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​​1. In the Beginning
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Alpha

A circle of priests stood on the flat top of a hill overlooking the boiling confluence of two vast rivers. In the surrounding darkness, a ring of flares gave the summit a crown of fire.

The full moon reached its zenith and the hilltop resonated with a barely audible mantra:


“Great beacon, you who are the light, come to Earth.

And you, omniscient sun, cast your rays on the land that is burnt.

Let it become a shelter where we, your subjects can live,

exist and stand on the uncertain firmament.

Let not darkness, which is our weakness, prevail,

and make us lose the essence of hope in the wilderness,

but allow our souls, our very existence, the most important of all,

to achieve true enlightenment and follow in your great teachings.”



Silence returned. One of their number moved into the center. He raised his hands to the heavens, and began a quiet chant of his own, and then the sky lit up. A fiery ball roared overhead. The priests fell to the ground, covering their heads. The echoes died as the meteor plunged into the distant sea.

The figure of a scrawny man extracted himself from his hiding place beyond the rim of the summit, and hurried off, in the direction of the nearby temple. He had a scroll clutched under his arm. At the opposite side, another figure, this one a tall young woman, red hair glinting in the torchlight, retreated nervously toward the forest.

“They will come,” she muttered to herself. “I know they will come... and we are not prepared; we will never be ready.”

[image: image]

Two sun-orbits previously

Hidden in the upper atmosphere above a small reddish planet, a long black cylinder hung in geo-stationary orbit. In the control room, two tall, toned, and almost androgynous human figures studied rows of instruments. Apart from their heads, which sported long blond locks, their pale bodies were devoid of hair. Their bodies were also devoid of clothing.

“We should have heard back from our agent by now.” The female yawned and stretched. “It has been ten solar-orbits since she became overdue. Should I send a communication?”

The male shook his head, his hair framing his face like a halo. “We agreed that first contact would be through the leaders of the largest civilizations, and that direct interaction might be misinterpreted. Metis has been on the surface for twenty-five orbits. We agreed this was necessary to truly evaluate the potential of the planet. We have had no need to intrude yet... Was your rest adequate?”

“The inactivity was beneficial,” said the female, checking another of the instruments. “I see, from the chronometer, that we have overslept considerably. I hope Metis is safe.”

“The systems would have awakened us earlier had there been any problem. Have we been getting regular reports?”

“She is still studying the locals,” said the female, calling up a readout on one of the monitors, “but I believe she has had long enough. It will be a relief to find a habitable planet to settle. The preparation has been long. Without the sleep, I’m not sure I could have tolerated it.”

“We should recall her for a debrief before we take the next step and prepare the natives for the arrival of our colonization fleet. They are definitely our own race?”

“According to the information sent so far, yes. I would like to think we will be made welcome.”

“They are the descendants of the elite who left us to die,” said the male. “I wonder if they really have changed.”

The female shook her head. “We must not assume the attitudes of the forefathers will be passed down. Unlike us, these people have short lifespans, barely seventy of their sun-orbits. Their memories will be likewise.”

“They are also prone to disease... we are still uncontaminated on board?” He gave a nervous glance at his companion.

“Of course. I checked the filters before anything else.”

“Good, when Metis returns, we must make sure she is properly disinfected.”

“It is standard procedure... but there cannot be anything serious in the way of contamination down there. She has not requested medicine. Obviously, the artificial antibodies we gave her are working well, even in that germ-ridden environment. Shall I awaken the others, ready for making first contact?”

The male paused thoughtfully. “I’m looking back through the data transmitted from the surface. Something does not feel right. We should wait until we get the final report before deciding how to proceed. Check the latest receipts.”

The female waved her hands over the console. “You are right. There is another message from Metis.”

“At last.”

“She requests two more sun-orbits to complete her evaluation.”

“Another two?” The male frowned. “The colonization fleet will be nearly upon us by then. What will we tell them?”

“She says that it will be definite by then. Preparations are nearly over.”

“Two more orbits?” He sighed. “I suppose we have waited this long; what is another two orbits?”

“I am weary of waiting. We should make our move soon...” The female ran her hands over a screen as part of the console lit up, “...or perhaps not. Something is happening on the planet surface.”

“That would make a change. From what I’ve read so far, they spend most of their time pointlessly amassing more possessions than they have the space to store, and then selling them off at a discount from stalls in rainy fields. What have you seen?”

“I believe it is an interplanetary launch.”

“Are they firing at us? I thought our shielding was sufficient to fool their primitive scanning devices.”

“It is. We are still concealed. This appears to be a transport ship, and is... heading toward the sun.”

“Garbage disposal perhaps? They have made so much mess already; they must be running out of wild creatures to choke.”

“No, they are going to skim the sun.”

“Using ‘slingshot’ to accelerate? Primitive. What destination?”

“I do not know. We cannot break orbit, but we should track them. I will awaken the shuttle pilots.”

“I expect our pilots will be pleased to have something to do after all this time. Who is on call?”

“Iphestos and Tiresias are on standby.”

“How long before they are operational?”

The female regarded the console. “I’ve alerted them, but there is no hurry. Our craft travel many times faster than these people in their crude barges.”

“Instruct them to follow the course of that transport, and extrapolate its destination. Either they are going on deep space exploration, or we’ve missed something that could be useful to us.”

“And then shall I prepare our sleep capsules?”

“For another two orbits.”

“At least this will be the last.”

The male nodded thoughtfully.

[image: image]

The present minus one lunar cycle

“Oh what on Gaia?” The female responded to a new set of warnings from her scanner. “We have been in suspension for two solar cycles, and now this...”

The male stretched his arms over his head, working stiff muscles. “Something from our pilots? It would be about time. They should have reported by now.”

“No, but you are right in that I am concerned we have heard nothing from them.”

“So, what now? I haven’t finished going back through the most recent information from the planet yet.”

“We have a live transmission from the surface.”

“Put it on speaker. It must be our agent.”

The female activated the control, and an officious male voice came through. It had a slight accent. “To the Gaian vessel...”

“That’s not Metis.” She sounded confused. “I will disconnect.”

“No, leave it on. Let us hear what they have to say.”

“This is Colonel Wang, High Command of the Unified Federation of Cybele. We know of your plans to colonize our world. Regrettably, your envoy is unable to speak to you. There was an unfortunate accident. We know you will be distressed, but it has given us time to develop technology suitable for our defense. You may notice the missile heading towards you. It is tuned to your energy signature. As you have no weapons on board to stop it, we strongly suggest you surrender before the impact, and cause your ship to land. Follow this signal.”

“We will be pleased to greet you upon your arrival, and you can provide us with further technology to assist in our repulsion of the unwanted immigrants, the rest of your people we are informed are on their way. We would like to help, of course, but are unable to support any more on our crowded planet.”

“They have fired at us. How can they have developed such capability?” The female’s voice was unconcerned.

“Stolen from Metis, or perhaps engineered from the instruments she took with her? I knew something wasn’t right.”

“The projectile will take time to get here. We can retreat until it runs out of fuel. I’ll start the engines. Stealth is no longer an issue... Ah, you should see this. I don’t think the Unified Federation is as ‘unified’ as they think.”

The male joined her at the control desk. “What?”

“I can see that a little backwater country has been letting off short-range projectiles and testing dirty nuclear warheads.”

The male called up the data, and scanned through it. “The analysis engine has dismissed them as unimportant. Someone local should have squashed that nonsense by now. Have they not?”

“Apparently, there was some sort of treaty, but they’ve fired another missile, presumably in contravention of that.”

“Signatures and bits of paper. They place much confidence in something so fragile and transient.”

“No substitute for good sense.”

“Where is this one heading? Into the sea, as usual? They must really hate the marine life, what with pollution and explosions.”

The female tapped on the screen. The trajectory of the missile was highlighted on a wall display. “This one is aimed at where Colonel Wang is broadcasting from. They must think it was directed at them. I believe this is what they call ‘irony’.”

“More like mutually assured destruction,” said the male. “I would have liked to have thought that our people had evolved during the time we have been journeying. It looks as though our fleet will have to take the place by force.”

“A shame,” said the female. “Oh, and I’m now detecting other launches, from different parts of the planet. Have they all mistaken the attack on us for aggressive action? Want to come and watch? I’ll open the shielding on the viewports. And we thought we could integrate with primitives as stupid as that.”

“It was a dream,” said the male. “I had hoped that time would mellow them, and we would be welcomed, but they seem to have regressed. What is happening now?”

“It’s escalated. Look, there are explosions all around the globe. They are destroying themselves.”

“More than that. Do you see what’s happening? The whole place is destabilizing.” He checked a scanner. “By the Titans, the stupid fools have triggered the planet’s core.”

An alarm sounded in the control room. The female looked puzzled. “That was the alert to awaken the crew. Shall I get us out of the way.”

“Please do.” The male leaned on the thick transparent port, and shook his head sadly at the increasing turmoil below.

The female ran her hands over the console. The ship moved ponderously away from the planet.

“Everything all right?”

“Problems. I’ve changed course, but the missile is still locked on. I’m not going to be able to get us out of the way in time.”

“Can we withstand the impact?”

“There is no way of telling.”

“We will discuss that later. As a precaution, we must abandon ship. We are not built for defense. We can return afterwards?”

“If there is anything to return to. What destination for the escape pods?”

“Certainly not down there. When it blows, there will be nothing to land on. Set course to follow the shuttle. Tiresias will find somewhere for us. Perhaps the destination of the transport that went off a couple of orbits ago?”

“And if it was a deep space probe, and there is nowhere for us to land, or our shuttle has been destroyed?”

“Then we are going to have a long, boring wait until our fleet tracks us down. They will eventually, but they are not going to be pleased at all the time we’ve wasted. Our mission was to find our descendants, and somewhere suitable to colonize. I think this counts as a failure.” He picked up an information pad and closed it down. “I’ve sent out the mission logs, and a recording of these events, so they know where to look.”

“You should join me in an escape pod,” said the female. “At least we will have each other for company.”
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The Present

Flaming black orbs hammered into the water. To the people watching from the temple compound, it was another of the frequent meteor showers, occurring since the ceremony the Eremite priests had performed on the sacred hilltop. To Anthea, it was not normal. She knew the truth... from a memory she could not quite place. The olive-green of her eyes reflected the impacts as she stared at the display. Her nickname, the ‘Owl-Eyed’, was well chosen. She was not like the others, and the eremites had cast her out of the temple complex because of it. Strangely, she was grateful. It gave her freedom, and time to study the ancient texts, without having to conform to the formalities of daily life in the Egumenio​. She found hidden books, at odds with the current teachings, and read forbidden words. These storms were foretold, in the writing of long-dead scribes, to herald the arrival of the Gods; the Gods, who had given them the original doctrines. Anthea vowed to be the first to meet them as she considered the implications of the temple’s deviation from the true word.

The plumes of steam rising from the impacts affected the amulet on a cord around her neck; it was resonating with them. It had been doing that for a while now, but never so strongly. Ever since the ritual caused the storms to begin.

When the first barrage of rocks exploded into the sea, Anthea’s amulet activated. From then on, the necklace was draining energy from her, feeding off her life force. She tried to take it off, but the pain became unbearable, and her whole body went into spasm. She realized that she and the device were symbiotically connected; there was no way to be rid of it, without causing terrible pain.

Anthea left the shelter of her sanctuary cave, the amulet clutched to her breast. She was surprised to find a new lightness enter her body. The pain released in her chest. Was the amulet encouraging her to witness the tumult out at sea?

By the light of the descending orbs, she squinted at the odd lettering around the edge of the device: twenty characters, totally unlike the wedge-shaped script of the temple scribes, with their quills of reed. The first symbol was glowing. The object had been with her for as long as she could remember, and it had never given any indication of being anything other than a trinket. Her chaperone said it was in her possessions when she first arrived on the new world, An-ki, at the age of six. The transport ship from Cybele, on the opposite side of the sun, had ferried her, and a small batch of similarly aged children, from the old planet.

Sometimes, if Anthea tried hard enough, she could recollect parts of that voyage, but mostly, it was the combined memories of her young companions that formed her impressions of the past. Her caretaker from the ship had also filled some gaps, at least while the poor woman had been with her. She hadn’t lasted, but then again, neither did any of Anthea’s subsequent chaperons.

Anthea had been a difficult child. She was willful, questioning everything, and downright rebellious if she disagreed with any of the instructions or teachings given to her. She had the ability to see beyond the chants and the stories, and ask questions that taxed and flustered the Eremite priests into blurting out, “Because that is how it is.” Her wide-eyed expression made them feel they were being treated like idiots, and they responded with cruelty.

Her mentor from the temple complex, Secundus Michael, was always at a loss, never knowing if he should punish her for her canniness and ingenuity, or laugh. In the end, he gave up trying to find someone else to tutor her, and allotted himself the task.

To Anthea, Secundus Michael became a counsellor, a father and a friend. After all, he was the only father she ever knew. Her parents sent her from the nursery to this world, they called An-ki, when she was barely three sun-cycles old, apparently uncaring as to what happened to her. “It was for your own benefit,” Secundus Michael used to tell her, “to get a good education. You are fortunate. If your parents had been poor, you would now be slaving away on Cybele, at some menial task in a foundry. You have been given the opportunity of a lifetime to be educated here, and return to the Old World as one of the elite.”

Anthea never saw it like that. She felt abandoned by the very people who were supposed to love and protect her. And An-ki would always be a foreign land to her, even if she spent her whole life here. One way or another, she considered herself to be eternally the outsider, never quite fitting in, no matter how much she tried. And she did try, mostly to please Michael. Unfortunately, now that she was an adult, they had drifted apart.

At the age of twenty-four cycles, Anthea was one of the few neophytes of her generation still residing on An-ki. From ages six to seventeen, children were taught the ways of the priesthood at the Egumenio temple complex. Returning to Cybele at age eighteen, they were indoctrinated into the materialistic world of the ruling classes, and automatically given positions of influence in the places of their origin.

Some welcomed it. A few, like Anthea, rejected the ideas that possessions and status meant respect and control, and refused to make the return voyage. In particular, she argued that, as she did not even remember who her parents were, why should she try to join in with the ‘evil ones’ as she called them, ‘playing their stupid and greedy games’? Why return to a place where parents sent their children away for ‘education’, so that they themselves were free to follow their own hedonistic pursuits, unencumbered by the responsibility of child-rearing? If An-ki felt foreign to Anthea, then living on Cybele was simply unimaginable. She knew nothing more about that place than she had heard during the history lessons given by the priests, and even that small amount of information appalled her.

Now, Anthea had been living on An-ki for eighteen cycles, and virtually broken away from the mental yoke of the priesthood. Those of her own age, still remaining, were studying to join the ministry, and replace the aging eremites. Anthea was the only one without real purpose, and was treated with scorn by most of the people she knew.

After the ritual she witnessed from her hiding place on the sacred hill and the storms had started, there seemed to be no disquiet at the Egumenio compound, but Anthea had the trepidation that something had happened on Cybele. There was no way to tell; the sun between the two planets blocked all communication. Messages and supplies could only arrive at six orbit intervals, along with the transport. When she voiced her worries, Secundus Michael dismissed the storms as normal meteorite showers, and nothing to bother her. “I have seen it all before. Stay inside,” he said, “and don’t worry about us. Our temple is strong enough to withstand any harm.”

Anthea did not believe them. She left the compound and walked through the forest to a cave on the seashore. She now used this as her home, retreating inside whenever the skies darkened.

This night had been different. She was watching the ‘stars’ fall, when she realized they were not random fragments of exploding rock or the space junk which had descended previously, but perfect spheres. The tail of flame was not the burning up in the atmosphere, but what looked like a deceleration mechanism. In the light of other falling stars, Anthea could see the orbs were black. “As black as the night sky,” she murmured. “What better way to hide. There’s a lot of black up there. No wonder the astronomers didn’t see them coming.”

Suddenly, the writings she had been studying made sense. She was always intrigued by the ‘Λ’ symbol the eremites priests at the temple bowed to in passing. Her researches revealed the information, scratched upon pressed papyrus rolls.

“In times of war and destruction,” the writing said, under her faltering translation, “the Gods (angels or ancestors) will return. They will appear in spates (orbs or chariots) of fire and make themselves known through the sacred mark (sigil) Λ. They will teach and protect (educate or subjugate) the people. You should welcome (fear, greet or worship) them, otherwise the second wave will deliver retribution (destruction or assistance), swift and final. There will be ultimate peace (silence or death).”

Anthea had originally hoped that the scripture was simply the ramblings of imaginative clerics, but the plumes of spray from the impacts left no doubt in her mind that the first wave of the Gods had arrived. She knew that these people, if recognizable ‘people’ they were, would not be welcomed by the eremites. Recently, even settlers from their own planet, Cybele, were repulsed, on the grounds that they could not make significant contribution to the community. It was rumored that one ship was attacked, and the refugees slaughtered. Her blood ran cold when she imagined what would happen if the Gods were treated in a similar way. This is why she knew she had to meet them first... to avert a disaster.

She was still uncertain what ‘retribution’ they might face. A few rocks falling from the sky really didn’t constitute a threat, and their world was suffering little damage, despite the wailings and predictions of calamity from some of the priests. In fact, some earlier meteorites had contained useful minerals, and others, items of an alien technology, that the eremites hid away and refused to talk about. So, it seemed that the Gods were coming; that, Anthea could handle, but most importantly, what would she do with them? She needed a safe place to receive them, and her little sanctuary felt inappropriate for such esteemed visitors. Until there was a sound stratagem, she had to keep the newcomers hidden, even from the people she had spent her life with.

And so it was that Anthea was now shivering in her thin chiton on the beach in the dark, buffeted by wind and spray, and desperate to intercept the newcomers before they met anyone else. She had no idea what to say or do, or even if they would be able to understand each other, but every time she thought about leaving and regaining her warm shelter, the amulet sent such pain through her body that she could not move.

The waves in front of Anthea stirred. Something loomed out of the water. It looked dirty, covered in seaweed, and too tall to be human. It waded grotesquely toward her, strange arms draped with tendrils of kelp. It reached out. In her mind, Anthea thought she could hear it calling for aid. It sank into the water again. She started into the waves. A mixture of pity and revulsion went through her. Was it dangerous? It had, this moment, plummeted into the sea, after possibly traveling for... how long? The amulet activated a moon cycle ago. Had the visitors been waiting unseen nearby? She felt a stab of anguish from the creature, and the misgivings left Anthea’s head. Her priority was rescue. There was no other consideration.

“And what do you think you’re doing here, this late at night, young lady?” An emotionless voice froze her where she stood.

Anthea turned slowly in the shallow water to stare into the scowl of the eremite teacher, Antaeus. He was blocking her return to the beach. This was the man who continued to make her life hell at the Egumenio. Whenever she was in his lessons, if she was not quick enough to answer, he would hammer the instructions into her body with his fist. She briefly endured the abuse, but after he laid into her one day, she complained, and showed the bruises to other tutors. Only Secundus Michael was concerned. His entreaties were in vain, but eventually, he rescued her from the classes. Anthea thought she was safe, and avoided Antaeus as much as possible at the compound, but now he was here, in her own private domain.

Painfully conscious of the creature crawling out of the sea behind her, the girl tried to outstare her adversary, and distract him from what was happening.

“I should ask you the same thing, Secundus,” she blurted. She bit her lip, realizing this would only antagonize him more.

“Impudent whelp.” Antaeus’s face was unreadable in the darkness. “It’s taken me a long time to track you down after you deserted the Egumenio. I’ve got you at last, and now I’m going to teach you to defy your elders.”

He swung his staff. Anthea fell back into the water, trying to avoid the blow. The man waded over, planted the pole into the sand to steady himself, and took hold of the front of her clothing. He dragged her back to her feet. His eyes fixed on the amulet around her neck. “You’ve stolen that trinket back? I thought I’d locked it away. I’ll take it back again, and then remind you of the punishment for theft and disobedience. It’s your misfortune to be out here on your own. Michael can’t help you now.”

Anthea snarled, and gripped the device. Antaeus released her chiton and took hold of the amulet, dragging it away from her. She beat at him with her fists, but he was thickset and strong, and ignored her blows, straining at the cord around her neck. It refused to break. Using it like a leash, he lugged her along.

A surge of rage coursed through Anthea’s body. She screamed in fury, the memories of his cruelty rushing back. The sound was hammered out of her breast. An invisible force punched her off her feet. The shock broke the eremite’s grip on the cord, and threw him far up the beach. A crackle of static flickered around his body. He briefly sat stunned, but then slowly collapsed on the sand. Now, with all her energy gone, Anthea sank helplessly into the breakers. She was losing consciousness, and the water washed over her. A cold arm encircled her waist and pulled her upright. She forced her eyes open and briefly stared into the face of an angel. Her world went black.
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​​2. Arrival
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Beta

Something spoke in the back of Anthea’s mind. “Not getting better.”

Turning her head, she noticed a bed at the side of the room. An old man was lying motionless, his face paler than the sheets covering him. She moved closer, uncertain if she should, but seemed to recognize him. He opened his eyes and looked at her, but Anthea could tell that she wasn’t who he was seeing.

His lips moved, and a faint murmur came through. “Metis, my beloved, is that you? The angels will come through fire. The angels will come through fire. You must stop them or our race is doomed.”

“It’s just fever talk,” she heard a different voice from someone unseen in the room. “The alien woman he was hiding is dead from childbirth these three sun orbits.”

Anthea stared, but couldn’t see the other speaker—only herself and the fading man. She heard him murmuring again, and went closer. His gaze was clearer now, and he fumbled under the pillow. Trembling with the effort, he reached out and placed something in her grip. She looked at the item curiously, and was concerned to see that her own hands were so small in comparison. She gripped it tightly, and a crackle of energy went up and down her arms.

The man rasped out his words. “Metis, my life, this is yours. You are still young, and I am dying. You gave me this to prevent the military getting it, but I cannot keep it any longer. You know we need to use it very soon, or we will all die when the Angels return. You have to save us.”

Anthea inspected the silver charm he had given her. Around the outside were a series of characters, some recognizable, others more arcane. The ‘Λ’ symbol in the center drew her gaze. Above all, that was the one etched into her mind, and it was familiar. A faint hiss came from the old man’s lips. “Use it, my angel, you must use it. It is our salvation or our destruction.”

Anthea bowed, and kneeled beside him. He reached out and caressed her hair for a moment. “My child, you are here too? Where is your mother now? I cannot see her. You have taken the amulet? Very well, you will know what to do with it when the time comes...” He gave way to a bout of coughing, and then the hand went limp, and dropped to the covers.

“Not getting better,” came the voice again; this time it was more distant.

“She will,” another said. Anthea felt something cold touching her forehead. It was refreshing against her skin, but she was suddenly so hot.

“She keeps moving her head; she is waking up,” the first voice said. “Open your eyes, little one.”

“But they are open,” Anthea wanted to reply. Why did they think otherwise? Everything was clear around her. She was kneeling by a bunk in one of the apartments on Cybele, the old planet. Still and silent, the old man lay on a bed. There was a shuttered window on one wall. She looked down. Gripped firmly in tiny hands was the amulet, her amulet.

“Open your eyes. Wake up, young one.”

Anthea reluctantly obeyed, dragging herself away from these childhood memories. She blinked, trying to focus. Gradually, the real world merged with her dream. She was in the main section of her cave, lying on her straw couch. She gasped. A tall man was hovering over her—a tall, naked man. She sat up and gave a cry of alarm. She had nothing on either. He stared at her. His lips did not move, but words formed in her head.

“What’s wrong with you? Are you in pain? Why are you screaming?”

Anthea grabbed the covers from her bed and wrapped them around her, folding herself up. She glared at the intruder. “What are you? Leave me alone. I can defend myself, you know.”

He recoiled, his face twisted in confusion.

Anthea remembered the events on the beach. Was this the angel who had pulled her from the water?

He held his hands out in supplication. In the flickering glow of the rush candles burning in the cave, he did now look more like a man than an angel, albeit a tall, beautiful, unclothed, almost androgynous man.

“I am sorry,” he said out loud. “I did not mean to offend. You were soaked. We removed the wet coverings to allow you to dry.”

“Who are you? Where did you come from?” Anthea scowled at her clothes, a tangled heap on the floor.

“You saw us arrive in our ships.”

“Ships?”

“You might think of them as spheres. We landed in your ocean.”

Anthea stared at her visitor, now with curious embarrassment. His body was pale, slim, and toned, and hairless, apart from the shining blond locks on his head. She had nothing to compare his lower regions with, but to her, they looked rather limited in size. “You should go and get something to put on,” she said, eventually dragging her eyes away. “It is not proper to be like that in the same room as a lady.”

“But our own people normally go like this.” A voice came from behind the man, and a woman appeared, equally unadorned. She, like her companion, was tall and blonde, and androgynously beautiful. “It is more hygienic.”

“I can see that, thank you,” said Anthea. “It’s a sin for men, but you—” She waved her hand at the other. “—should especially be covered up. If the priests find you like that, they will burn you as witches.” She shivered, and glanced around the room. “Talking of burning, you’ve let the fire go out. It’s cold in here.”

“I realize you are still very primitive in your beliefs.” The first alien held his hand up. “Perhaps I should introduce myself. I am the leader of this team. You can call me...” He exchanged glances with his companion. “...Phoebus.”

“And you are...?” Anthea scowled at the female.

“I am called... Diana.”

“Good for you,” said Anthea, “but what are you doing here?”

“I apologize for our indiscretion.” The woman was now rummaging in one of Anthea’s storage containers.

“Stop that.” Anthea was recovering from her shock, and started to feel irritated instead. “What are you looking for?”

Diana looked up. “We should want clothing. You said so.” She regarded the mess she had made. “It does not look very useful. In our ships we are not required to cover ourselves.”

“In your ships...?” Anthea rubbed her chin. “I suppose you would come in ships, but those spheres seemed very small. We have our transport that travels between this planet and Cybele. Do you have something similar?”

Again, the aliens exchanged glances. “We had a ship,” said Phoebus. “There was a problem.”

“I expect so. What has been going on? The last I remember, I was in the sea. This is my sanctuary. It is supposed to be hidden. How did you find it?”

“We followed your footprints.”

“Ah, I never thought of that.” Anthea’s irritation dissipated as she realized she had forgotten to cover her tracks from the cave.

I’ve been careless. It has cost me my sanctuary.

“We carried you back. You were in shock.”

“What happened to the man who was with me?” Anthea glanced around nervously. “Please don’t tell me you brought him back here too.”

Phoebus smiled. His face lit up, and there was the godlike figure again.

Anthea shuddered, but could not avert her eyes. The man is exquisite, she thought.

“You are kind to say that.” He held her gaze, and she blushed.

Is he reading my mind?

Phoebus ignored her unspoken question. “I guessed the man was not friendly, after you let your weapon discharge. We revived him and sent him back inland. He had no idea who or where he was. A release of psychokinetic energy can do that sometimes.”

“Psychokinetic? What do you mean?”

“The mind converts ‘thought’ into energy. I imagine it is a defense mechanism. You are safe, for the moment.”

Anthea exhaled. “That’s good. I do not know what would happen if he found this place. I would be at his mercy. Out of sight, he’s not as holy as he pretends to be... How long have I been unconscious?”

“But little time,” said Phoebus. “Perhaps two of your sun-cycles.”

“Two rotations? You’ve been looking at me like this for two rotations?”

“If that is what you call them, then yes. Again, I can only ask for forgiveness. We did not feel we should leave your side, after the weapon drained you.”

“Weapon? That is the second time you have used the word. We have no weapons here. What weapon?”

“The device that was around your neck.”

“You mean my amulet?”

“What else?”

Anthea grimaced at her visitor. “I really didn’t know that. And it works by draining its owner?”

“I believe it used your own energy to discharge, yes.”

Anthea’s hand flew to her chest. “It’s gone. You managed to get it off me?” A mixture of fear and relief went through her mind. “What did you do with it?”

Phoebus pointed to the crude table she had made out of piled driftwood. “It was essential to remove it to allow you to recover, but the energy is building. Once you have it near you again, I expect it will recharge, and if you used it, would have the same effect on me as it did on your assailant. Where did it come from?” He gave Anthea a suspicious look that she failed to notice as she struggled off the bed.

“Good. I have to keep it safe,” she said. “I must get dressed and see if I can find something for you two to wear. You really have no clothes at all on your... ship?”

“We have never needed them.”

“Strange people.” Anthea pulled the cover around her and shuffled across the cave. A wave of nausea hit. She nearly fell. Phoebus caught her.

“You need the device back against your body,” he said.

“It makes me so tired, but I have been unable to remove it before. Can’t I leave it?”

“Not for long. I believe you and it are psychically merged. Neither can survive without the other.”

“I must try. It is only since the storms started that it has been a problem.” She shook off his support. “I am quite capable of standing.”

“You said something about clothing?” Diana was delving back into the chest.

“Out of the way...” Anthea shoved her to one side. “Leave my stuff alone, for Gaia’s sake. Let me find something for you.” She rummaged, and extracted a length of cloth from the muddle that the woman had made. “This will suffice for now.”

“And what am I supposed to do with that?” Diana stretched the material between her hands and twisted it into a rope.

“For a supposedly advanced race, you can be very stupid,” said Anthea. “You...” She scowled at Phoebus. “...turn your back. This is women’s business. Now, watch me... not you, man, I meant Diana. Can’t you give us some privacy?”

“I will go and wait outside.”

“Good, go.” He went meekly as Anthea shooed him out. She stumbled back to Diana. The pain in her head was causing her vision to swim. “Now shake it out, and do what I do with my own robe.”

With the woman studying her intently, Anthea wrapped the cloth around her body, dropped the top over so that it fell to her hips, pulled the whole thing up and fixed it over her shoulders with a pair of broaches. She tied a length of rope around her waist to hold the assembly together. “Well?” She blinked at Diana, who was now hopelessly entangled in her own material. “Oh, let me do it for you.” With great difficulty, she started to wrap the cloth around the tall woman. “It doesn’t help that you keep squirming.”

“I am not used to the feel of the fibers against my skin.”

“Get used to it, and keep still. There.” Anthea tied a length of rope around Diana’s waist. “Finished. It fits adequately, although your legs are sticking down too far below the hem.”

“They are my legs. That is what they do.” Diana regarded her curiously. “Should they do something else?”

“I suppose it’ll have to suffice. You’ll need something a bit less revealing if we go to the Egumenio.” She called out to the other visitor. “You can come in now.”

Phoebus reappeared, and stood, hands on hips, smiling at the two women. “Very nice,” he said. “I do not agree with the idea of hiding the body away, but it has its charms. What about me?”

“I only have one piece of cloth left. Your colleague has my best outfit, and my other stuff is soaked and smelly. You didn’t think of washing it?”

“Washing?”

“Oh dear. Take this. Wrap it around you, under one arm, and join it at the shoulder.” She collapsed on the bed and extracted a golden broach from a ledge at the side. “You’ll have to make do. Fix it with this old pin. I am not used to outfitting guests.”

Diana held up the soggy mess of Anthea’s previous outfit. “And this is what everybody here clothes themselves in?”

“Sometimes, I wear trousers and a separate top, but my chiton is good, because the leaders of the Egumenio hate it. They prefer longer robes; ideal for keeping the floors swept, I am told, but terrible for clambering through undergrowth in the forest. It’s mostly too warm in the daytime to wear anything more at this time of year.”

“I felt the heat,” said Phoebus. “I am not sure I can tolerate this cloth next to my skin.”

“You don’t look too bad.” Even through the increasing haze in her eyes, Anthea noted that his legs protruded even further than Diana’s. They were slimmer, hairless and less muscled than those of the servitors who occasionally wore a similar sort of outfit. Anthea thought again that Phoebus could pass nicely as a woman, himself. “The only problem,” she said out loud, “is your hair. Nobody here has hair of that color.”

“You are all dark,” said Diana. “We know that. We have been watching...” Her voice tailed off. Phoebus’s expression was still blank, but Anthea knew that words had passed between them.

“What she means is that we didn’t expect to be making first contact here so soon. Your own hair is unusual as well.”

Anthea twisted a matted strand in her fingers. “I am an outcast because of it. They do not like anyone different.”

“It is nearly red,” said Diana. “It matches the flowers you have strewn around. Have you had some sort of a festival?”

“I like flowers,” said Anthea faintly. “I like the colors, and I put them on the ground because of the scent when I walk on them.”

“You do smell flowery.” Diana sniffed loudly at Anthea’s hair.

“Get off!” She pushed the alien away. In her fatigued state, she was more forceful than she intended.

Phoebus noted Diana’s outrage at being manhandled. “So what do they call you, one who summons?” he interjected quickly.

“I am Anthea. I believe it means ‘Flower’ in the old language.”

“Then you will be called Anthea, the Little Flower. We greet you.” The man bowed.

“And I you, for all the people of An-ki. So where do you come from? I only know of one other place, Cybele, the far side of the sun, where my parents are...”

Phoebus’s and Diana’s gazes locked. Phoebus made a slight shake of his head, as though saying ‘no’ to his companion.
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