement based on their actions. Waghd, though, | am certain was under the influence of the Enemy.”

"Yes," Shonda moaned. "All those times he seemed to know where | would be. Almost before | knew.
He aways appeared so strong-willed, though..."

"Hewas very competent,” Bridges said. "He might have thought hisingtincts were especidly sharp. He
would not have known &t first. Later, perhaps, it wastoo late.”

"Heknew," said Wilfen dowly. "Hislast whispered wordswere: 'Y ou've lost your hold now. I'm free.™

"You Hill haven't told us how we dl cameto be here,” Svensson told Bridges. "It was no coincidence.”
(The Thermosian recognized at last his delaying tactics: hewasin no hurry to find out how hefitted into
the Centrd Computer's grand scheme. Recognizing his motive did not make it any less pressing,
however.)

Bridges nodded. "All right." Shetook a deep breath, which Svensson guessed must be a habit of the
origind Anne Bridges. "l cast about for strong, latent psionic talents but found few, for the reasons | have
previoudy told you. One of those | discovered was Tannash Arginddll, who had become a superb
warrior. He had awesk ability to 'read’ opponents minds; this ability made Shondal unable to match his
brother."

"Y ou mean he could tell what | was going to do?" Shondal asked.

"Toalimited degree. He knew you so well it was easer for him. All the best Paladins have thetalent to
some extent. Y ou have menta powers, but they liein other directions. Y ou have done extremely well for
someone not born a'natura’ warrior.”

Shondal was silent, inscrutable, but he bowed his head.

"When Tannash Arginddl ventured to Nevanderlof, seeking to prove hisbravery, | caused himto
‘accidentaly’ meet Semestic Culdana. As| had hoped, they fell inlove and eventualy married. Semestic
had very powerful psionics, and the children she bore also devel oped enhanced mentd talents. That
Wilfen and Alvonne were twins only strengthened their taents, ong with their upbringing and
environment. Thetaent isinherent in them, trapped in the subconscious” -- thistrandated loosely as
‘degp inthe mind' -- ""but sometimes|eaking out.

"There were others; the Argindellsweren't my only hope. Some were even better prospects, but they
didn't work out.”

"What do you mean?" Svensson demanded. "' They didn't work out!™

Bridges heditated, but Shondal brokein: "I can guess. The Enemy got therefirst.""It killed them?" asked
Wilfenin disbdlief.

The woman looked uncomfortable. "Perhaps. Certainly some of them would have been killed by people
under Enemy influence. Waghd himself was responsible for seven murders.""'By the Goddess!" shouted
Alvonne. "How were we spared?”’

"| think, for the most part, it was your isolation on Nevanderlof. Theidand does have areputation, you



might or might not know.""What sort of reputation?’ Wilfen asked.

"Anidand of black magic and evil sorcerers,” Haiann replied. "Many people are afraid to go there.”
The Nevanders stared at each other. They had not heard this before.

"Those rumors wouldn't have stopped everyone,” Svensson said.

Bridgeslooked a himwryly. "Y ou are perceptive, Mikad. The twins had protectors, naturaly.”
"Who?" inquired Alvonnein puzzlement.

"Hlgen Culdana."

"Grandfather?""He was one of my most dedicated disciples. He educated you and kept you healthy and
safe. And he opened your mindsto possibilities. Think of the shock you would have been in when Mikael
arived if you had been smple country boys."

"| thought we were," Wilfen murmured.

"Country boys, perhaps. But not smple.”

"Y ou spoke of more than one protector,” noted Haliann.
"I should have thought it was obvious."

"Shonda,” Alvonne guessed.

Shonda grinned. "Clever man!”

"Yes" Bridgeswent on, "my dear, faithful disciple. Shondal, | am grateful for your diligent effortsand
personal sacrifices down through the years.”

The Padadin bowed. "1t has been my pleasure to do the will of the Goddess.”

"Y ou have not had an easy task | know, pleasing me, while continuing to do the bidding of your King. |
do not blame you for the things that went wrong, for | placed too much on your shoulders. It was
because you were the most competent of my disciplesthat | turned to you so often.”

She faced the others. " Shondal spent alot of time diverting Waghel's attention away from Nevanderlof.
He visited there when he could, when he was sure Waghel or some of the Tharm's cronieswould not
follow him. Those vistswere widely spaced so Waghel would not guess that anyone or anything of
interest wastherein the forest. Haliann, hisvisitsto you and your mother were a so spaced; he could not
bear the thought of leading his enemiesto you.

"As| knew you neared TerraNova, Lieutenant Svensson, | decided it wastimeto get things underway.
Shondd again called on Filgen and the twinsin Mardine. As|'d hoped, Alvonne and Wilfen were willing
to leave Nevanderlof with their uncle for adventures in the ‘outside world': adream or two made certain
they went.

"Having accessed your Navy psychologica assessment, | know you better than you know yoursdlf,
Mikadl. | knew you'd try to bypassthe Enemy fleet encircling TerraNova. It was an unlikely task, but |
arranged for some of my insrumentsto cover your escape. It was smple for me to influence your course
and disable the sky ship so you would fal into the Warldife Sea and take up with the Argindells. Shondal
awaited your arrivd."



"Y ou told me to expect avisgtor,” said Shondd. "I didn't expect such adrametic entrance, though!™

Bridges smiled. "I wanted Mikael to believe it an accident. If he had suspected it wasnt, | think hewould
have been...uncooperative."

Svensson was expressionless. "l think you understand me too well," he commented after amoment.
"Psychology," shesaid. "It'sauseful tool for predicting aperson's future actions.”

"Y ou've done plenty of study on the human race,” Svensson observed. Hisface hardened. "Y ou know
exactly which leversto pull to manipulate people. Y ou have violated the rulesthat govern artificia

intelligences.”
"l am no longer amere machine," shereplied defiantly.

"Obvioudy!" cried Svensson. He pointed to Garest Ethrin, still recumbent on the haze-veiled operating
table. "What have you doneto him?"

Her brown holographic eyes|ooked away from the Thermosian, lingering on the dead Padladin. "I love
him."

"But youreameaching"

"l told you! | have genuine fedings of my own!" Bridgestook afew deep bregths. "Listen, | created the
Oracle--"

"Yesl And that's another-"

"| created the Oracle to give myself something to do. And | created it to help TerraNovas people. I'm
gill sworn to the Artificia Intelligence Laws. I'm il trying to protect TerraNovans. | have done nothing
to their detriment.”

She paused, but Svensson made no comment, waiting for her to continue.

"When Garest Ethrin departed Nondra, he wandered near these hillsin search of the Oracle. Ashis
tormented mind interested me, | alowed him to enter the Complex, when most people paused in the
outer cave. | approached him in my form as Anne Bridges. He was frightened at first, but he became
used to my projection. Asyou have discovered, when you believe | amred, | am, even to touch.

"My londlinesswas greet. | cameto love Garest Ethrin. It soundssilly, | know, but | am area woman, in
mind at least. Garest discovered that | have no real body and was repul sed. He wanted to leave, and
though | might have held him, | let him depart. It was tempting to prevent hisleaving, but | could not bear
to see him unhappy. | did, however, make arecording of hismind, and, of course, | watched over him."

"Quiteaproblem,” Svensson commented softly, unsure of himsdlf, of ...her? He thought of hisfedingsfor
MsMary. "l gpologize.

"No need," shereplied breezily. "Y ou have every right to be upset. Y ou've borne so much, only to have
more burdens thrust on you. It isonly to be expected.”

Svensson smiled in spite of himsdlf. "Because you know me so well?!
"Exactly! Y ouwouldn't be yoursdf if you took it dl camly."

The Thermosian raised hishandsin surrender. "All right. Continue thetale.”



"Where were we? Oh, yes. in the Warldife Sea. Y ou've just met Shondal and the twins. Soon after that
you come across Waghel and friends.”

"I don't understand,” Svensson said. Y ou have...wegpons in the sky. Why couldn't you just shoot him
down?'

" told you. My principles hold. I cannot directly harm ahuman being.”
"] understand. Y our hands aretied in someinstances.”

"Yes. So your company was bound for Himberon, where Garest Ethrin awaited you. He would be your
guideto the Oracle.”

"There was a hidden motive, perhgps?’ said the Thermosian, eyebrowsraised. "'l mean, you could have
told Shondal how to get here.”

She laughed. "It was not a conscious decision. | couldn't contact anyone close to you as your psionic
shield blocked my signds. But...who knows?"

"What about the Robed Ones?' asked Alvonne. "And the Nulls."

"Let me answer,” Shondd said. "Waghel was associated with the Robed Ones. They were outcast
among the citizens of Glam, and Waghd played on that. He inflamed them to raid the Crown and
Scepter, though | don't believe they ever knew they did the work of the Western Alliance, let donethe
Goddesss Enemy.

"Asfor the Nulls. Well, they have more resources than the Tharms. Waghel must have mentioned that he
was especidly interested in my deeds, and they overreacted and flooded eastern Holmis with their
'merchants.” The Paladin grinned. "I have acertain...notoriety. If | gppear to be up to something, then the
entire Western Alliance's spy service sits up and take notice.”

"What ismy rolein al of this, Goddess?' Haliann asked of Bridges.

"Y ou weren't supposed to beinvolved at all," the Centra Computer admitted. "Y et you have more than
earned your passage. Y our featsin Jherdol Tay and on the Trident -- not to mention today's effort --
probably saved my entire plan from failure. Once again, who knows? Maybe somewhere, deep down, |
did intend for you to be part of it al.”

"What other attemptsto thwart us were ultimately attributable to the Enemy, Goddess?' Wilfen inquired.

"It'sdifficult to be certain which events the Enemy was respongblefor, but | can nameafew likey
incidents. Waghd's Tharms pursued you through the streets of Kenderlan City and, of course, from
Jherdol Tay to the Andor border. By the way, Mikadl, | left amessage for you with thetribein the
fored."

"l received it," said Svensson. "It was atimely warning.”

Bridges nodded. "The attack of the Bloody Cutlass might have been coincidenta. The Western Alliance
had declared war on the Eastern Alliance by that stage. The traitor might have been under Enemy
influence. Or he might not. Shondd says that the man was along- term member of the Trident's crew. It
could have been bad luck that the Trident was attacked. In the weeks since then several Holmish ships
have been attacked at night along the eastern coast of TerraNova.”

"I believe the Western Alliance may have men on many of our ships" Shondd said. "These men wait



yearsfor ordersthat may never come. They might servetheir entire life without ever being ordered to do
anything. But they arethereif required. It will be difficult, if they exig, to weed them out.”

'Classic "deeper” agents,’ thought Svensson.

"The Nulls," said Bridges, 'had been in contact with the Nondrans, specificaly through the ambassador,
Savvd. But the Nondrans chose their own path when they released you. The decision of the Captain of
Trident to release the Nondran daves was dso entirely his.

"The Enemy was respongble, however, for the aggression that came over you in Naskid Bonal . It was
something | believed beyond its capabilities, apowerful assault on your minds, stimulating aggression.
(Mikedl's psionic shield was damaged in that attack, which waswhy you later ‘heard’ my outburst.) The
Enemy hoped to kill Mikael, and it nearly succeeded. All pretense at subtlety was gone by then. Waghel
would have been aware he was under control when he cameto these hills. He was set on killing you,
Mikadl. But that was not his intent. He would, perhaps, have gone after Shonda normally.”

The Holm'sface was hard. "1 would have been waiting."

Svensson dowly released his breath. He peered around him, at the Terra Novans standing stiffly, at the
Central Computer's projection, at dead Garest Ethrin. He stood up, meandered around the room, then
sat again. He held hisfacein hishands. "And now," he whispered, "you'd better tell uswhy you have
brought us here."

"For Haiann and Shonda," said the Centra Computer, "the adventure is ended. Y ou have played out
your parts and performed them well. | thank you for your efforts.”

"Y our will, Goddess," Shondd said, though Svensson sensed the Paladin was disappointed a being no
longer required.

Haliann curtsied. "Asyou wish, Goddess.”
"For Mikadl and Wilfen and Alvonne,” continued Bridges, "I'm afraid the hard work is about to begin.

"Mikael, you know the basics aready. | have prepared and modified asky ship smilar to the oneyou
had. It will now bear the terrible weapon | have created. Y ou will fly the sky ship and, with luck, oust the
Enemy fleet beseging TerraNova"

"Therésasmall problem with that plan,” Svensson interrupted. "One sky ship is nowhere near enough to
tackle even apart of that fleet. | discovered that on the way here.”

"I haveincreased the use of my instruments of defense, which has hastened the end of TerraNova's
resstance. The Enemy fleet is much depleted, as, unfortunately, are my defenses. But thiswill bethe last
battle; if itislogt, then TerraNovaislog. | have located the Enemy'sflagship. Y ou will fly toiit, then...
Thenit'sup to you. Y ou have the secret weapon and the ability to useit.”

"What ismy role, Goddess?' asked Alvonne.

"The Enemy isthe master of psionics. Y ou and Wilfen will use your mindsto defend Mikael from the

Enemy.
"Thisisridiculous" Svensson protested, hisvoicerising. "They're not trained in psionicd”

"They have been prepared in other ways. They have their individua strengths that will, hopefully, prove
equd to the demanding task before them. | will personally teach them what isrequired.”



"Theseare our livesyou are playing with!" cried the Thermosian. "Not to mention the millions of ordinary
TerraNovans who know nothing of what is happening!”

Bridges grew angry. "l know exactly what | am risking! Don't you think | have agonized over this
decison? These TerraNovans are the people | am sworn to defend! | have spent four hundred Imperial
years preparing for thisevent.”

"Y ou're relying on psychology again!™ Svensson shouted. "Y ou're attempting to predict human nature!™

"That isapart of it, yes! If | make no assumptions, then | can plan nothing with any degree of certainty!
All known and foreseeabl e factors have been included in the equation. Each of you has been an
important piece of the puzzle.

Bridges camed, expression solemn. "The stakes are high. But thereis no dternative. | have donewhat |
can with what | had. The Enemy is a powerful opponent. It has swept aside greater defenses than mine,
yet | have hdd it in check for two thousand years.

"Who knows whether my plan will prove good enough? Who knows whether you or the Nevanders are
up to thetasks | have set you? | havefaith in your characters and your talents, and they may prove
aufficient. But it may be that even if you perform your tasks beyond al expectationsthat my planisdill
doomed tofall.

"Y ou can only but try, and may your efforts be adequate to the mission before you."

CHAPTER 27: PREPARATIONS

The Centra Computer's holographic form led Svensson down the steps and out onto the hangar floor.
They wove their way among deek, inert aircraft and spacecraft to the Eagle Eye resting on short, stubby
strutsin one corner of the cavernouslanding area.

"What do you think?" she asked.

"Impressive" he admitted grudgingly, trailing ahand over the shiny mirrored plastic. An iridescent word
was printed on the upper hull below the cockpit sphere bulge: Revenge. "But isit asgood asmy old
friend?"

"It's better. Thisonewill take you to Hell and back. Look -- " "My old friend did take meto Hell and
back!" heinterjected. "Until you fixed it for good." Sheignored hisinterruption, patting the underside of
the hull. "Look, under hereisauseful addition: a missile compartment. On your command it opens up and
out drops anuclear-tipped missile. There are thirty misslesin there.”

"Handy," Svensson commented. "I always thought the old Eagle Eye lacked firepower."
"That's because it was designed for spying, not fighting. Open it up, and I'll show you what'sinside.”

Svensson placed a palm on the smooth plagtic of the hull. <'Computer: open,'> he commanded
telepathicaly.

The upper hemisphere of the cockpit sphere appeared to melt away. Foot-holes formed in the hull
plastic, enabling him to make the short climb up the side of the hull then across the wing surface and
down into the cockpit. He found himself in the bottom half of areasonably standard, white-walled
military cockpit sphere. There was one obvious difference, however: two additiona drip-feed tubes hung
like dead, transparent snakes from the porous canister that dispensed sustagel and other nutrients. "They
must be for the twins,” he thought. The roofing hemisphere of the cockpit reformed over his head.


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

Bridges image appeared next to him. "No pretense of being red?' he inquired.

She laughed. "Y ou know my secret. One advantage of thisimageisthat | may come and go as| please.
Nowall can stop me."

Svensson grinned. "If | fired up the shield, you wouldn't get in here.”
"I'd disappear in aflash!" she agreed.

The Thermosian chuckled. "I'd hate the Enemy to be distracting me while I'm attempting to blast it out of

"Y ou're protected. |'ve enhanced the psionic shield; al the shieldsand physical armor, actudly. I've
learned many things while fighting the Enemy: someideas| stolefromit, some | worked out mysdif."

"Y ou've accomplished agreet dedl,” said Svensson softly. "I'm sorry for any dights| might have given
you." Hisfacetwisted. "I'm on edge, | suppose.”

She amiled indulgently, as...as a Goddess might over afavorite mortd. "I have doneit dl for TerraNova.
It waswrong of me to assume you would share an enthusiasm born of two thousand years devoted
service." She shuddered. "1 don't want to die, Mikael. | want to settle down with Garest Ethrin. | want to
bear hisbabied! I'll discover away to obtain ared body." She was crying, Svensson suddenly redized.
"Y ou must defeet the Enemy, Mikad."

"I will do my best," he vowed, reaching to touch her shoulder, momentarily forgetting her
non-corporeaness. The shoulder felt substantia for an instant, and it shook in his grasp, then he clutched
athinair.

"Okay," said the Central Compuiter, suddenly businesslike. "I'll show you the specia wegpon. Look in
the storage compartment.”

The compartment was next to the keypad, partway up the curved wall. He peered inside, and where
there might ordinarily have been asurviva backpack, there wasjust atiny, black plastic cube. Puzzled,
Svensson withdrew the cube and turned it over in the pam of his hand. There was atranducent disc
impressed in one face of the object: aretina scanner.

"What isit?"

"What doesit look like?"

Svensson shrugged. "A black plastic box.”
"That'sexactly what itis."

"Bt -

"It'swhat the box containsthat issgnificant.” She smiled wryly. "Y ou're holding haf akilogram of
super-dense plasma, haf akilogram of antimatter.”

Svensson juggled the cube suddenly, amost dropping it. "'l assumeit's safeto handle.”
"Perfectly. The antimaiter isin amagnetic confinement coil."

"What do | dowithit?'



"Youloaditintoamissle”
"How?'
"On the other Sde of the keypad isanewly ingtalled manual access pandl.”

"l seeit." He pressed a pam againgt the access pandl and found it covered an empty compartment about
five centimeters cubed in Sze,

"You ingal the black box inthere" explained Bridges, "and telepathically order, '‘Computer: load
additiona missile warhead.™

"Then?"

"Then the computer will transfer the box through the hull and ingal it in the next missile to be fired. When
launched, the missile will explode on the target or its defense shield -- it doesn't redlly matter -- and the
confinement coil will fail. And then...and then the plasmawill be released.”

Svensson took a breath and nodded. " And then: boom!" he said flippantly. He regarded the cube
quizzicdly. "What'sthe retind scanner for?'

Bridges|ooked at him searchingly. "The box may be manudly activated," she said findly. "If you -- and
only you -- look into the retina scanner, the coil will fail automaticaly. Y ou can command the box to free
its'cargo’ after aspecified time, up to amaximum of thirty minutes. Once started, there's no halting the
opening process.”

"l understand.” He grinned. "The missile option sounds better. | wouldn't want to be around when that
antimatter escapes.”

* %

"Thisiswhereyoull perform your task,” the Goddess told the twins.

She was showing them inside Svensson's sky ship. The Nevanders gazed about, mouths open. Unlike the
other Skylord carriage in which they had flown, there was hardly anything to be seen, just awhite, curved
surface, asif they wereinsde an eggshdll.

"Thisisnot something | am proud of," began Anbridge. " Sending you to do thisthing -- "
"That'sdl right, Goddess," Alvonne interrupted. "Well do what we can to help.”

She amiled. "So ready to volunteer.” Her expression grew serious. "This could mean your desths. Even if
you succeed. It is not something to be done without plenty of forethought.”

Alvonne looked a Wilfen, who attempted to imitate one of his brother's sgnature grins, and Alvonne
could not help exhibiting the genuine article.

"We know, Goddess," Wilfen said. "Weve been wondering what was expected of usfor along time
now. | think we knew al aong that it was something momentous.”

"We're scared, that'sfor sure," admitted Alvonne. "We're feding...apprehensive, wondering...if we're
good enough for the task. | mean, you said there were other people..."

Anbridge stared a him speculatively, and Alvonnelicked hislips. "I'm not doubting your judgement, of
course,”" he added quickly.



Shelaughed. "'l doubt it constantly myself. But not in thisinstance. Y ou two are dl that | could have
desired. Y ou've surmounted every obstacle in your path to reach here. The highest hurdle till awaits you,
but | know you're the best men for the job." She shook her head, and Alvonne was astounded to see
tearsin her eyes. "l just wish | could carry out the task myself, but I'm needed here to ensure the sky ship
getspast the Enemy fleet."

"WEéll doit," said Wilfen reassuringly. "Just tell uswhat to do."

"Ligten closdly, then," Anbridgetold them. ™Y ou're going to employ your mindslike never before. You
will be, for adl practical purposes, adeep. Y our minds, however, will be wide awake and active.”

"But what do we do?" asked Wilfen anxioudy. "We have none of this mind power."

"Yes, you do. You just need to learn how to focusit. And between you, Alvonne and Wilfen, you will
shield Svensson's mind from the full power of the Enemy's assaullts. It's not destined to be smple; | won't
lieto you about that.”

"WEeIl do our best," promised Alvonne. " Show us how."

"The techniques are e ementary, and I'll demonstrate shortly. But there are other qualities required,
qualitiesthat must come from within. The Enemy will hurl everything it hasat you. It will try to trick you,
confuse you, scare you, and even kill you. Y ou may help each other as best you can, but each of you
must confront demons of hisown." Shelooked at each of them in turn. "The Enemy will exploit any
sdf-doubt.”

* *

Haliann and Shondad waited in an agony of ignorance, not knowing what was happening. Seeking
something to occupy their waking hours, they had wandered around the Central Computer Complex.
Nothing had retained their attention for long, so they had ventured out into the desert.

Father and daughter felt rather more comfortable under the open sky, afact each was aware of but did
not voice to the other. They camped by asmal stream that bubbled out of the red earth akilosword
north of the Goddesss mountain.

They felt detached from things, not privy to affairs beyond their comprehension. Svensson and the twins
busly prepared for whatever it was they were required to do. Each evening Haliann and Shondal sat
companionably around their campfire, logt in introspection, watching the golden flashesin the sky grow
more numerous each succeeding night.

They discussed their hopes and dreamsfor the future. Haliann talked about alife with Wilfen, and
Shondal smiled a her enthusiasm. He did not know what he would do when thiswas dl over. Hislife
would lack direction and purpose, he believed, without the Goddesss tasks. Maybe, Haiann suggested,
the Goddess would have further need of him.

Just prior to dawn on the third morning of their camping out, they discerned a gleaming shape departing
the Goddesss mountain. Initialy soundless, it streaked upward into the pre-dawn sky. Belatedly, an
explosive thunder of sound rolled over them, followed afew moments later by asudden gale of displaced
ar and dust.

"That's the Skylord and the twins on their way," observed Shondal after amoment.
"Good luck," Haliann whispered. "Come back to us."

They gazed at each other then, and both detected signs of fear and doubt. The fate of the world rested



on the events of the next few minutes. Wordlesdy they embraced in mutual comforting.
Haliann laughed shortly. " Svensson told meto pray for success," she said.
"What did you say?'

"| told him the truth, that the Goddess doesn't respond to demands for help. She's dready doing dl she
can.

"Hmm," murmured Shonda. Deliberately he picked up ahandful of red dirt. "Goddess help them. They
need dl the help they can get.”
Haliann found hersdlf repesating the gesture. "Goddess help them,” she echoed.

CHAPTER 28: SPHERE OF INFLUENCE

It was the morning of the fourth day since Svensson had reached the Central Computer Complex.
Suspended in pink-tinted sustagel, he was in the cockpit sphere of Revenge, and the misson to liberate
TerraNovawas underway.

Despite the best endeavors of his personal computer to relax his mind and body, he had had a somewhat
restless night, pacing through the Complex and thrice returning to the hangar to ingpect the Eagle Eye.
Though it was hard to believe, as the time drew near, he had just wanted to get on with the task and have
done.

And now he was on hisway, accelerating out of the Central Computer's mountain base.

Already unaware of their immediate surroundings, the twins -- naked torsos and legs dazzlingly pastel
pink in contrast to the darker shade of their tanned arms and faces -- floated limply about him. Before
take-off they had had their first traumatic experience of breathing sustagel instead of air -- thefeding,
conviction, that one was drowning -- then, when the novelty of that had faded, they had applied to their
necks the adhesive tabs of individua drips and quickly dipped into unconsciousness. They would miss
the "great adventure” -- conscioudy, anyway -- but if things worked out, then maybe Bridges would
show them holovision footage captured by the Eagle Eye's cameras.

Revenge sprinted skyward in pale gray pre-dawn light, bearing vaguely eastward and transiently into a
blood-red sunrise. But the sky darkened swiftly as the atmosphere thinned with rising dtitude. The
Thermosian leveled out a aheight of eight hundred kilometers, beyond the limit of TerraNovas
envelope of air but sill just beneath the planet's all- encompassing golden defense shield.

Svensson orbited the planet, watching holovision footage of the cloud- smudged blue world blurring
beneath him. The success, or otherwise, of his misson would determine the fate of this splendid jewd, for
above, tracking him, was the hammer that might fall on and shatter such aprecious and delicate

sapphire.

He arrived at the prearranged muster point, high over the Arctic Circle, where the remnants of Terra
Novas cigar-shaped defense satdllites massed within the global defense shield. Portions of the Enemy
fleet gathered aswell, intent on thwarting any action that he might take.

"Computer: adopt a postion amid the satellites.”

"Y es, Lieutenant Svensson,” replied the onboard flight computer in aflat, emotionless voice. He had
intentionaly left it without a persondity: after Ms Mary, he did not want another computer to become too
attached to him, especidly one that might beliving on borrowed time.


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

<'Activate combat mode," > he ordered telepathicaly.
<'Yes, Lieutenant Svensson.'>

As hisdrip-feed began to pump reflex-enhancing chemicasinto him, preparing him for the upcoming
battle, the englobing blackness of combat mode enveloped the Thermosian. The Eagle Eyewasan
elongated quicksver triangle that approached acluster of duminum pins.

Revenge maneuvered into the formation of the satellites. The swarm sped towards the faint glow of the
planetary defense shield -- which parted subtly to alow passage to the Terra Novan force -- and into the
waiting maw of the Enemy.

Atomic disrupter fireflickered al about the Eagle Eye. Satellites and dien fighters alike sparkled under
the antiproton assault. Some were destroyed, reduced to energy and transitory subatomic particles.
Revenge wove through the chaos, apparently navigating out of the star system and thereby avoiding the
Enemy'sfull atention.

The attack had, however, drawn the notice of two spherica battle cruisersthat gleefully swept down on
the besieged defense satdllites. It was over quickly. One battle cruiser was destroyed, the other
damaged, but TerraNova's defense now consisted entirely of the globa shield. Without the satellitesto
grike back, the Enemy could now atack the golden shied with impunity until it inevitably failed, leaving
TerraNovavulnerable to an assault from space.

Y et it had been a calculated stratagem on the Central Computer's behalf. By enticing the two battle
cruisers, the sacrifice of the satellites had achieved one significant thing: the spacecraft carrier stationed
over TerraNovas North Polewas lesswell defended. And that particular vessdl, according to Bridges,

was the Enemy's flagship.

"How can you be sure?' Svensson had asked. " There are two virtually identical spacecraft carriersup
there”

"I have fought thisforce for two thousand years," she had replied. "I have studied itstactics. The Enemy
operatesin patterns -- complex patterns, it istrue -- but in amethod that may be predicted.

"It lures and feints, gpparently to draw you to the South Pole carrier. But it isredly directing you away
from the North Pole carrier. That iswhere the Enemy is based.”

"What about the rest of the fleet? Even if | succeed in taking out the flagship, the other carrier can quickly
finish off TerraNova. Not to mention any reinforcements from the Enemy homeworlds."

Bridges had shaken her head. "There are no reinforcements. Two thousand years have elapsed. Thisis
the entire Enemy force. The entire race, too, | suspect. The other spacecraft are robots, controlled from
the North Pole carrier. Destroy that, and the remainder of the flest, including the second carrier, is
essentialy rudderless™

'l hope you'reright,' thought Svensson, as he dtered course, aiming the Eagle Eye directly at the
Spacecraft carrier!

Devoid of attendant battle cruisersit might be, the Enemy carrier was till the most terrifying thing
Svensson had ever confronted. With his reflexes heightened to superhuman, he had time to inwardly
scream as the Revenge hurtled towards the enormous vessdl.

Brimming with information, an orange-bordered data screen briefly appeared in one corner of the black
of combat mode: wegpon status, attack vector; time until he reached missile and disrupter range for the



carrier; Enemy fighters gpproaching on interception courses (they had now materidized in combat mode
as an gpproaching flock of little gray cones). Histraining came to the fore. Hisimmediate problem was
the fighters: he had to clear them from his path so he could get close enough to the carrier to launch a
missile armed with the black box.

Thedienfighters camein acloud to smother Revenge. Svensson telepathically snapped: <'Compulter:
launch twenty-five missilesin a forward cone burst.'>

The missleslegpt in rapid succession from the underside of the Eagle Eye, latching onto the scent of the
Enemy'sfighters. The smulation of combat mode atered rapidly as the representative gray cones of the
aien vessd s shifted course in desperate maneuversto avoid the twisting red wires of Svensson's missiles.
Thousands of diverging pae gray filamentsindicated that the Enemy fighters had deployed miniature
decoy probes. Combat mode was now atangle of projected paths. Svensson's silver thread, the Enemy's
gray lines -- both authentic and sham -- aswell asthe red ones of the missilestrying to sniff out the

genuine dien spacecraft. Some fighters successfully euded the missiles; some did not, vanishingina
momentary flash. Svensson, however, was obliviousto the fate of the drones. the way to the queen bee
wasfree, aslver tendril winding through the chaosto the large black disc of the Enemy spacecraft
carier.

Revenge darted into the breach, closing on the dien flagship. Already long-range atomic disrupters
created golden flares on the Eagle Eye's defense shidd. Svensson maneuvered the spacecraft with dl his
skill, jinking so many disrupter beams shot benignly by. His one advantage lay in the fact thet, at this
range, the Enemy could not discharge nucl ear-tipped anti- spacecraft missiles for fear of the backlash.
But thiswas acarrier he amed at, and a battle cruiser would be hard-pressed surviving afrontal assault
on one, let done asingle reconnai ssance fighter.

The Eagle Eye's shidd drained rapidly under the ferocious antimatter assault. Svensson loosed another
four missiles, gaining himsdlf afleeting respite asthe carrier concentrated on iminating this new threst.
Hewas down to hislast missile, the missle required to launch the black box device. All he could useto
defend himself now were the two atomic disrupters; pitifully inadequate when compared to the ten Smilar
wegponsfiring a him just from around the spacecraft carrier'slanding bay.

More than two kilometersin diameter, the alien spacecraft carrier was a colossal matte black discus. The
landing bay, which might have housed some 150 fighters at the inception of the campaign, wasadit in the
rim of the disc. It had been just hisluck to attack the section of the Enemy flagship with the most guns.

Y et it was an opening into the carrier; it was a soft pot...

Bridges had not been specific about where he should strike the dien carrier. It had been more a case of
if he had the chanceto hit it he should take the shot, however poor an option it was. If he could not get a
shot off at the carrier, then she hoped the detonation of her specia parcel bomb nearby would prove
equal to thetask of destroying the Enemy flagship.

But what if ahit on the shield -- or even the outer hull -- was not enough?

It was aspur of the moment decison. 'L et the Centrd Computer make what it will of thiswithiits
psychology!" he thought.

As Svensson aimed the nose of the Eagle Eye at the landing bay of the Enemy flagship. He would ensure
his black box took up the best position possible to do itswork.

The defense shield covering the landing bay abruptly vanished, and the atomic disrupters around the
opening ceased firing a him. Even the dlien fightersforsook their interception courses. The Enemy
flagship dmost welcomed him in, like amother opening her armsto along lost child!



The Thermosian was taken aback. What he had intended as a shock tactic was being received without
any hint of darm. Indeed, the Enemy seemed to invite hisintrusion, confident, perhaps, he could effect no
mischief.

Bracing himsdlf for aresumption of all-out attack, Svensson guided the Revenge into the landing bay.
But no attack came,

He discovered himsdf in avast hangar perhaps a kilometer long, three hundred meters wide, and sixty
meters high. A smooth, black plastic-like substance that seemed to absorb light enclosed the entire areg;
none of the walls or floors showed any features or markings. There was artificia gravity here, about 0.65
gravs.

A number of sources of eectromagnetic radiation suddenly registered themselves to his mind-linked
Senses.

<'What do you think they are?' > he asked the computer telepathically.

<'Thereisevidence of drive thrust scars around these energy sources. | would hypothesize that
they represent docking beacons.'> <'l think you're right. Computer: set down on one of those
radiation sources.'>

Theflight computer gently lowered the Eagle Eyeto the black deck. Svensson held his breath, but
nothing untoward happened.

'What's going on? he wondered. 'They seem very sure | can't harm them.’

Reluctantly -- it was dways difficult to become amere norma human again -- he severed the mind-link
with the Eagle Eye's computer and disconnected the drip.

Rendering the upper hemisphere of the cockpit transparent, he peered outside. Nothing stirred in the
hangar. He shook his head in mydtification and swam through the sustagd -- and around the twins -- to
fetch the power armor package from the sphere's in-built storage compartment. He was quickly
ensconced in heavily armed power armor, which gppropriated severd liters of recyclable sustagel from
the copious amount within the cockpit sphere (the spacecraft would soon replenish its own supply). He
a so gathered the black box device and concealed it within the armor.

Helooked at the twins. Eyes closed, they drifted inertly within the sustagel. He noticed, though, their fists
were clenched; they il battled the Enemy's psionic assaullt.

There was no sense in delaying his next move and forcing the Nevanders to withstand more than was
necessary. The Thermosian quickly gave the flight computer anumber of orders, commandsto be carried
out if... Hehad to faceit: if hedid not return.

Svensson dissolved the Eagle Eye's upper hemisphere with athought; the defense shield without held in
the sustagel. The shield did around and over the power armor as he glided up and out of the lower haf of
the cockpit and into the vast expanse of the landing bay; hardly amolecule of sustagel escaped before the
upper hemisphere reformed. Circling the mirrored form of the Revenge, he scanned the surrounding area.
Still nothing moved in theimmense, festurdess hangar. Therewas nothing to move. Theonly things
registering on his sensors were the e ectromagnetic landing pad markers.

With the power armor's assistance, Svensson could seein anumber of mediums, including infrared,
ultraviolet, and x-rays. But he preferred ordinary visible light, so he projected about himself aglobe of
warm, golden illumination thirty metersin diameter.



'Shed alittle light on the subject,’ he thought with agrin.

There had to be away out of this hangar, other than back into space. He headed for the rear of the
landing bay, reasoning any egress was likely to be there. He scanned the rear wall and found what he
sought: the thickness of the black stuff wasless here, and there were indications of ahollow area

beyond.

He was about to attempt to cut hisway in with alaser, when arectangular section of thewall abruptly
dissolved before him, creating an aperture big enough for him to pass through, power armor and al.

"Comeinto my parlor..."

The Thermosian inhaled deeply and bregthed out dowly...then floated in. He found himsdlf at the head of
acorridor three meterswide and four meters high, walled by the same black, plastic-like substance as
the landing bay. He could observe or detect naught: no atmosphere, no lighting -- in any form of radiation
-- no interruption to the smoothness of the walls. The corridor stretched ahead of him, itsend lost in
darkness.

'‘Come on, reved yoursalves!' he thought in exasperation. Having comethisfar, he was determined to
obtain at least aglimpse of his hated Enemy. But he had not had even ahint of an dien sofar.

The opening to the hangar suddenly closed behind him. The black plastic smply flowed across the gap,
and it wasif there never had been aportd. He had anticipated this, however, and did not panic. On his
return -- if hereturned -- he would ascertain whether the laser could extricate him. If the laser did not do
the job, there was dwaysamissle or two. And if they did not succeed... Well, he was probably beaten,

anyway.

Left with little alternative, Svensson headed down the long corridor. He scanned the wals as he
advanced, but again nothing registered, not even a hint of machinery. And certainly there was no
evidence of any dienlifeform.

After two hundred meters or so the corridor aoruptly expanded into acircular room, ten metersin
diameter and walled by the now familiar black material. Suddenly supremely dert, Svensson glided
dowly into the chamber. It was, frustratingly, devoid of thingsto scan.

'Well, | supposethisisasgood aplace asany to-'

A flicker of movement attracted his enhanced senses. A man stepped through thewall! Hewasan old,
kindly looking fellow with white skin and long silver hair, clad in awhite, voluminous robe. Hisfrall hands
outstretched to Svensson, he smiled benevolently. He looked human.

After aningtant of surprise, the Thermosan's thoughts screamed: 'Enemy!

Svensson aimed the laser at the old man, when a couple of facts suddenly dawned on him: there was no
atmospherein here or sufficient warmth to sustain human life. Redlizing he faced a holographic projection
of smilar sophigtication to Anne Bridges, he lowered the arm that bore the laser.

<'Welcome,'> greeted the old fellow telepathicdly. <'l am John.'>

Svensson was unableto reply for severa seconds. The Enemy's tel epathy had penetrated the psionic
shield of the power armor. The aliens could communicate, yet they had never chosen to do so before.
Why? This could well be the projection of acomputer, presumably an Enemy military computer. Wasiit
trying to eiminate him in some way, as an antibody would avirus? It had not demonstrated that much
imagination in sdlecting aname: John! Perhgpsit was atempting to put him at ease.



<'l represent the people of this planet,'> the Thermosian ventured findly. <"You are an invading
force, and | demand you withdraw your warships!'>

The old man -- John, if he wished -- spread the fingers of his upturned hands and emphatically shook his
head. 'l do not come to make war! | come to offer your people the galaxy!'>

Svensson frowned. "I." Wasthere only one of them? Was he being psionicaly tested, manipulated
without his comprehension? He hoped the twinswere fulfilling their role. <'\Who are you? From where
do you come?' >

<'Thereis no equivalent sound in your speech for my name. Translated roughly, | am the Ordered
One. | originated on the planet Order, which orbits Light of Order. The Light of Order systemis
mor e than seven thousand of your light years from here.">

<'You aimto exterminate us. You obliterated humanity on its other worlds, and now this planet is
all that remains. You are relentless, lurking for two thousand years to complete your holocaust.'>

<'My friend, | did not kill your people on the other planets.'>
Svensson was peechless for amoment.

<'I've seen the evidence with my own eyes!'> hereturned findly. <'There were bodies strewn about
the streetsin the cities of Hibernus, and as for the Earth...'> Svensson paused, recalling things he had
observed or discovered in histour of the colonies. His anger flared anew. <'l do not care how alien you
are: those actions were evil.'>

<"You do not understand. | gave your people a gift. | gave them the secret of Bodiless Technique.'>
Wasthat atrace of ...pleasure the Thermosian sensed with empathy? Maybe not.

<'What is "Bodiless Technique?"' > Svensson demanded.

<'Precisely that. They are able to exist aboard this ship as pure psionic energy, freed of the
restriction of their mortal bodies.'> John gestured around him. <'Do you behold any mortal bodies
here?'>

Svensson shook his head reluctantly. <'No," > he admitted shortly.

<'That is because | have abandoned my mortal form and ride this vessel. Think of my long wait
here; it isnothing to me, for | am eternal! | feel sad, however, for your people, who die needlessly.
Your machine thwarts my attempt to induct your people into my grand adventure.'>

Svensson's head ached, in spite of his personal computer. Something was not quite right here, but he
could not figure out what. It was too good to be true, wasit not? Eternd life! <'The humans do not miss
the physical pleasures? The feeling of the sun on the skin, the wind in the hair, fine food, and
exercise? This form of flesh and blood has so much to offer.'>

<'And so, also, do flesh and blood offer affliction and injury, inevitable death. Their new form
offersimmortality.'>

<'But we'd eliminated most problems. Life was better and longer than ever before.'>

Svensson let it go. Doubts plagued him. Was the Enemy doing good for humanity? He thought he sensed
ahint of pleasure again. Pleasure or, perhaps, satisfaction. Or some unrelated aien emotion. His mental
turmoil made it hard to think things through. The Thermosian cleared his mind with difficulty and thought



hard. What the Enemy knew of humanity -- language, customs, this cliched benign figure -- must
primarily have come from de FHeur, the reconnaissance pilot it had captured and tortured. Or could it
have come from any number of dain Citizens of the Empire?

Thelight from the power armor suddenly vanished. All other formsof illumination failed aswell, leaving
Svensson in absolute, terrifying darkness.

<'l senseyour reluctance,'> said the Enemy, disembodied now. <'Observe and listen. This will
convince you of the wisdom of joining us.'>A ghogtly luminosity flared, shimmering. Intensaly colored
outlines, thousands of them, appeared before him: human auras. Svensson began to swest, and he felt the
bristly hair on the back of his neck trying to stand on end. The outlines were life-Sze, yet there were too
many of them to have ever fit in the circular chamber. He felt an undeniable presence, of something
beyond his mortal experience.

The Thermosian sensed -- knew -- al the auras bel onged to people he had known. Family, friends, brief
acquaintances of alifetime. He was overwhelmed with emotion: joy and love, anger and annoyance, grief
and regret. Tears stung his eyes, his heart raced, and he would have falen if the power armor did not
surround and support him.

<'WE ARE THE BODILESS WE WILL HELP THOSE UNFORTUNATE ENOUGH TO BE
CHAINED TO MORTAL BODIES ">

Svensson felt asurge of courage from somewhere, somewhere deep within hismorta frame. <"You have
no right to compel usto do anything! Our needs and decisions, our destiny, are our concerns! You
cannot know the will of Terra Nova's people.'>

<'"YOU ARE STUBBORN! WE DID NOT ANTICIPATE THIS YOU SPENT YOUR YOUTH IN
ARTIFICIAL REALITY! YOU WERE A LONER, INDEPENDENT OF YOUR FELLOW
HUMANITY! WHAT HASCHANGED?'>

<'l took a look around at the real world. Thisreal world. Thereis so much to experience with the
physical senses.'>

<'THE BODILESSARE BEYOND ALL MORTAL CONCERNS THE UNIVERSE ISOURSTO
ROAM! AND IT CAN BE YOURS TOOQO!">

* *

Wilfen found himsdlf in limbo, adark redlm of the mind. It was a Strange environment, where conventions
likeleft and right, or up and down, had no significance. He existed in a place neither here nor there,
floating in nothingness.

He could "see" Alvonne nearby. <'Hey,'> he called telepathicaly.
<'Hey, yourself,'> Alvonnereplied.
It wastrue, then: they could communicate here. At least for now.

The pair considered the surroundings. There was nothing actudly visible to be perceived, but they sensed
apresence: Mikael Svensson. The Skylord was neither before them, nor behind or even between them,
yet he wasindisputably within their protection, inside their sphere of influence.

All seemed cam and orderly. But Wilfen did not lose concentration. The Goddess had warned him about
that. The forces of Evil would not be able to affect the twins until the sky ship passed from her
protection. And then the Enemy might wait, seeking to lull the Nevandersinto believing everything was



fine, before lashing out with its awesome mind-powers.

Hedid not have to wait very long. Questing for Svensson, apsionic attack snaked towards him.
Following Anbridge's advice, Wilfen made it manifest as heimagined it, as a striking serpent: becausethe
Enemy assalled his mind's arena, it was bound to come in the form that he chose.

Wilfen transformed his menta image of himself, and he sensed his brother doing the same. He thought of
himsdf as an armored swordsman, and he hewed at the sneaking serpent with along-sword. Alvonne
had become a suitably large mongoose, and he bit and chewed on the Enemy snake, shaking it in his
muzzle. Thwarting its attack on Svensson's mind, the brothers fought the serpent.

How long they battled, Wilfen was uncertain, but when at length the Enemy serpent withdrew and faded
away, he was exhausted. Y et he savored aminor sense of victory. The twins had checked, if not beaten,
the mighty Goddesss Enemy!

<'We sent it running home with itstail between itslegs!'> Alvonnetold him exultantly.

<'I'm not so sure,"> Wilfen dissented. <'That may have been a feeling-out attack. Now, it'll realize
we are not easily defeated. Next timeit'll come with more cunning and more ferocity.'>

He sghed inwardly at his own discouraging words. It had been atough battle but not that tough.
Nevertheless, it had severely taxed hisreserves. It required considerable willpower to sted himself for
another assault, and he dreaded the form it might take.

Nothing happened for sometime. The twins strove to sustain their concentration but felt it wavering. They
mentally "shook™ themsdves, sharpening focusagain. Y et al seemed well...

Alvonne found himsdlf fedling happier about circumstances. The twinswere too powerful! The Enemy
was cowed. It did not know what to do!

It was Wilfen who recognized it, an expanding, pervading sense of well being. Ingtilling confidence, it
seeped over them. That waswhat jolted him. Confidence. He knew his brother possessed it, but he did
not; he was ever filled with self-doubt. Thiswas over confidence.

<'Alvonne.">

<'Yes? What isit, Wilfen?'>

<'Wake up. Look about you. It isall around us.'>
<'What is? >

<'Can't you feel it? A sense of...contentment, happiness, call it what you will. It does not belong to
us'>

It was asif ablindfold had been removed from his eyes. Alvonne suddenly sensed it aswell, aspreading,
enveloping mist. He perceived it as such and saw it then: aglowing, sickly green fog that billowed over
thetwins, indgdioudy infiltrating their senses.

<'No!'> hedefied it.

The Nevander pictured himsdf asamuscular, red-bearded giant. Massive fists on hips, he opened his
mouth...and exhaled the green fog. Wilfen assumed asimilar form, and between them they produced a
titanic gust that blew away the Enemy’'s dinking mental assault. With afind, frustrated emerad flash, the



mist dissipated. The Nevanders discerned a hint of anger and knew it was not feigned.

<'Begone!'> Alvonne snarled tel epathicaly. He metamorphosed into an archer legionnaire. From agreet,
radiant longbow he shot severd arrows of szzling, eectric blue mental energy, carrying the attack back
to the Enemy. With psionic empathy he sensed sudden, momentary pain and anger at the strike of the
foremost arrow, then nothing further. He contrived amighty flaming sword and was about to presshis
counterattack, when he felt Wilfen restraining him.

<'Do not,"> Wilfentold him. <"You have given it something to think about. But do not pursue it into
itsown dark pit. | fear you will be lost there.'>

Alvonne composed himsdlf rdluctantly. Wilfen wasright. The Enemy was the master of these
mind-powers. Onits own turf the Enemy would be a formidable opponent, indeed. Anyway, the twins
did not haveto fulfil the grand task of actualy vanquishing theforces of Evil: just hamper them for alittle
while

Nevertheess, the Nevander was frustrated. Wilfen was much better a these mind games. Alvonne
suspected that he himsalf was the wesk link here. He must heed his brother and try not to let down their
cause.

Wilfen, conversaly, wished he possessed Alvonne's qudities. He was conscious of an overriding fear he
knew originated from within himsdlf. It permeated his consciousness, and he felt powerless under its
influence. He did not think it was hiswisdom that had urged Alvonne to abandon pursuit of the Enemy; it
was his cowardice. He was terrified of being left doneto defy this menace.

'‘Goddess, give me courage,” he thought. 'Let menot fall Alvonne!'

It was the waiting that was hardest to abide. He battled an overactive imagination that conjured all sorts
of terrorsfor him.

‘Let the Enemy come," he thought. It seemed, to him, his own mind represented the greater danger.

Asif in answer to histhoughts, the Enemy struck again. And he soon wondered why he had amost
welcomed an attack, for a succession of horrors was unleashed on the twins. Scenes from nightmares
inundated their minds. swift, indistinct things of numerous rending talons and knife-like fangs, enormous,
headless purple wormsthat did on rivers of exuded, luminous green-yellow ooze; pae, anorphous
ghostly formswith fiery sparksfor eyes; naked, mutilated bodies that had been disemboweled or lacked
ams, legs, heads. Wilfen "fdt" touches, initidly feather-light, then like crushing blows and severing cuts
and charring burns,

<'Alvonne covets Haliann for himself!"> cried amocking voice. <'For himsalf! For himself!'>
<'No!"> he shouted, but an insane cackling overwhelmed his protest.

Wilfen reded under the barrage. Nearly mindless, he shrieked aprima scream. All notions of defense
wereripped away. A shaft of dread and despair transfixed him. He could seeiit, hear it, fed it, even smell
and tagte its defiling, mal odorous presence. He moaned at visons of Haliann being torn to shreds of flesh
by potent invisible energies, accompanied by the spatter of hot, reeking blood. A ship caughtina
maelstrom, he was whirled by incomprehensible forces.

<'Help me!'> he cried in despair.

After atime, when he had overcometheinitid, parayzing shock, he sensed afaint caressin aremote
corner of hismind, a contradictory touch, more subtle than the dedgehammer manner of the Enemy. In



desperation he stretched for the origin of that touch, reached through the chaos enclosing histhoughts. It
was Alvonne, conferring succor. Wilfen grasped ametaphorica hand and immediately experienced a
glimmer of courage and aflicker of calm.

<'Defy it!"> Alvonneimplored him.

The brothersjoined forces. They formed themselvesinto avast outcropping of rock that defied the
surges of awrathful sea. Their senseswere il violated, but they weathered the storm. United, the
Nevanders transcended the sum of their individua parts. Wilfen took heart from thisunion with his
brother, and he finaly wrested back a semblance of composure.

Seeking to shatter their resstance, the Enemy dispatched alast flurry of images, but the twins stood firm.
Abruptly the attack ended. Unable to communicate for aminute or two, the Nevanders gathered their
dazed and battered wits, like runners regaining their wind.

<'Thanks, Alvonne,'> Wilfen findly communicated.

<'No problemat all.'>

<'You've saved us. Saved us all.'>

<'Only for the time being. Besides, you saved me earlier.'>
<'l suppose the Goddess was right,"> Wilfen specul ated.
<'How isthat?'>

<'She said we had individual strengths and weaknesses.'>

Alvonnewas philosophical. <'Yes. If we stick together, we can make use of the strengths and
repress the weaknesses.' >

<'We'l do that,'> Wilfen agreed.

They waited, then, in that timeless dark. Between them, Svensson's essence seemed agitated to Wilfen,
but the Nevander could not deduce why. 'Perhaps he has problems of his own,” Wilfen thought.

After atime-- it might have been seconds or minutes or hoursfor al Wilfen knew -- anew presence
arived in that world of the mind. It illuminated the perpetua gloom and raised his spirits. The Goddess
had come!

<'Alvonne. Wilfen. My beloved disciples. Your struggleis over. My enemy is defeated.>
<'Do you hear that?'> Alvonne asked his brother. <"We've triumphed!' >

<'Yes,'> Wilfen replied alittle doubtfully. Wasit possble?

<'Rgoice, Wilfen,'> the Goddesstold him. <'Terra Nova is delivered.'>

<'It'swonderful,'> hereplied, ill rather stunned. Could that latest repul se have conclusively routed the
Enemy? Had Svensson accomplished something significant?

<'Boys," > the Goddess hailed them, reclaiming their attention. <'Relinquish your hold on Svensson's
mind. | must communicate with him.">



Wilfen recoiled. "Boys." It was bit demeaning, though something €l se perturbed him. What wasit?
<'Wilfen?'> she called. <"Your shield of Svensson.'>

<'Wait.”> He needed to think.

<'Boy!'> screamed Anbridge. <'Release your hold.'>

<'Goddess,'> put in Alvonne tentatively, puzzled by her anger.

<'It'snot her!"> Wilfen suddenly telepathically shouted. <'It's an Enemy trick!'>

Events had abruptly crystalized for him. The Goddesss short temper was uncharacteristic. She had
cdled thetwins "men" before they had departed, not "boys.” But the most telling fact concerned
Svensson: the Skylord was uneasy, quite unlike someone who had just defeated hisfoe; morelike
someone gtill in doubt of the outcome of hisstruggle.

The Goddess's form rippled and started to change -- without the twins prompting. A white-robed old
fellow gppeared in her place, smiling kindly.

<'Terra Novans,'> he greeted them, hands held out in afriendly fashion.
<'Don't listen to him,"> Alvonne warned his brother.

The Nevanderstried to ignore the old man, but his words reached them al the same. <"You
misunder stand me. You have been told lies. | came to help your people, not harm them.'>

<'Do you expect usto believe that?'> Alvonne demanded. <'After all you've done?' >

<'Yes'>

<'What about all those people you have killed?' > Wilfen inquired. <'All of Svensson's comrades.'>
The robed fellow frowned. <'l have done no such thing. Have you seen these dead people?' >
Alvonnewasindignant. <'Garest Ethrinis dead.'>

<'l did not kill him. The Tharm, Waghel, did.'>

<'Under your orders,'> Wilfen retorted.

<'Waghel was independent. | wanted him to stop Mikael Svensson doing the bidding of that...that
machine. He was a poorly fashioned tool, one | was unable to wield with any degree of control.'>

<"You were bent on obstructing Mikael's actions,’ pointed out Alvonne. <'We knew that.'>

<'But you do not understand, Alvonne. My purpose is not sinister. Why would | wait a thousand
yearsto kill a handful of people? >

That was onefact that had kept nagging at Wilfen. It made no sensefor anyone to wait athousand years
to massacre afew people. <'Malice,'> he answered dowly. <'Pure evil.'>

<'My friends, there are no such things as pure evil or pure good. Consider the conduct of that
machine. It manipulated your livesas| did Waghel's. Am | any more evil for doing the identical
thing? Is Bridges any more good than | am? Everyone is capable of doing good or evil; neither
term can be solely applied to any particular party.'>



<'Sophistry!"> Wilfen was defiant. <"'The Goddess's actions are for good.'>

<'And what do you suppose that "good" is?'> The old man raised his eyebrowsinquiringly. <'To
thwart my purpose?'>

<'Precisdly,> put in Alvonne. <'We know that.'>

<'But do you know my real intention? | will tell you. | am not here to kill you. It is very much the
antithesis of that: | am here to offer you eternal life.">

The twins made no reply.

<'Yes! Eternal life! You would never grow old or die. Like Anne Bridges. Why do you suppose I've
been able to wait so long? A thousand years mean nothing when you live forever!'>

<'l suppose not,'> Alvonne admitted grudgingly.
<'Don't listen!"> Wilfen chadtised histwin. <'It's more deception.'>

<'Isit?"> demanded the old man. <'Have | not waited a thousand years? Even Svensson and
Bridges do not dispute that.'>

Wilfen did not answer. He was thinking. Thisfellow had dl the answers. Eternd life, by the Goddess!
Could herisk passing up such an opportunity for al TerraNovans?

<'Why do Anbridge and Mikael want to stop you?' > Alvonne asked.

That was atdling point, Wilfen redlized. There seemed no vdid judtification for the Goddess and the
Skylord to prevent such athing.

<'Bridges wants to maintain her ascendancy over your people. Svensson is her puppet.'>

Wilfen pondered this. Histhoughts swirled again. He did not know whét to believe any more. Onething
was certain, however: the twins had been manipulated and lied to anumber of times-- by Filgen,
Shondal, Svensson, the Goddess, and now the Enemy -- and he was sick of it.

<'The Goddess doesn't desire or need power over Terra Nova,'> Alvonne declared. <'We volunteer
her worship and service unbidden and of our free will. And Mikael Svensson does not believe in
her divinity; he follows his own path.'>

Wilfen wasjarred from hisreverie. Alvonne was right. The Enemy was tricking them again. Had not the
Goddess warned them? Alert now, he discerned the Enemy snesking an invisible tendril towards
Svensson's presence.

The twins united again, combining themselvesinto a single massive, razor-edged sword that sheared the
tentacle, which injected into Svensson's thoughts the same blend of confusion and deception that had
afflicted the Nevanders. They sensed an dmighty rage that threatened to sweep them aside, but
somehow they withstood it, visudizing themsalves as alone seabird, an dbatross, camly riding
storm-tossed waves.

"Thistime!" Wilfen thought. The Enemy's psionic attack had failed. It was up to Svensson. Histhoughts
were clear and unaffected. What happened now was entirely up to him and hisjudgement.

* %

Svensson sensed anger and, somewhere, aswelling hunger. Asif...



He screamed aoud suddenly. "It'sal lied"

Theillusion that was the images of the Bodiless dissolved. He was still awash in the power armor's
projected light in the circular room. Expression shocked, the form of the Ordered One hovered before
him.

<"You do not under stand what you reject!"> it cried in hismind.

<'Oh, yes, | do. | know you now. You did massacre so many billions of people. You destroyed my
culture and civilization.'>

<'Did I? Was not your civilization in decay? Was not the human culture centered on sex and
drugs? Your feeble, rotted empire would soon have collapsed under the weight of its own
excesses. | did not destroy your culture. | did not massacre your people. In providing eternal
existence | have, indeed, supplied both the prospect of salvation and redemption for your
civilization and its peoples.'>

<"You consumed humanity! Perhaps these billions of people do still exist, submerged somewhere
deep in your subconscious.'>

<'No--"'>

<'Yes! At first | could not comprehend the different methods of killing.'> Svensson'seyesburnt in
their sockets. <'But each time you were becoming bolder, slaughtering a greater and greater
number of people at the same time.'> He paused, momentarily lost for words to express his horror and
contempt and hatred. Hislips moved soundlessly for afew seconds. He recalled the myriad dead people
on Hibernus, how they had been shot so they would die dowly. And with their mindsintact, telepathically
screaming in an agony that would, subjectively, seem dmost everlasting. That, he suddenly redlized, was
why the Enemy had doneit! Not for the expediency of eiminating an enemy, but for pleasure
or...sustenance. <'You...you are a vampire of the mind, feeding on the pain of the dying, reveling in
the shriek of death. And the more people that die, the more you relish your depraved act."> The
Thermosian sneered. <'The Ordered One is the ultimate sadistic xenophobe, so troubled by
outsiders that you take pleasure in their destruction.'>

<'What of it, mortal ?'> snarled the Enemy, dl pretense at benignity vanished. <"You will not escape
from here. | will dismantle your mind piece by piece, until you will beg for desth. But | will not
allow you to die. | will compel you to watch as | despoil your pathetic little planet. Its defenses are
gone, and it lies before me, awaiting defilement. What do you say to that, miserable creature?'>

He nearly laughed. That won't work!" he thought, remembering Louise Mars and the way she had --
unintentionally perhaps -- damaged his aready fragile self-esteem. And over the last few weeks he had
withstood atesting, torturous ordedl. He was numb, impervious. Nothing the Enemy could do or say now
was cgpable of hurting him. There was no emotion lft in him for the Enemy to devour: no anger,
confusion, sadness, or fear. No emotion at al, unless...unless one considered hate, hate in the form of a
passionate, overwheming craving for the Enemy's destruction.

Svensson turned and attempted to burn a hole through the black wall. The strange substance effortlessy
absorbed the laser. The Thermosian fired amissile, then another, and another. But there was no trace of
amark left on the black stuff.

He did not panic, however. Indeed, astrange calm had come over him.

Svensson modified the plasted of the power armor o it was trangparent from without. <'Look on me,



Lord of Darkness. | am human, and | am your nemesis.'>

Throwing his head back, the old man started to cackle mockingly, not stopping even when Svensson
opened the compartment in the power armor that contained the black box. The box floated out and
hovered before him, and the Thermosian caught it in hisarmored fist. He brought the cube up to hiseye,
and the retinal scanner readily identified him through the transparent hy-c plastic. <'Computer: detonate
in ten seconds,"> he commanded.

Svensson drew back hisarmored arm and propelled the black box directly at the body of the Enemy's
image. Still raucoudy jeering, the Ordered One spread hisarmswide, asif to embrace the projectile.

John abruptly stopped laughing. His expression went blank, which suggested to Svensson that he no
longer pretended human emotion; the Enemy had more significant concerns.

An unearthly walil ripped through Svensson's mind, and he staggered under the ondaught. The old fellow
shimmered and shifted...and fleetingly transformed into aterrifyingly dien thing. A bondess blob of neon
purple, atangle of countless undulating tentacles, gleaming ebony fangs, two bulbous, faintly gleaming
ydlow eyes; it hovered in agloomy, sunlessworld, perhaps aliquid environment, where weird shapes
drifted among streamers of feeble luminescence.

Abruptly the thing was gone, the old man returned. Had he really mutated? Or wasit the Thermosian's
overactiveimagination that had contrived the apparition? Did it really matter? The Enemy!" he thought in
amixture of triumph and disgust. ‘L et it know the fear of imminent destruction. Let it feed off itsdlf inthe
find ingant!"

Histhoughts raced. Had the Centra Computer predicted what he would do? Perhaps. He had not really
recovered from the desolation of al he had known. He was aman out of time and place. He did not
belong here. Or anywhere. But he was satisfied with hisfate. If hislife had not amounted to much, then at
least his demise would benefit aworthwhile cause. He would sacrifice himsdlf for TerraNova, for the
good and ordinary people of the planet, for the Zems, Gales and Tarvin; for the Jendins, Wonef and
Hede; and, of course, for the Argindells (hell, he would even do it for the Tharms, for who was heto
judge them, anyway?). Hewould do it for the precious floraand fauna. And he would do it for Terra
Nova, because he loved the planet for what it was and for what it might become.

Almogt beatedly he remembered Alvonne and Wilfen. He gently annulled his psionic link with thetwins: it
would not do for them to be linked to hisdying mind. The flight computer of Revenge had awaited just
thiseventudity: it immediately blasted the Eagle Eye out of the dien carrier'slanding bay and accelerated
the spacecraft away from the area.

A few seconds later the magnetic coil within the black box failed, releasing the volume of antimatter
within from its cage. For an instant the dense, hot plasma spewed forth, spattering Svensson's power
armor and the walls of the circular chamber, then...gpontaneous annihilation, atotal conversion of a
kilogram of matter into adreadful burst of mostly high-energy gammaradiation, utterly destroying the
Enemy flagship and dl it contained. A spherica shock wave of plasma expanded from the epicenter, and
initswake nearby alien spacecraft disntegrated in an ephemerd purple-white flash. TerraNovas
defense shidd flared luminoudly asalarge portion of the vast energy emission writhed acrossits surface.

The remainder of the Enemy fleet was | eft rudderless by the destruction of itsflagship. The Centra
Computer seized control and dispatched the remaining spacecraft carrier and its attendant collection of
battle cruisers and fighters on a swift, direct collision course with Alston's Star, TerraNovas sun.

Bridges reflected on what she had learned of the Enemy. The most significant fact wasthat it was not an
dienraceat dl but asingle entity. A solitary creature had caused so much havoc. Perhapsit had been



part of arace that had become extinct; it was possible, she supposed, the Enemy had killed off the rest of
itskind. Maybe, long ago, the Enemy had been afearsome predator on some distant planet. Over timeit
hed learned anew kind of predatory skill -- by psionic means. Eventudly that method of hunting had
been digtorted into a sadistic xenophobia, as Svensson had surmised.

When it could not procureitsfix of psionics, the Enemy had wantonly killed and destroyed by other
means, Bridges suspected these acts were for sheer pleasure, rather than sustenance or any valid tactic.
She supposed that the Enemy had dways had its various "innovations' at its disposal -- the
human-affecting psionic weapon; the atomic disrupter; the psionic-relay missile; the black hole doomsday
wespon -- but they had been reserved until they would cause maximum consternation to the humans.
Ironicaly, therefore, the Enemy's very nature had been the basis of its undoing, for it had alowed
Svensson into its redlm, seeking, perhaps, to toy with him, like a cat with amouse...

Eternd life was possible for an organic life-form, but only the Enemy had had the means of attaining it, an
exisgence sustained by using its own psionicsto feed on the psionics of other crestures minds. Those
awesome psionic powers enabled the Ordered One to operate spacecraft across thousands of light
years, usng them to locate new minds to appeaseits constant hunger. (Had it "stolen” the

tel epathy-controlled vessa's from some other dien civilization? Y es, of course, it had: the Enemy wasa
consummate thief, not an innovator. None of its"innovations' had been duplicable, especidly -- thank
God -- the black-hole-weapon used on the Earth.) Y et it seemed the process was inefficient: the Enemy
had spent many decades apparently lying dormant between intervals of afew years of activity. Thiswas
how the Central Computer had been able to stall the Ordered One for so long. She shuddered to think
how long TerraNovawould have lasted if the Enemy had not needed what appeared to be anormal
morta requirement...periods of rest.

Bridgeswas certain of onething, however: the universe was better off without such athing asthe Enemy.

CHAPTER 29: RESOLUTION

Haliann and Shondal huddled close to the campfire to ward off the early morning chill of the desert. They
watched the heavens for asign of success -- or failure -- of the quest undertaken by Svensson and the
twin Nevanders.

The golden flashes they had become accustomed to became suddenly more prevaent, aflurry of sparks
in the black sky. The dazzling display reached ablinding crescendo, then abruptly the spurious stars
ceased toignite.

The desart grew dark again. The Argindells glanced at each other. Each perceived the obvious unasked
guestion in the other's eyes, along with the same answer: | do not know.

They peered upward again, straining to make out something, anything, aclue to the fortunes of those who
rode in the sky ship, an indication of the fate of TerraNova.

An unexpected explosion of light suddenly lit up the sky, illuminating the desert like the noon sun. Hands
clapped to their eyes, Haliann and Shonda staggered back from thefire, crying out in fear of impending
doom.

The light was extinguished as quickly asit had flared. Father and daughter blinked tears from haf-blind
eyes, squinting through dancing afterimages.

A voiceinvaded their minds, banishing dl other thoughts. It declaimed in triumph:
<'THE GREAT DRAGON WAS CAST OUT!'>
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The pair reded under the ondaught. It was Anbridge, they redized, in dl her divinity. Her voice returned,
softer than before: <'Rejoice, my children. My disciples have prevailed. The Enemy is vanquished.
Terra Novais liberated.'>

Haliann and Shondal looked at each other. They smiled and laughed aoud. They quickly sobered,
however, and tentatively glanced upward. Despite the approaching dawn, it seemed so very dark
overhead.

"Come back, Wilfen," Haiann murmured.
"And Alvonne" Shonda added. "And Mikad."

Shortly afterward, apoint of orange light became visiblein the yellowing sky. It grew into a banner of
flame trailing from the much hoped-for sky ship. It scythed acrossthe sky, across the blazing disk of the
risng sun and into the Goddesss mountain.

Haliann and Shondal dashed towards the hole in the hillsde that led to the cave of the Oracle -- which
contained a perfectly circular area of the natura rock floor polished smooth as marble -- and beyond into
Anbridge's white-walled abode. They stumbled once or twice but helped each other up, too anxious and
excited to linger over minor cuts and scrapes.

The two panted as they raced into the tunnel with the armored doors. The doors were open, and they
dashed into the cavern of the sky ships. Breathless, they hated before Svensson's sky ship, waiting for it
to disgorge its passengers, feding the waves of heet it radiated.

The shiny dome atop the silvery sky ship disappeared -- as did the overal golden glow -- and there was
ahiss of vented gases. Haliann discovered that she was holding her breath, anticipating the emergence of
thoseingde.

A naked, dark-haired figure rose into view and dowly crawled across the upper surface of the sky ship
and descended to the ground. It was Alvonne. His body was dick with some sticky substance. He
coughed and blinked and stared bleakly about him, as Haliann (her eyesfirmly fixed on hisface) and
Shondal hastened to hisside. He stared at them, shaking his head wordlesdly.

Someone e se emerged now. Wilfen! Haliann squedled in delight. The wiry Nevander was il inthe act
of stepping onto the ground when the girl latched onto him, hugging him with al her strength. She spun
him around, raining kisses on hisfatigue-shadowed face, unmindful of the viscous, tasteless stuff smearing
her face and clothes.

"I loveyou," they told each other smultaneoudy and smiled at the synchronicity of sentiment.
"Where's Mikag 7' Shondal asked.

The twins stiffened. Alvonne hung his heed, eyeing the white floor. Wilfen sghed and blinked back tears.
"He didn't come back," he whispered hoarsdly. "He went into the Enemy sky ship and couldn't return.”

"I don't think he chose to come back," Alvonne muttered, still apparently studying the floor.

The Goddess's image appeared beside them. "Y ou are correct, Alvonne. Mikael Svensson sacrificed
himsdlf to save TerraNova. | do not believe the entire mission would have succeeded if he had not
ventured into the Enemy sky ship.”

Haliann choked on asob. "Y ou knew...knew he would do what he did?"



Anbridge sighed. "I suspected. He was somewhat mad, you know. No one who had suffered what he
had would have escaped unscathed. | could have brought him here when hefirst cameto TerraNova,
but it was important that he journeyed with your company; he needed to experience thisworld first- hand
in order to loveit. And he did grow to love TerraNova. He had periods of apathy, though at the last he
was moved to sacrifice hislife. He no longer vaued that life, but it purchased agreat ded for thisworld
and its people.”

* *

Three days after Mikadl Svensson's liberation of TerraNova, the Argindells gathered in the specid
healing room where the Goddess had attempted the miraculous: raising Garest Ethrin from the dead.

They had been honored guests of Anbridgein her divine place. They had dept in specia beds, waking
more refreshed than they would have ever thought possible. They had easten meal's provided by the
Goddesss machines, tasting foods that pleased their individua palates. They had experienced the
redigtic, yet fabricated worlds that somehow existed inside peculiar helmets, lived out fantasies they had
not realized they secretly harbored.

Y et by thetime Garest Ethrin was due to be revived it had dl paled somehow. This place had everything,
but...it lacked something. None of them could quite put afinger on it, though they saw acknowledgement
that something was missing in each other's eyes. Perhapsit was a case of too much rather than too little.
Perhapsdl of thiswas wasted on mortal humans.

They watched slently asthe haziness about Garest's supine form faded from sight. The machines
hovering around him withdrew. The Argindells saw that he breathed readily, the bright green tree device
on the breast of his clean, mended tabard gently risng and falling.

Anbridge wasin her morta form. She placed ahand on Garest'sforehead. "Awake, Garest," she
whispered.

A few moments passed. Garest did not tir.
"Awake, Garest!" cried the Goddess, stridently desperate.
The Nondran did not move.

She dumped, tears streaking her face. "1 knew it," she murmured. "I am not divine. That which isalowed
to die cannot be resurrected.” She turned to the Argindells, who watched mutely, unable to help. "Depart
from this place. Appropriate what food you desire. But depart swiftly." With that, she vanished from
view.

Within half-an-hour they were ready to leave. They lingered to seeif she would regppear onefind time,
but she did not, so they dowly started to file out of the Goddess's abode. The company passed down the
tunnel that led from the cavern of the sky ships. They emerged into late afternoon sunlight. They adjusted
their backpacks, looking back at the Goddess's mountain, but still there was no sign of Anbridge.

"l supposeit'stimeto go," Alvonne said.

"I had the impression she wanted to berid of us," Wilfen commented, and Haliann, who held his hand,
nodded agreement.

"She has her reasons,” Shondal said, mouth twisted characteristicaly.

Without another word, the quartet headed down the vague trail that had been worn by seekers of the
Oracle. They were about an hour into their journey out of the Angart Hills, winding through the craggy



peaks, when avoice resounded in their minds:

<'Farewell, my children. Your world has achieved its maturity. It has no further need of a goddess.
You are free to choose your destiny.'>

The earth suddenly shuddered benegth their fet, pitching them to the ground. A tremendous boom
deafened them, asahuge pdl of dust billowed up, shrouding the Goddesss mountain.

"What on TerraNovawasthat?' Haiann exclaimed.
"The death of agoddess," Shonda declared softly. ™Y ou didn't expect her to go quietly, did you?'
The others stared at him, shocked beyond words.

The Pdadin drew Findram. "l shan't be needing thisany more." And he cast it from him, out onto the
red earth.

He started off, and his family, open-mouthed, began to follow him. Then he stopped dead in histracks.
Ignoring the young people's bemused expressions, Shondd retraced his steps and retrieved the sword.

The soldier grinned humorlesdy at the others inquiring glances. He gestured to the Goddesss mountain.

"People should learn from what happened there.” He pointed up at the sky. "And up there." He stared at
the bladein hishands. "But | suspect they won't. The Nulls and the Tharms and the Drim Memm will ill
follow the same master plan, pouring through the Northern Gap and across Adar Mutiato make war on
the Eastern Alliance. And the Holms and the Farl Memm and the Arnds and the Magon will await them,
ready and willing to fight." He shook his head. "Nothing changes. Not redly.”

"Comeon, Shondd," said Wilfen. "Thewar will end, asall warsdo. Then well be freeto make
something of ourselves.”

"If the Goddesss Enemy had had its way, there would be no possibilities, good or bad,” remarked
Alvonne.

"Yes, | supposeyoureright,” the Paladin agreed grudgingly. He brightened suddenly. "I might look up
your mother, Haliann. What do you think? Would she have me back?'

Haiann laughed. "Anything is possblel™
TheEnd
CAST OF CHARACTERS

Adric, Jermise: Nondran Army Captain.
Argindell, Alvonne: Nevander youth.
Arginddl, Hdiann: Holmish girl.

Arginddl, Nartrell: Holmish woman at the House of Orphaned Women in Kenderlan City. Mother of
Hdiann.

Arginddl, Shonda: Holmish Paadin. Uncle of Alvonne and Wilfen. Father of Haliann.
Arginddl, Wilfen: Nevander youth. Brother of Alvonne.

Brammin, Bem: Holmin Bonvdur.
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Brin, Darrabin: Holmish spy in Glam.

Culdana, Filgen: Nevander. Grandfather of Alvonne and Wilfen.
Drake, Graeme: Martian, Imperid Star Marines lieutenant pilot.
Dremni, AHm: Tharmish Sharene.

Ethrin, Garest: Holmish Paladin.

Fdaspin, Mordlin: Holmish Pdadin.

Fads, Jhaylon: Holmish city guard in Bonvaur. Former legionnaire comrade of Shondal.
Frol, Zare: Tharmish Sharene lieutenant.

Gade, Erfind: Nevander in Mardine.

Hile, Jharon: Chamberlain in the Paace of the Holmish King, Himberon.
Ingrist: Nondran duke.

Jendin, Hede: Holmish former foster mother of Haliann.
Maghalin, Ralentand: Holmish centurion.

Marib, Zirkess: Nondran soldier.

Marlow, Kay: Thermosian, Imperid Navy recruitment officer.
Mars, Louise: Aquarian, Imperid Navy recruit.

Maygid, Narlesk: Nondran soldier.

Pastrin, Tamas. Nondran palace courtier.

Sdifin: King of the Holmish Confederation.

Savvel, Dafe: Nullish ambassador to Nondra.

Scqg, Chileft: King of Nondra.

Scarm, I1def: Holmish riverboat captain.

Sms, Mik: Terran, Imperid Navy petty officer.

Svensson, Mikael Anders: Thermosian, Imperid Navy lieutenant.
Themer, Zul: Holmish captain of the Trident.

Titov, Nikola: Hibernusian, Imperia Navy recruit.

Trilmef, Irn: Holmish city guard in Glam.

Waghd, Urgash: Tharmish Sharene Captain.

Y adrig, Arnect: Nondran Army captain. Former commander of theinvason of Arndlund.



Y ure, Seft: Tharmish Sharene.

Zem, Gaes Holmish village woman. Mother of Tarvin.
Zem, Tarvin: Holmish village youth.

Zindle, Wol: Holmish legionnaire.

WEIGHTS AND MEASURES OF TERRA NOVA

TIME

1 Year = 8 Months = 104 Weeks = 728 Days.
1Year =216 Imperia Standard Y ears.

1 Month = 13 Weeks = 91 Days.

1 Month = 98.47 Imperial Standard Days.
1 Week =7 Days.

1 Week = 7.57 Imperial Standard Days.
1 Day = 1.08 Imperia Standard Days.

1 Day = 25.97 Imperia Standard Hours.
1 Minute = 1/60 Hour.

1 Hour = 60 Minutes = 1/24 Day.

1 Day = 24 Hours.

WEIGHT
1 Pound = 10 Ounces.
1 Pound = 0.51 Imperial Standard Kilograms.

DISTANCE

1 Kilosword = 1 000 Swords = 6 000 Fest.

1 Kilosword = 1.713 Imperial Standard Kilometers.
1 Sword = 6 Feet = 60 Inches.

1 Sword = 1.71 Imperial Standard Meters.

1 Foot = 10 Inches.

1 Foot = 0.29 Imperiad Standard Meters.
1Inch=2.85 Imperia Standard Centimeters.

TERRA NOVAN TERMS

Anbridge: See Goddess. Centurion: The leader of a Century.

Century: A unit of 100 legionnaires.

Eagtlander: Generdlly, aHolm; occasiondly used to refer to an Arnd.

Findram: A Memmish word: "sharp”; Shonda's sword.

Forest Ones. A Tharmish term for the primitive peoples of the forest, Jnerdol Tay.

Garl: Vulpine carnivorous mamma of central TerraNova continent.

Goddess (Under The Mountain): Anbridge, the goddess worshipped by the eastern TerraNovans.
Goddesss Enemy: The evil counterpart of the Goddess.
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Legion: A unit of 5000 legionnaires, 50 Centuries.

Legionnaire: A soldier whoispart of aLegion.

Mdian Farn: Animmense monalith.

Memm: An inhabitant of Drim Memmin or Farl Memmin; any black- skinned person.

Naskid Bonal : Barbarian didect term meaning "dusty plain”; adesert of the Barbarian Lands.

Northlander: A generd term for an inhabitant of one of the lands of northern TerraNova -- the Barbarian
Lands, Drim Memmin, Farl Memmin, Kydem.

Oracle: The mouthpiece of the Goddess Under The Mountain.
Oriental: Language of central and eastern TerraNova continent.
Pdadin: One of twelve bodyguards of the King of Holmis.
Pdadin Mark: A distinguishing tattoo sported by Pdadins.
Robed One: A member of asecret martid arts cult of Holmis.
Sharene: A Tharmish diaect term: "Fingers of the Fist"; an dite squad of soldiersfrom Tharm.
Skylord: TerraNovan term for a Citizen of the Empire.
Southlander: A Tharm.

Stonelands: A stony desert of the Barbarian Lands.

Sundew: A mildly acohalic beverage of Holmis.

Tay: Old Orientd word meaning, "forest.”

TerraNova: A continent of the world of the same name.

Treaty (of Holmisand Jherdol Tay), The: A pact of mutud defense between Holmis and the primitive
tribes of Jnerdol Tay.

Westlander: A Null.
IMPERIAL TERMS

Algton's Star: The giant blue-white star around which TerraNova orbits.
Anti-gravity: A controllablefield effect that reduces the strength of agravitationd field.

Antimatter: A form of matter in which the electrical charge of each condtituent particleisthe reverse of
normal meatter: therefore, an antimatter electron -- the positron -- is positively charged; the antimatter
proton -- the antiproton -- is negatively charged. When antimatter particles meet their normal matter

counterpart, they spontaneoudy annihilate each other, releasing acolossal amount of energy.

Antiproton: See Antimatter.

Artificid Intelligence (Al): A computer that isintelligent and capable of reasoning.
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Artificid Intelligence (Asmov's) Laws: Laws by which artificid intelligences must abide, particularly in
regardsto interaction with human beings. For example, the Prime Law rulesthat an artificid intelligence
may not directly harm a human being, or alow ahuman being to come to harm through its actions or
falureto act. Some "stretching” of the laws has been noted in late generation advanced Centra
Computers.

Atmoshuttle: Shuttle limited to oxygen amospheres.

Atomic Disrupter: A terrible wegpon that, with the use of antiprotons, causes matter to, in effect,
"digntegrate.”

Bioscan: A brief scan of bodily hedth and fitness, generally performed by a persona computer.

Black Hole: Matter -- usualy the remains of a huge collapsed star -- so condensed that an object must
exceed the speed of light in order to escapeitsferocious gravity field; thisisimpossiblein normal space
and time. The standard laws of physics do not apply in the vicinity of ablack hole.

Centrd Computer: A super-computer capable of administering alarge territory, epecidly acolonid
planet.

Citizen (of the Empire): A subject of the Empire of Earth and its colonies.

Climate Suit: A hypercompressad plastic body-suit capable of adjusting itsleve of insulation to the
wearer's optimum comfort, regardless of externa temperature; its physical gppearance can also be
psionicaly dtered by the wearer.

Collapsble Rifle (Clapper Gun): Any of anumber of laser rifles made of hypercompressed plastic that
may be constructed and primed by thought.

Comsat;: COMmunications SET.

Data Screen: A two-dimensiond sub-screen inserted within aholovision projection; information can be
imparted without affecting the underlying image.

Defense Shield: A combination of severad sub-shields capable of protecting an object from kinetic,
electromagnetic, antimatter, and psionic atacks.

Drip Feed: A tube connected to a permeable tab that is applied to a person's skin; a computer controls
the adminigiration of certain drugs viathe drip feed.

Eagle Eye: Standard Imperial Navy reconnai ssance spacecraft.
Electronic Surveyor: A devicethat can display three-dimensiona maps.
Enemy, The: A mysterious dien race, hogtile to the Empire.

English, Imperid: Officid language of the Empire.

Glasgtic: GLASS plasTIC; tough, transparent plastic capable of becoming opague from one or both
Sdes.

Grav: Theunit of gravitation; one grav = 1.0 (Earth) Standard Gravity.

Holovision: HOL Ographic teleVISION; three-dimensiona vision that can be projected in virtud redlity
form or from aflat screen.



Human Integrity Acts: A seriesof acts passed in the twenty-first century, intended to limit the genetic
modification or artificia enhancement of the sandard, "naturd" human form.

Hypercompressed (Hy-C) Plagtic: Highly compressible plastic capable of "remembering” a set form.
Hyperspace: Extra-dimensiona space, externa to normal space and time. The medium of tachyons.

Hyperspace Jump (Hy-Jump): A journey through hyperspace of infinite speed, achieved by
human/computer interaction.

K: Degrees Kelvin. The Kelvin Scale uses the same units asthe Celsius Scale, but O K is Absolute Zero
(-273.15 Celsius).

Light Year: The distance that light travelsin one Standard Y ear in avacuum, approximately 10 to the
power of 16 meters. Note that light second, light minute, and so on may be used.

Magnetic Confinement Coail: A hollow coil that uses a powerful magnetic field to safely contain dangerous
substances, such as plasma or antimatter.

Medibot: MEDIcd roBOT.

Medikit: MEDIca KIT.

Mind-link: A telepathic and empathetic link, especidly between human and compuiter.
Nuclear Converter: A device for the transmutation of basic € ements and compounds.

Pathfinder Probe: Any of a series of early deep space probes launched from Earth to search for planets
suitable for human inhabitation.

Perimeter: Thelimit of territory claimed by the Empire around Sol or any of the colony worlds system
gars, generdly the surface of a sphere with aradius beyond the orbit of the system'’s outermost satellite.

Persona Computer (PC): A microscopic computer positioned in the human brain that monitors and
maintains persona hedth and fitness; it controls miniature salf-replicating robots located in the body,
utilizing them to rectify any potentia bodily mafunctions.

Plagted: PLAgtic STEEL ; military glasstic armor.
Pleasure Smulator: A virtud redity program that Smulates sexua activity.

Power Armor: Self-contained powered combat armor. Power Armor can house various e ectromagnetic,
particle, and projectile weapons.

Psionics: Mentd talents beyond the formerly accepted norm. There are two mgor streams:
Communication, which includes such things astelepathy, empathy, and illuson; and Motion, which
includes such things as telekinesis and tel eportation.

Psionic Shield: A device that protects an individual -- or object -- from psionic intrusion.
Retinal Scanner: Devicefor postively identifying anindividud, specificaly by theretina
Rogue (Computer): A computer that has rebelled against human command.

Spaceplane: A passenger spacecraft.



Standard Measurements: A series of standardized measures set by the Imperial Government. For
example, 2.75 Imperid Standard Gravs.

Subtrain: SUBterranean TRAIN.
Suspended Animation: Process by which aliving human body may be indefinitely preserved.

Sustagel: SUSTAIning GEL ; a breathable, nutrient-enhanced substance, in which a person can survive for
lengthy periods. It isided for spacetrave, asit is space-efficient and resistant to acceleration forces.

Tachyon: A masdess hyperspatia particle. It isthe source of psionics and related processes, such as
fagter-than-light transport and communications.

Terraforming: The process of dtering asuitable planet so that it is capable of supporting aterrestrial
biosphere and, as a consequence, a viable human colony.

Virtud Redity (VR): Redligtic, synthetic holovison environment crested by computer that can be
explored individudly or in groups, therules, the "redlities’ of such environmentsvary grestly.

NATIONS OF TERRA NOVA

WESTERN ALLIANCE:
Drim Memmin; Nullish Empire (Null); Tharm.
EASTERN ALLIANCE

Arndlund; Farl Memmin; Holmish Confederation (also Holmis-- provinces: Andor, Camfolar, Glastor,
Kenderlan, Smares); Magon Vad.

NEUTRAL

Adar Mutia; Kydem; Nevanderlof; Nondra (one of the many Barbarian Lands).

To learn about other books Awe-Struck publishes, go to the Awe-Struck E-Books website at
http:/Aww.awe-struck.net/
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