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    Dedication




    –To the love of my life–




    




    No problem can be solved by the same level




    of consciousness that created it.




    –Albert Einstein




    




    You lose yourself in a maze.




    You find yourself in a labyrinth.




    –a common saying


  




  

    




    The Offices of the Day




    Vigils




    Lauds




    Prime




    Terce




    Sext




    None




    Vespers




    Compline




    The Great Silence




    These are the times of prayer as codified by


    Saint Benedict in the 6th century A.D.




    




    




    The Holy Rule of St. Benedict, Ch. 50




    The brethren who are at work too far away, and cannot come to the oratory at the appointed time, and the Abbot hath assured himself that such is the case—let them perform the Work of God in the fear of God and on bended knees where they are working. In like manner let those who are sent on a journey not permit the appointed hours to pass by; but let them say the office by themselves as best they can, and not neglect to fulfill the obligation of divine service.




    




    




    




    




    Note:




    Dun I, the highest point on the island of Iona, is pronounced Dun-ee.


  




  

    




    prologue


    —the prayer—




    




    




    From the heathen Druidess Mehowen




    As she lay upon her deathbed




    Did I receive the hidden key to their power.




    




    Now I must foreswear this country I love




    And sail to the barren isle named Iona




    In the land of the Scots and Picts.




    




    That I may seize




    In the name of the One God




    A maze, buried deep beneath the stone and wind.




    




    –from the journal of Saint Columba, 563 Anno Domini




    –rediscovered, Edinburgh Central Library,




    Special Collections, 2252 Common Era




    




    




    




    part i


    –vigils–
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    The Nightwatch




    –time of learning to trust the darkness–




    7 March, 2252




    




    CHAPTER ONE




    Brother Colin Clark’s handlight slipped from his chilled fingers. It bounced once, twice, a third time, clattering loudly off the rocks in the quiet of the night, then went out.




    He lunged for it and clipped his shin hard against a boulder.




    “Blasted St. Nicholas.” Tumbling forward, he crashed onto the ground.




    His hands wrapped about his shin were filed with a sticky warmth. The only thing that wasn’t freezing on this stupid planet. Why of all people had he been the one sent back to Earth? Many of the other brothers had been eager for the adventure.




    “Let them,” he’d wanted to shout when Brother David chose him as the Order’s emissary.




    “Let them be the ones sent to lie in the dark.” But no, it was quiet, unassuming Brother Col who had to lie on the rough rock of this remote island with the pain rocketing up his nerve endings. Blinking his eyes did nothing to reveal even the vaguest of shapes in the overcast, moonless night.




    “So don’t lie in the dark.” Brother David’s cracked old voice was as clear as if he were right beside him rather than a memory that he’d left a dozen light years behind on New Kells circling a friendly orange star.




    “Okay, turn on the light switch.” He gasped when he realized he was talking back to the old man. He ducked the scowl more fierce than a slap could be. A year in transit aboard ship and he still feared the old monk.




    Besides, as far as he could tell, there weren’t any light switches on Iona, or on the planet for that matter. Every observation he could make from orbit revealed no use of any broadcast media. No powered vehicles even.




    “Find the handlight.” Brother David was always full of orders, but he did have a point even if he was just a memory.




    Colin rose to his good knee and addressed the darkness.




    “I would greatly appreciate it if any crawlies or other nasties this planet has, would please move aside this night.” His voice fell flat and was ripped away by the wind into the vast darkness.




    He reached out with hands that retained little feeling and began to probe the cold, wet grasses and rough, rocky crevices. He poked about in a slowly widening circle.




    His arm plunged elbow deep into a freezing puddle before he realized what was happening. He jerked back and caught his elbow on another blasted rock, rose to his knees only to put weight on his abused shin, and collapsed once more to the ground.




    “Bloody hell!” He was in too much pain to bother being shocked by his own language. Flopping sideways in the grass he wrapped his good leg over his throbbing shin and a hand about the twinges shooting up his arm. He’d never found that particular bone to be the least bit funny. Though all the other brother’s certainly delighted in how often he rapped it.




    He needed shelter. Now. He needed to be back on the deorbiter, which was hidden in an old barn a kilometer away over rough ground. He needed a building, but he was completely lost in the darkness even before he’d dropped the stupid handlight. He’d take a stone wall right about now and be happy. Well, happier.




    A drop of rain splashed on the bridge of his nose and spattered into both of his eyes.




    “Father, Son, and the Holy Ghost!”




    # # #




    Meghan Taylor had been staring out the window when the light appeared. Appeared where no light should be. None could be. Nor was it the flickering light of flame, but bright and white and steady as no light should be.




    For a minute, perhaps two, it wandered about the ruins of the abbey on Iona. Then, as she’d reached for the binoculars, it spun about and disappeared.




    A minute passed.




    Five.




    Fifteen.




    No light returned. No light on Iona.




    Please, no light on Iona.




    Had she been asleep?




    No, it was sleeplessness that had brought her to the window in the night.




    And her feet were far too cold against the chill stone floor of the Watcher’s hut for it to be a dream.




    She inspected the alarm panel. Fascinated even after a year by the glow of the steady lights that held no heat. There were no alarms from the abbey doors. None for the chapel. None for the bishop’s house or even the abandoned village. Every light glowed a soft green. Steady, like the light on Iona she truly hoped she had not seen.




    Her hand hovered over the red button. The one that would call the Guardians. That would bring to Iona the only authorized users of technology.




    But what could she tell them?




    “I’m, ah, fairly sure ‘twas a light I saw.”




    “No. I dinna know what happened to it.”




    “It was late and I was na sleeping well.” Too many thoughts of the fast-approaching end of her exile. Too anxious to head home in just five days.




    “No. The wee light did na come back, but I dinna think I imagined it.”




    She moved her hand away from the red button and stared out at the darkness. She knew the view even on nights like this when there was none to be seen. A short grassy slope dropped from the front of her hut down to the rough waters of the Sound of Iona. Less than a kilometer away, across the dark water, Iona. The height of Dun I, the hundred-meter high mountain of the island, towering above the north end. Grassy meadows sprawling from shore to slope dotted with ancient stone buildings. All misted by the soft pattering of the light spring rain.




    And the abbey. The abandoned home of the thrice-curst Order of Iona.




    For a year, well, three hundred and sixty days of it so far, she had watched the abbey until it loomed large even in her nightmares. And now, with just five days to go, there was a light where none should be.




    But with nothing to focus on, her eyes shifted to her own, dim reflection in the window. She contemplated the disjointed collection of shapes lit by the ever-burning green lights of the panel.




    Her face, thin and white, made gaunt and ill in the dim glow. Black hair lost in darkness. Not reflected at all.




    Crossed arms over an invisibly dark nightshirt appeared connected to nothing.




    Two dim trunks of legs appeared far below as if severed yet still standing.




    Scattered pieces, all shivering in the chill that was as much inside her as against the bottoms of her feet.




    Was she truly coming apart? Losing her mind as Mad Erin had half a decade before? A girl gone mad with the Watching of the most evil place on Earth. In the end speaking only to the gulls who cried forever above the rocky shores of Eilean nam Ban. The Isle of Women.




    The curst isle.




    Her prison.




    She closed her eyes.




    Five days. Just five more days.




    The madness circled about her on silent wings, swooping ever nearer.




    Please let there have been a light.


  




  

    




    CHAPTER TWO




    Theseus nudged his nose into Colin’s side.




    “I’m tired, go away.”




    He butted Colin hard enough to hurt.




    “Stupid cat.” He went to shove it aside and instead of a friendly, furry lardbutt of an animal begging to be scratched under the chin, he was holding a piece of rough wood.




    He opened one eye.




    He held a piece of ornately carved oak.




    He followed the length of it upward until he had to squint against the bright sun. Celtic symbology intermixed with geometrics that mimicked technology of a more recent age.




    At the other end of the ornate shaft stood a massive silhouette backlit by the shining sun. A giant.




    “I’m na a cat. Stupid or otherwise.”




    Okay. Reassessment. A giantess.




    What was a giantess doing in his cell? And he didn’t recall setting his cell walls to wake him with a painfully blinding light.




    He turned to look around but his hood blocked his view. Shoving it back out of the way, the night came thudding back into his mind.




    Iona.




    Cold.




    Downpour of rain in the night.




    As many rocks as there were blades of grass. And his back felt as if he’d slept on every one.




    Behind him, not even two meters behind him, was a great stone wall that some part of his training instantly cataloged as the museum. The stone of the ancient infirmary was more weathered than in his training holos, but there was no mistaking the long, low building.




    He’d spent the everlasting miserable night not two meters from shelter.




    His handlight lay within easy reach of his right hand.




    The final indignity.




    When he leaned over for it, the giantess slapped his hand painfully aside with her staff.




    “Na weapons.”




    The accent was an odd mixture. It was modern English, but with a heavy Scots brogue laid over top of it. It made her voice sound musical and ancient at the same time.




    The “na weapon” rule clearly didn’t apply to her. The butt of the staff still loomed threateningly above him as his hand throbbed. His eyes tracked it back and forth like a hypnotist’s lightcatcher as he spoke carefully.




    “It isn’t a weapon. Just a handlight I dropped in the night and couldn’t find.”




    The staff twitched to a halt.




    “A light?”




    “Yes. A light. No more. No less.” He picked it up slowly and blinked it on and off for her benefit.




    Her staff held for a long moment as if frozen in time, then lowered to the ground by her feet. She leaned upon it heavily as her shoulders relaxed.




    “Then I’m na mad.” Her voice, menacing and gruff before, now sounded low and barely louder than the light morning breeze. Light breeze. No hint of the storm that had tortured him through the night except as sparkling droplets on the bobbing grass blades.




    He sat up slowly. “I have insufficient data to properly assess that conclusion.”




    His leg tested okay. Sore. His trousers still caked a bit with blood, but mostly rinsed out by the rain.




    “However, it has been my general observation that the ability to pose the question negates itself, and therefore there is a high likelihood that you are not mad simply because you can pose the question regarding the veracity of your own intellectual process.”




    “Do ye always spout such nonsense so easily?”




    He thought of the other monks on New Kells always teasing him. “Your desire to quantify outweighs Brother Jack’s desire to eat.” Even Brother David agreed. The old taskmaster had insisted that he should relax and just go play once in a while. He’d tried. It hadn’t worked very well at all. There had been a particularly disastrous game of glowball ending in an exceptionally painful, broken arm, the first known injury in the history of the game.




    The giant’s face remained hidden in shadow by the bright halo of the sun reflecting off her shadow of hair.




    “Yes. I’m told I do.” But for all his foibles, when they selected someone to return to Earth, they had selected him. When someone had to come back to test humankind’s readiness, they had selected him of all insane choices.




    She laughed.




    He struggled to rise, but stopped when the staff twitched back toward his chest. It took him several moments to discern that he was intended to grab it, which he did, carefully.




    With a sharp, powerful yank, she hauled him to his feet and now he could see her clearly. Tall, taller than he was. Her black hair fell in thick, sloppy waves past her shoulders, much of the way to her waist. Her face was tanned but the natural tone was very light. And her eyes, the grey of the sea after a storm beneath strong, dark brows.




    Her clothes were not what he’d been hoping for at all. There was no hint of mass manufacturing. The woolen coat didn’t have a seal-seam or even a zipper. Overlarge toggle buttons held together the hand-woven material of the coat. It was of good craftsmanship, but no machine had been a part of the process. Woolen leggings and cobbled boots completed her attire. No jewelry upon her fingers.




    He was staring. Bad form, Colin.




    “Hi, I’m Colin Clark. Are you one of the guardians?”




    “A Guardian?” She leaned in to inspect him.




    How was it that a single gesture could make him feel so stupid? Clearly a Guardian must be somehow marked. He could hear the title as she spoke it.




    So, no one awaited the return of the Order of Iona. No one had been left to protect Iona for future need.




    “Ah, no. I guess not. Not a Guardian. Now that I look at you.” Babbling, Col. Shut up. Now. “Nope, not a Guardian at all.” After just two centuries the monks of Iona were forgotten as if they’d never existed. As if they’d never been the chief advisors to the world’s leaders.




    “And what be wrong with how I look?”




    “Um.” His head hurt trying to unravel how to answer that one. His training had included interaction with women, but his monkish existence had given him no depth of experience. And surely offered him no way to answer that question safely. He looked about for a new topic.




    The museum entry gaped open just a few steps along the wall from where he’d lain throughout the night.




    “Sad, Col, really sad.” He muttered to himself as he moved over to look in. Bits and pieces of a hundred stone crosses stood or lay about the room. The roof had caved in and shattered pieces of red and brown slate lay like a tattered blanket over everything within. Perhaps it would not have been the safest shelter during last night’s raging storm. Only the great cross at the west end of the room still stood.




    St. John’s. The largest Celtic stone cross ever built. Its arms longer than Colin’s own. The great ring connecting the arms, the trademark of so many Celtic crosses, was developed here, on this island, just to support those magnificent arms. St. John’s cross was an odd mixture of original stone and clear plastic where pieces had been permanently lost. But the stone still displayed its carvings. Serpent and moon embossing still showed clear from their creator’s hands over fifteen hundred years before.




    The carvings!




    He slapped his forehead, even as he started moving. All of the training sessions. All of the practice and he’d forgotten the first step in the Plan. The reason he’d landed upon Iona rather than near some population center.




    He bolted from the museum and ran right into the woman who stood in the entryway.




    She stumbled and fell backward among the rocks. He reached to help her, then took his hand back. He hadn’t touched a woman in twenty-five years. Not since they’d taken him from Arianna’s arms as they napped together, two nine-year olds exhausted by a long afternoon’s swim in the shallow, warm lakes of New Kells. He tried to reach out again, but she shook her head and he withdrew it again. And she began struggling to her feet.




    What had he just been thinking?




    The carvings!




    The crosses leading to the maze. To St. Columba’s maze. The founder of the island.




    Turning, he faced the great mass of the Benedictine Abbey and staggered back against the wall for a moment. The home of the Order on Iona. Pink and gray granite soared above him. Somehow he’d walked completely around it last night and wound up at the museum without knowing he was so close.




    He shook his head.




    “Stop getting caught up in the trivia, Brother Colin.”




    “Yes, Brother David,” he ground out through gritted teeth.




    He trotted up the narrow path between museum and abbey. The thick spring grasses fell softly to either side as he moved forward. Around the northwest corner of the abbey and there they were.




    The stone crosses of Iona still stood in reality, just as they had in the simulator. The grass was more lush, though much wetter. The air colder. The sky shone richer, more sparkling blue than the pinkish sky of New Kells. Blue as if washed clean by the night’s rain.




    But the crosses stood tall, unchanging with time.




    The great concrete mass of St. John’s, the replica of the bits and pieces in the museum. The short stub of St. Matthew’s, still taller than a man.




    And St. Martin’s.




    It was beautiful.




    The Plan remained on track.




    Lack of televisor contact with the inhabitants of Earth had made him cross off one whole branch of possibilities from the Plan. The Second Dark Ages had left the Earth without technology. There were yet pre-industrial, if his instruments were to be trusted. Another whole branch of the Plan gone.




    But as long as St. Martin’s stood, the warp and woof of the Plan was strong and the whole cloth would survive.




    He rushed forward to touch it. To make sure it was real, not just mist or dream.




    Something slammed into him from behind.




    # # #




    “And I thought I was the crazy one? What are ye, a fool?” Meghan yelled at him. She jumped back from his prostrate figure and raised her staff.




    There was no one on Earth mad enough to run to the curst crosses of Iona.




    He didn’t move.




    Didn’t groan when she poked at his ribs.




    She levered him over and dodged aside. But he merely flopped onto his back like a sack of wet cloth.




    A large knot was forming upon his brow, a trickle of blood ran down into the thin brown hair by his temple. But at least he was still breathing. Deep in the grass, a stone lay, exactly where his head had fallen. She flicked it aside with the tip of her staff.




    A loud thwack.




    It had hit the cross.




    The cross!




    She spun to face it.




    Barely half a dozen paces away.




    It towered to twice, three times her height.




    And her stone had awoken it.




    Its heat pulsed down upon her.




    Angry waves that could pound the mightiest boulder to nothing but sand.




    Her knees let go beneath the pressure.




    Her year on Iona had finally taken its toll.




    Her vision narrowed.




    A dark tunnel.




    No light at the far end.




    Her mind was gone.




    Her life, done.




    # # #




    She was being rocked. Deep in the bosom of the earth. Wrapped in a cocoon of soft earth and springtime. Rocked as her mother had rocked her before her own death. It was her mother’s arms that held her even now and the ten-year-old Meghan tried to snuggle up, only to find cold, fleshless ribs. Looking up into the face, the crushed side of her mother’s skull was caked in blood, her long black hair tangled about her neck as if she’d been hung by it. The broken red mass fell slowly forward as if to kiss the ten-year-old held in her lap and instead spilling gore down the child’s face. And the girl screamed.




    Meghan jerked awake and sat bolt upright in a chill sweat that denied the sun beating down upon her. She’d often dreamed of her mother, but not that vividly since her youth. Not since the long chain of foster homes had finally ended at sixteen. She could still see the caved-in roof. Could still see her childlike hands digging in the rubble. Finding her parents. Crushed.




    She scrubbed at her face trying to shed the nightmare. Her eyes focused on the landscape.




    A different nightmare was here. And it was far more real.




    The great abbey of Iona loomed above her. Its ancient stone dug from the very soil and stacked in a great heavy pile reaching toward their god in heaven.




    The tall pointed arch with its oaken door through which four could walk abreast and still feel small before their lord.




    The bell tower reaching its great square head up, far into the sky. Narrow windows barely intruded upon the great façade, a mighty fortress through which their god looked down upon them and you knew he would forbid you entry.




    Looked down upon her.




    To one side, beyond a great stone well, stood a small chapel. The only bit of human-scaled architecture. While she’d never ventured around this side of the abbey, she knew St. Columba’s chapel from the map on her bedroom wall.




    Saint.




    Ha!




    Bloodthirsty maniac. He’d killed his king because he wanted a copy of a book of psalms that didn’t belong to him. He’d come to Iona with a bodyguard of warrior monks and had wiped out the last of the Druids. Then converted all the Celts and Picts to worship his own lord of harsh retribution rather than their own gods of the natural order.




    But the small chapel belied that. Told of a mortal man with a great belief.




    She’d had belief once. Belief in the future. Hope of the future. Right up until the moment the Guardians had dragged her from Toby’s very warm bed.




    Tried, quickly, and exiled to spend a year watching Iona.




    Watching the home of the rabid saint who had started it all. Who had reached out from the grave and, through the hand of the Order of Iona, destroyed all the technology of the Earth. Had plunged the world into the Second Dark Ages that it might never survive.




    Well we survived, damn you Columba and your sanctimonious dreams. We survived.




    This entire island was a monument to his evil.




    She could feel it pulsing about her. Pulsing through the very soil like a malignant heartbeat.




    Pulsing behind her.




    Behind her.




    Grabbing her staff, she twisted about, sprang to her feet, and raised it against the foe.




    The cross of St. Martin looked down upon her. The sun stood directly behind it and silhouetted it in black, a great halo ringing the center.




    She stood in the shadow.




    Of the great cross of Iona.




    The pulse pounded out against her.




    Drove her back.




    Would have pushed her back down to her knees had she not her staff to prop her up.




    Run.




    She needed to run.




    Unable to tear her eyes from the mighty cross and its burning halo of sunfire, she backed away. Stumbling backward, she fell over a body.




    Cried out.




    Her voice echoing off the great stone edifice of the abbey like a slap.




    A corpse.




    No.




    A breathing man. With a large knot on his head. Sleeping like a babe beneath the ire of the cross beating down upon them.




    She should leave him.




    Colin.




    Couldn’t leave him.




    He’d be made mad by the pressure of the great pulse of evil.




    As would she. If she weren’t already mad herself.




    But there had been a light. And a man to go with it.




    “Dinna think, Taylor. Move!”




    She grabbed his hood and backed away quickly, dragging his inert body, never taking her eyes from the towering cross. Never escaping the sound of the dreadful heartbeat of the stone.




    # # #




    Colin woke to stars. Perhaps groggy from an excess of sacramental wine.




    He didn’t recognize the stars.




    His thoughts were slow and muddy.




    Pickled.




    And why did they keep moving? The stars not the thoughts. Those definitely were turgid.




    He lifted his head and with a blast of pain he saw dozens more bright splashes of light beating against his optic nerves. He dropped his head back and felt the rough pillow that was propped there.




    Once the pain had eased, he risked cracking open a single eye. A yellow ceiling, though it had the look of age rather than paint. He opened the other eye and could feel the pressure against his forehead, the source of the pain.




    A gray rag moved across his face, dripping water which splashed in his eyes, forcing him to blink rapidly to clear them.




    “Sorry about that.” The same voice from the island sounded contrite as she laid the cool cloth over his forehead. “The swelling is going away nicely.”




    The initial shock of even such a light pressure was replaced by relief as the cold water soothed the fire that was his forehead. It reminded him of a day when he and Arianna had been climbing trees together, and he had fallen from the lowest branch. A great gout of blood had shot from his head, filling his cupped hands. At first he’d been fascinated by the color, and then he’d felt the pain and screamed with all the force of his eight-year old lungs. One of the mothers had come running. The small cut had bled freely until they placed a piece of ice there and his bloodied hands had been washed and refilled with an ice cream cone.




    He focused on the severe woman glowering at his forehead. Somehow he didn’t think any ice cream would be forthcoming.




    “Where?” His mouth felt like mush. Mush on gravel. He hadn’t had anything to drink except for unintended rainwater since, when? Yesterday? How long had he been out? He searched his fogged mind but could recall no room like this in the abbey plans, unless it had been added since the plans were made two hundred years ago. Somehow he knew that wasn’t the right answer.




    He croaked again at least as incoherently before she answered.




    “Eileen nam Ban.”




    Great. She didn’t speak English, French, or Spanish. And it didn’t sound like the little bit of Russian he knew. Hold it, Col, she’d spoken clearly enough just a moment before.




    “Woman’s Island.”




    Right. English, thick with ancient Scottish rhythms.




    Woman’s Island. The thought circled back around. That rang a foggy bell. A tiny blot of rock and grass close to the Isle of Mull. The place where the monks of St. Columba had kept their wives, since they were prohibited on the holy island. Not on Iona, with its fertile fields, not on Mull with its great expanses and rolling hills. No, on a rock a kilometer long and two hundred meters wide.




    But that meant he was no longer on Iona!




    He jerked upright in bed only to be slammed back. His host hadn’t moved though she eyed him carefully. It wasn’t the pain in his head, though that certainly had not appreciated his efforts. He tried to raise a hand to his forehead, but it only moved a few centimeters before being stopped. He tried the other hand. No better. He twisted his neck to look down past his shoulder. A rough rope of hemp was wrapped there doing its best to cut off his circulation. He rocked his head the other way but he knew what he would see. More rope. Or perhaps the same one. He tugged delicately upward on one wrist. Sure enough, the other was pulled down where the rope ran under the bed frame.




    “Is this really,” he swallowed hard to generate even a little moisture to soothe his throat, “necessary?”




    She stared at him for a long moment. “Aye. I think it is.”




    “By the saints.” He sank back into the pillow. He automatically tried to raise his hand to cross himself against his own curse, but the rope instantly reminded him of his predicament. He should never have cursed so easily. Especially not in front of a woman. This place was degrading his focus already.




    Had he missed a service? Brother David had been most insistent that he follow the Rule and observe the hours of the day even though he was traveling and he had. For a year alone in a tiny ship transiting to Earth he had kept the daily services. Even last night in the rain he had done his best to chant Compline through shivering lips.




    Now he’d missed more in the last day than he had in quarter century on New Kells. The rituals had always comforted him. The prayers had been moments of peace that gave a rhythm to his day. Now he didn’t even know what time it was, nor what day.




    She held a glass of water to his lips and he swallowed greedily. Some spilled down the side of his mouth and she took the water away despite his attempts to follow it upward.




    “Don’t be getting my pillow all wet. I, for one, plan to sleep on it tonight.”




    He was in a woman’s bed. For the first time since Arianna, he was in a woman’s bed. Well, he was sick. And tied down. He didn’t have a whole lot of choice.




    “Why am I tied?” And then he remembered, a weight slamming him from behind, driving him to the ground. The only thing behind him other than the walls of the abbey had been the tall woman with the staff.




    “Why did you hit me?” His forehead throbbed as he focused attention on it.




    “That was na me. A wee rock had the honor of trying to brain you.”




    “Then why?” he raised a wrist in question.




    “You were mad enough to go to the crosses. I thought ye might yet be so, unbalanced and all.” She leaned in and her eyes, now the clear, shimmering gray of the abbot’s silken robe, inspected him carefully. Her dark eyebrows made them all the more startling. Her midnight-colored hair flowed about her head like a shroud. Her sun-darkened skin, so different from the pale tones of Arianna’s, was smooth and clear. He would guess that she was a half decade younger than himself, perhaps more.




    Brother David said that at thirty-five Colin was a good age for this trip. Old enough to blend in without being noticed, young enough to still be resilient. And his twenty-five years without women would be enough of a habit to protect him from that transgression against The Order. Though St. Columba’s monks had married and kept their women on Eileen nam Ban, here on this very island, perhaps even in some early version of this house. But The Order now followed the Rule of St. Benedict and it was as a celibate he’d been raised and as such had become content.




    “You seem calm enough.” She completed her inspection but didn’t move away. Her breath was sweet, like a mixture of honey and spring.




    “I swear by the Lord God that I will never harm you.”




    Her eyes widened, “Now that’s a queer thing to swear by.” He couldn’t imagine why, but at last she seemed satisfied by what she saw and undid his wrists. It wasn’t until he attempted to move his feet that he realized he was bound there as well.




    When he was freed, he sat up slowly in the bed. His head spun and nausea burned at the base of his throat.




    “Now, dinna ye be sick in my bed.” The order was sharp enough to make him clamp his jaw shut. He caught the tip of his tongue and the pain sobered him. He looked at the pillow. A single impression on the only pillow. He’d lain in a woman’s bed, but at least he’d been there alone.




    This adventure was already turning out far differently than he’d planned. About now he’d thought to be in quiet conference with the inner cloister at the seat of government, calmly discussing the readiness of mankind to receive back the technology they had lost. Instead he was sitting on a madwoman’s bed with a blinding headache and a the taste of blood in his mouth.




    He inspected his forehead carefully with his fingertips and discovered a goodly lump and a sharp pain, but no more. No pouring blood to fill cupped hands, nor, he sighed, a cone of ice cream to soothe.




    He carefully inspected the room. Barely three meters square, it was crowded by the two of them. A narrow bed, a chair in which his attacker still sat, and a window, curtained against the light that streamed in around the edges. An unlit candle rested on a small stand beside the bed. It had the faded cream color of tallow rather than a sharp waxy tone.




    This woman burned candles of animal fat. He didn’t want to consider the implications if the whole society had slipped that far. His first assessment of the room’s color had been depressingly accurate, stone, mostly covered with a plaster of some sort, and once upon a time whitewashed but now a blotchy yellow sick with age. It was clean and well-kept, just weary.




    He swung his feet over the side and onto the rough stone floor. It was as cold as ice. He jerked his feet back.




    “Do you live in a meat locker?”




    “What’s that?”




    He actually wasn’t sure, but it always sounded cold when he said it.




    “Why’s it so cold?”




    “Because it is bloody April in the Hebrides. Did ye think this was the Spanish coast?” She tossed him one of his boots. Before tossing the other, she looked at it closely. Turned it this way and that inspecting the sole and lacing.




    “How are these made?”




    “Why?”




    “I’ve na seen such fine working. Where be the stitches? And I’ve never seen such a fine cloth.”




    He shrugged, “I have no idea. The manufacture of footwear is not something I have studied beyond its use as a socio-economic indicator.”




    She tried to pull her feet beneath the chair as he looked down at her boots. They were of rough manufacture revealing no niceties of machine assembly. Hand-made. Some people on New Kells still insisted that such were better, but he’d always felt it was more of a fashion statement than a truth.




    Here, on Earth, all it did was depress him. His captor did not look particularly fashion conscious. Her rough boots matched well with the gray woolen pants and flannel blouse. Either she was from the lower classes or the Earth had not recovered even the most basic of skills, the manufacture of quality clothing. Had they descended all the way back to weaving guilds? If they had, then the options offered by the Plan developed on New Kells would be cut down to distressingly few options. Years more of study and planning would be cast aside if humanity had indeed passed below that societal threshold.




    He held out his hand for his other boot which she parted with reluctantly, only after rubbing her hand one more time across the smooth surface. Once properly protected from the icy floor, he tested rising to his feet. The room spun slightly but even that stopped after a few deep breaths. With ginger fingers and only a few zings of pain he tested the lump on his forehead once again. It had not burst forth, no matter how much if felt as if it had. He was okay, he just wouldn’t be wearing any hats for a few days.




    The room had only two adornments and he moved over to inspect them. One was a faded map of Iona glued to the wall. It showed happier times for the islands. Small icons revealed intact buildings, a few lodging houses, a number of small businesses that had catered to the few needs of The Order that they did not fulfill themselves. All gone. Even the classic picture of the fisherman leaning against his boat tied to Iona’s lone stone pier that probably no longer existed.




    A small panel with a row of green lights was attached by the window. At least there was some technology, the first sign of it he’d seen. He moved back up several layers in the Plan and leaned in to read the worn markings. He couldn’t make them out in the dim room and pushed aside the curtain for more light. The vista that spread before him took his breath away though he had to squint to face it.




    The sun glittered off the sea and Iona floated, dreamlike, across the sound. From here the expanse of the island was set out, from the small town that nestled about St. Ronan’s Bay, past the remains of the medieval nunnery and the burial ground of kings, to the great abbey that soared above the meadows of Iona. He wished he could see more closely, but there was no magnifier control on the window.




    The woman, who he’d forgotten for a moment, handed him a small but heavy instrument.




    “Take care with these.”




    He held them to his eyes and they made everything smaller.




    She took them from his hand and turned them the other way round. The two eyes didn’t focus the same, but the abbey of Iona leapt toward him. He couldn’t see the crosses. They were upon the wrong side. But he noted that the church and library seemed well intact. But it was the massive square bell tower, twice the height of any other structure on the island that repeatedly drew his attention. Against the stark wildness of Iona, it was a magnificent statement, “Here is a temple to the Lord God made by the hand of man.”




    Had St. Columba and his twelve monks envisioned such an edifice when first they arrived? He knew that the church and tower dated from over six hundred years after Columba’s death and that any chapel or church of Columba’s time was long since beneath the abbey’s foundation, but Colin liked to think the old monk had been able to see what his simple faith had wrought.




    His faith. And the power of what lay beneath the soil and green grass.




    “I must get back to Iona. Why did you take me from there?”




    She took the instrument from his hands and began wiping it carefully with a cloth. Watching her work, he noted the fine patina of the casing, worn smooth by a thousand hands until the fingers had left smooth patches in the dark metal. Even this technology was old. Not until it was wrapped in soft cloth and returned to a leather case did she answer.




    “How is it that ye do not know?” Her words were slow and her eyes were narrowed suspiciously.




    “Know what? I’m at a loss here.”




    “How is it ye dinna know that madness lies on the soil of Iona for any man who walks it?”




    “But you were there. Are you mad?”




    She hesitated for a long moment before nodding.




    “Had ye asked of me yesterday, I’d have said no. Now, I might well be. The crosses have a great power of evil and I lay senseless beneath them as you did. Though,” she almost smiled at him for a moment, “I dinna have a rock help me on my way.”




    He touched his forehead, which complained bitterly about the contact, and returned her smile. It felt good to have made a friend.




    “There is nothing to fear from the crosses. St. Columba and his monks moved to Iona in 563,” he almost added ‘to find the power that lies there’ but caught himself in time. That was the greatest secret of the Order. Introduced to him in private by Brother David and only passed on in one-on-one tutoring sessions after he’d been selected over the other brothers who had been in the training for this trip.




    “Iona was continuously populated right through to the departure of the Order in 2072. I didn’t think just two hundred years could leave it so barren. We left behind shepherds, farmers, and many others who didn’t wish to leave.”




    “We?”




    “The Order offered passage to any who wanted to avoid the coming collapse of . . . What’s wrong?” Her eyes were wide and her mouth was open as if she couldn’t get any air.




    She looked past his shoulder at the electronic panel and then bolted from the room.




    He bent down to inspect it. Some sort of simple alarm system. Each green light was labeled for a portion of Iona: Abbey, Village, Nunnery, St. Oran’s Chapel, and so on. A button that must have once been bright red but had aged to a dull maroon was labeled: Guardians. She had looked at him strangely when he had asked if she were a Guardian. Perhaps they were now the local form of constabulary. He heard her returning footstep and turned to ask for more information.




    Her staff was arcing down toward his head.




    He dodged aside. It passed so close he could feel the wind before it thudded into the wall. Her eyes were wild as she took the rebound and turned it into another strike. He dove onto the bed and rolled off the other side as she came around, landing on all fours on the floor.




    The staff thwacked on the mattress so hard he was surprised the bed didn’t break. His few self-defense classes were going to be of no use barehanded against the whistling piece of oak.




    He scrambled through the door and arrived in a small kitchen.




    Woodstove, cabinets, table, old chairs.




    No sign of a ‘visor or any other device to call for aid. Some ridiculous part of his mind noted the walls were as yellowed as the other room then made worse by an overlay of wood-smoke gray staining. No use of electricity at all.




    He fell over a stack of firewood.




    It was all that saved him from her next blow.




    The only exits were a narrow window and a rough wooden door.




    He chose the door.




    Dove through as the jamb crunched in agony from her latest attempt to brain him.




    The cold wind, moaning in from the sea, cut through his thin clothes like a knife.




    Colin ran.




    Knowing it was useless. They were on an island only a few hundred meters across and then there was the angry sea.




    He caught his foot in the rain-soaked grasses and tumbled into them.




    Cold. Wet. This was not just some nightmare. He rolled to face his attacker. Raised his arms over his head as she prepared the final blow.




    “Don’t! Don’t kill me! I don’t know what I’ve done. I don’t even know your name! And I think I’ve just wet my pants and I don’t want to die!”




    When the blow didn’t come, and didn’t come, he opened one eye and peeked around his arm. He flinched back when he spotted the staff still raised high against the burnished blue sky. But it hung there more like a painting than his imminent demise. Her stormy eyes glared down at him and once again he lay prone before the mighty giantess who had awoken him upon Iona’s soil.




    “You’re of The Order of Iona?” The words grated out between her teeth.




    “Aye.” It didn’t occur to him until he’d spoken that perhaps he should have lied. And second that he was using one of her words, even her lilting Scottish accent to reply.




    “Have ye come back to destroy us again?”




    “What?”




    “The Great Pulse, man. The Great Pulse that destroyed the world. Once was na enough for ye and yours?”




    “We didn’t destroy you, the Earth, the first time. The electro-


    magnetic pulse that destroyed all your technology also destroyed several of our ships. We barely managed to save the people aboard them.”




    “Ye dinna make the Great Pulse?”




    “No. And no, we don’t know who did.”




    “So ye’ve come back from your hole in the sky?”




    It took a moment to figure out what she’d meant.




    “Yes, I did come from space.”




    Abruptly the staff wavered and she glanced about the heath. “Did ye come alone?”




    “Yes,” he assured her quickly. “Just me. The Order felt that a single person would be better able to assess the true situation.” Or they only wanted to risk sacrificing one person at a time. How many hours had he sat aboard the ship contemplating that question? Not even a soul to converse with to pass the hours. What danger would another person have caused? A partner could have saved him many lumps this day.




    After one more look around, she slowly lowered her staff, though she still held it at the ready.




    “Meghan.”




    He wondered what strange language she was speaking before it registered that was her name.




    “Means strong, capable. It fits.” His voice actually squeaked a little at how well it fit. Once again he wondered how close he’d been to death.




    Close. Very close. A shiver having nothing to do with the wet grass crawled up his spine.




    Now it was her turn to look confused. “What fits?”




    “That’s what your name means. Some often trace it back to the Greek Margaret for ‘pearl,’ but the proper translation based upon your Scottish heritage would be the Anglo-Saxon ‘strong’.”




    She extended the butt of her staff toward him and he flinched back. But for the second time she was offering aid. This time he declined grabbing onto the weapon that had nearly brought about his demise and struggled to his feet on his own.




    “And ye just happen to know what my name means in who knows what language?”




    “Anglo-Saxon. It’s a mash of many things including Celt and German.”




    “I’m na German.”




    “I didn’t say you were.” He was quite sure now they were speaking the same language, but the item that appeared to be lacking would best be labeled communication.




    They shrugged in unison which made them both laugh a little.




    “And yours?”




    He shivered as the cold wind plastered his damp clothing to his body. He hadn’t suffered the indignity of wetting himself, but the grass had certainly put forth its best effort to fix that situation. He was soaked.




    “Colin Clark.” He decided not to mention that he had been named for St. Columba and offered her the Gaelic meaning instead. “Young cub, and Clark is clergyman.” He had received endless teasing from the other novices in the Power of Names class.




    She actually smiled. Her gray eyes returned from storm to merely wintry and finally to the color of the sea on an overcast day.




    “Well, young whelp. It will be dark soon. Let’s get ye in out of the cold before ye shiver yourself to pieces.”




    He looked about. There was only one structure on the rolling heath. The small gray stone hut cowered among the grasses. A neat stack of firewood lay up against the leeward side. A trail of smoke reached upward into the sky, though the wind gave it a strong tendency toward the mainland beyond the ridge.




    Her voice was light as she led him back to the house.




    “Aye, tisn’t much to look at, but tis only another four days and I’ll be done with this place. And yes, our little planet does na all look like this forsaken spot.”




    “That’s good.” He hoped it looked a lot better or the Plan that had taken the Order hundreds of man years of effort to build would be a complete shambles.


  




  

    




    CHAPTER THREE




    “I canna believe I let you talk me into this.” Meghan pulled against the oars and her sharp-nosed pram bucked over the waves. She checked over her shoulder and corrected slightly for the Port na Muinntir. Even the name gave her the shivers, Landing of the Community. She’d always avoided it because it was the landing closest to the abbey. And, except for seeking the light the night before, she’d never gone there.




    “I can’t believe I talked you into this either.” Colin looked at her with sad, Cocker Spaniel eyes.




    “There’s be hardly any sea at all here. Grit your teeth, man.”




    He closed his sad and worried eyes and did just that. Literally. His jaw rippling beneath his smooth skin. His face turning a light shade of green as he perched on the stern thwart. He was pretty enough. A toss of light brown hair complemented his blue eyes. He was slender of face and of frame. And the knuckles of his long fine hands were white on the gunwale. The man had clearly never worked a day of his life with those hands.




    She checked their course again and leaned into the steady pull of the oars.




    Colin had talked long into the night, burning more lamp oil in a single night than she had in a month. Spouting more words aloud in a single night than she’d thought in a whole year. Lonely from his long solo travel, he chattered away at an alarming rate as he unraveled a history that went against everything she had learned.




    The Order of Iona as advisor to the world governments.




    The Order of Iona as peacemaker, peacekeeper.




    The Order of Iona, unable to turn aside the terrible fall humanity was bringing down on its own head, departing the Earth taking a copy of all the great libraries. Of all the technology. Taking the finest scientists, the best minds, and leaping for the safety of the dark night of space. Launching into the unknown just days before humanity had taken out its own jugular with the Great Pulse and destroyed all electronics and thus all technology of that age.




    Not what she had learned at all.




    The Order of Iona, finally rebuffed by the people whom they would control.




    The Order of Iona, fleeing to space to save their lives from an angry world.




    The thrice-curst Order, triggering the Great Pulse that had destroyed every piece of electronics on the planet.




    The Great Pulse, that had cut society’s throat and brought about the fell shroud of a Second Dark Ages. After millions, even billions had died. Some in riots that had ripped every large city from the face of the planet, far more from the starvation that followed.




    He had promised in the night that he would cause no harm on Iona. That he had come from the stars and simply had to check if something was indeed on Iona. It would alter his precious Plan, perhaps the only thing the long-winded man wouldn’t discuss though he referred to it time and again.




    He had even told her the lengthy history of the island. How a kingslayer became a saint by moving from Ireland to Scotland which was a good enough choice, but not considered a saintly one.




    In the misty morning, rocking lightly on the waves of the Sound of Iona, she regretted her agreement. But if she turned back, he would batter her with even more words and more puppy-dog disappointment.




    A last correction and then timing the waves. As a tall crest rolled toward her, she dug in hard. The wave lifted, rolled beneath her, and the boat slid off the back. She shipped the oars and they were dropped onto the white sand with a solid thump. A quick hop over the retreating wave and she dragged the boat up the beach on the next wave.




    Colin remained frozen in the stern, hands clamped firmly to the gunwale. Eyes yet squeezed shut.




    “Oh dear. I’ve gone and landed us on a rock in the middle of the channel. I’m fearing we be stuck here and must swim home.”




    That popped his eyes open.




    “Ye can climb out of there now.”




    He looked about, aimed another sad-puppy look her way then nodded and looked down at his hands.




    “If I can figure out how to let go first.”




    Once ashore, they crossed the narrow, white sand beach, clambered over the high berm cut by ocean’s constant attention to cutting into any shore it encountered. Upon the wide meadow before them, the grass was tall and still wet with the morning dew.




    Colin strode through it as if it wasn’t there. Head up, eyes on the horrid abbey as if he were headed to a great temple of his God. Which was completely accurate now that she thought of it. The holiest of holies to a monk of the Order was the Abbey of Iona.




    What had she done? She should strike him down with her staff. One blow. Leave him on the soil of Iona and no one would ever know. She might even be a hero. The Watcher of Iona who had risked the madness of the island itself to defend all humankind. And then it would no longer be her problem. Last night he’d told her that if he didn’t return, the Order would wait fifty years before sending the next emissary.




    But there were two sides to that coin. The patience of the Order could wear down the people of Earth. Every half century another observer would arrive. That was what finally convinced her, or rather justified the decision she’d already made that she couldn’t kill a man in cold blood. If Earth didn’t deal with the Order once and for all now, they would eventually have to.




    So, instead of counting down the last four days of her time on Iona, here she was struggling through the tall meadow grasses that parted before the monk only to snarl about her tired feet. Even after Colin had slept and his constant stream of words had ceased, she’d lain wide-eyed through the night and now the daylight weighed down upon her.




    The thin, gray, misting rain had already soaked through her woolen coat, far faster than was decent. The fine brown fabric of Colin’s attire shed water like some kind of duck, leaving him warm, dry, and cheerful as he bounced along before her.




    “The abbey is relatively new. An order of Benedictines built it around 1200 A.D. though it was in poor repair by the twentieth century. That was the founding of the Community of Iona. Dedicated to rebuilding the abbey and working to bring daily faith into the hectic life that had become the standard of that period of history. They continued until Robert Brude joined them in 2022. Four years later he refounded the Benedictine order of monks and we became known as the Order of Iona.”




    “And then he killed the world.”




    Colin glanced back at her. His hood was pushed back and the fine rain from a passing cloud had turned his hair dark against his scalp, though he didn’t seem to notice.




    “I say again as I said last night. The Great Pulse, as it has been so appropriately named, was not the Order’s doing. Why would we seek to kill our mother planet? We are an Order of peace whose sole mission is to protect humanity’s knowledge until you are all ready for it again.”




    Meghan paid attention to dragging herself closer to the center of the island’s evil. The problem was, Colin’s explanation made far more sense than the common beliefs. Why would the Order try to destroy? For half a century before the Pulse, before the Collapse into the Second Dark Ages, they had struggled to bring peace between the governments. Meyer Miller had never once complained against the Order, or even mentioned them. He had simply talked about a better way of life. Of pursuing spirit to save soul rather than technology to spare effort.




    They turned the corner of the abbey and the full force struck her a blow to her gut that almost knocked her to the earth.




    The crosses.




    She must truly be mad at last if she’d let herself be drawn here once more. Crazier than Mad Erin.




    Colin strode along as if the ancient stone was not spitting waves of ancient hellfire down upon his soul. As if . . . he were just walking across a meadow of Iona. Even the rain diminished for him, fading away without her noting.




    Well, she’d not let some monk of the Order of Iona, fingers probably still sore from how tightly he’d gripped the gunwale of her boat, show greater inner strength than she could muster.




    Each foot weighing a hundred kilos, she dragged herself into the maelstrom until the cross was but three paces away. And then it eased. Eased as if conceding a round in battle, though she was not fool enough to think it was done with her. Eased as she studied the towering bit of stone. It had stood over fifteen hundred years. A time in which a civilization had been born out of the First Dark Ages, flourished, died, and struggled for survival through a Second Dark Ages.




    Yet this slender shaft of stone had remained. Small mosses cradled in every nook and cranny added their grays and greens, coloring the cross with a natural mosaic no artist could have produced with a century of trying.




    The pedestal, just an arm’s-width long and knee-high tapered up out of the soil as if it were just the smallest tip of one of the ancient Egyptian pyramids. The great structures that had towered above the sands for five millennia before the Ten-Hour War of 2032 had removed them from the face of the desert as thoroughly as the entire population of the Mid-East nation-states. Yet it had a strength that she imagined those long gone pyramids had once held.




    The cross itself rose a half-meter wide and a hand’s-breadth deep to over twice her height. The carvings, made by craftsman near enough a hundred generations gone, covered the two faces.




    Colin ran his fingers over the surface tracing each outline as if he were tracing the curve of a woman’s hip. She almost laughed aloud at the image of the celibate monk, unable to offer her a hand up from the soil, ever being with a woman. He stepped back to inspect the symbols higher on the stone.




    Her own hand reached forward of its own will to stroke the rough granite. The rock was colder and smoother than she’d expected.




    A portion of her mind sat in the corner and howled.




    The pressure hadn’t eased, but it no longer drove her away. Instead it pressed inward, compressing her soul against her heart from all sides. The screams became whimpers and still she couldn’t move, her hand lightly touching the stone as she became aware of Colin speaking excitedly.




    “See. See there.” He pointed upward. “The Virgin and the Child. Androcles the lion being healed of the thorn in his paw by Daniel. Even Abraham sacrificing his son Isaac.”




    “He’s sacrificing his son? What kind of a god is this of yours?” No wonder the cross was shrouded in evil, bearing a symbol of a father killing his child.




    “It’s just a biblical story. All very nice and Christian on this side. Except the base. The base shows an older hand at work here. The triple bosses, these mounds the size of my fist, the three elements of fire, water, and air.”




    He stroked the three other bosses just above the first set and then traced the curved line that separated and surrounded the two groups.




    “And the earth, the fourth element. Here, come here.”




    The monk actually grabbed her sleeve and dragged her to the far side as if the evil of the cross were not pouring out upon their heads. As if the vile thing weren’t biding the second when it could reach out and crush them into the very soil of Iona.




    The other side had no pictures. The winding lines that he had claimed represented earth wound back and forth to the very top of the cross. The raise mounds left by the carver were clustered in small groups all up the face. Most were small, as small as the bosses on the other side. But at the junction of the arms, five great rounded bosses stood out from the surface. As if the tops of penitent’s heads were sticking out of the stone.




    “Yes. Yes. See the groups going up the face? Four suns as a cross around no planet. And then a small central planet until the great cluster. Four suns around a the mighty Earth. The four seasons of the sun. This is it.”




    “Why suns and planets? Why na just lumps on stone?” For that was all they looked to be.




    But he didn’t appear to hear her. Perhaps she hadn’t spoken. It was hard to tell in the shattered air whirling slowly about the malevolent stone.




    He tore at his jacket. With a soft, ripping sound, an opening appeared and he reached within. Yet the fabric didn’t appear to be damaged. He pulled forth a single piece of paper and with a slap of his hand, the opening was gone, leaving only a thin glistening line.




    She’d inspected the garment carefully while he’d slept. And found nothing, except for the handlight, which she could feel but couldn’t figure out how to remove. What other magic did he carry with him? Could he reach into some magic storehouse and pull forth a cannon or a magic wand?




    His paper rattled and flapped in the wind as he compared some drawing to the cross. He circled about the base twice more before coming to a halt and gazing raptly upward at the central symbol.




    Watching his face, her desire to run returned.




    He was a fanatic at the heart of his desire. He was the unthinking worshipper before a temple best forgotten and buried. A temple forbidden by every law of humankind for the last two centuries.




    He embodied the evil that had destroyed the world. No matter what he claimed, it seemed that technology had died at their whim, and now, after all the suffering was done, they would as whimsically return it.




    While they were gone into the sky, a new knowledge had come. First brought by Meyer Miller, but now a part of daily life. With the death of organized religion, a new practice had risen. One of peaceful contemplation. Cooperation. The world was better for it.




    She should kill Colin now.




    As she should have done when they first met.




    And again on Eilean nam Ban.




    Leave this island’s secrets unplumbed. Undiscovered. Let them die for another age.




    But she couldn’t lift her hand.




    Couldn’t move her feet.




    The fiery heat of the cross could not be gainsaid.




    “The last to do this before us was Robert Brude, the founder of our order. And as far as we know, the last before him was St. Columba himself nearly two thousand years ago.” He patted the stone once more.




    “I need to borrow your staff.” Colin plucked it from her nerveless fingers and the cross’s mighty breath didn’t touch him.




    He swung the end of the staff high over his head and struck the central boss.




    “Air!” he shouted.




    “Do na waken the beast!” She grabbed at his arm and missed.




    “Fire!” he whacked it again. A mist enfolded her and she could no longer see the abbey. Just his arm swinging back and the staff moving like a great ironmaker’s hammer against an anvil.




    “Water!” Over the sound of oak smacking immovable stone, a great ringing sound shook her body. As if the entire world had become a bell and Iona was the striker. The waves of the world were shaken to their very core.




    “Earth!”




    After the last stroke he took a step back and watched the cross expectantly.




    Nothing happened.




    What had he hoped for? The second coming of one of his gods?




    The pressure didn’t abate, or attack. Instead it waited like a breath held. An explosive, all powerful breath. Perhaps his god did indeed await him. But what awaited her?




    He checked his paper. Tapped it a few times. She could almost swear that the picture changed with each touch of his finger. The he created another pocket from a different bright line of his coat and jammed the paper in as if not caring the value of the precious stuff.




    “How could I forget?” Chuckling, he raised the staff in both his hands.




    “And the force that binds us all.”




    He swung one last time at the central boss just as she reached out to stop him.




    “Spirit!”




    The earth shattered in that instant and they were cast into the pit.




    The world was gone.




    No cross.




    No Iona.




    Nothing.




    She blinked.




    No change.




    No sound.




    She was dead. She’d followed a monk of the Order of Iona and he had killed her and cast her into the ultimate pit. Never again would she feel the winds of Iona tugging at her hair. Never again walk the botanical gardens of Edinburgh. Never again hold Toby close as he fell asleep against her breast.




    Death was so dark.




    So silent.




    Only the beating of her heart.




    Then a sneeze rang out.




    A sneeze?




    Not hers.




    But then maybe she wasn’t dead.




    A dim light slowly grew about them.




    Colin was rubbing his nose.




    “I think I caught a cold.”




    Did you get colds in the afterlife? It didn’t seem likely. Meyer Miller hadn’t mentioned it in any of his teachings.




    He handed back her staff which felt real enough and pulled out his paper again.




    If she was dead, she didn’t want to be sharing the afterlife with a monk. Of that much she was certain. This must be something else.




    They stood in a chamber. A stone room. A stone room lit by some light without source. As if the air itself glowed. The only sound other than the pounding of her heart was the rattles of Colin’s magic paper as he inspected it. Nothing had changed for him. This was all normal. For him.




    The floor was a polished black. Darker than newly turned earth. Darker than the darkest ink. Darker than midnight.




    The walls were a mottled gray, like the winter sky over Iona. She could reach out and touch one, as smooth as the finest glass. The three walls joined seamlessly with each other and the floor as if it had all been hollowed from a single stone that happened to have a black floor.




    The ceiling was lost in darkness. The air’s light didn’t touch there and it might be two meters above their heads, it might be two hundred. And she suspected that neither guess was near the truth, a strangeness she perhaps did not want answered.




    Then she turned to the room.




    There was no fourth wall.




    She could see the light in the air.




    Could follow the floor into the distance. The side walls went on . . . forever.




    But the far wall wasn’t there. Different than the ceiling. The ceiling hung somewhere above, but the fourth wall was simply not there. There was no distance in that direction. Perhaps not even time. It just was. Before time. The primeval darkness. That from which all came and to which all would return in some impossibly distant future.




    Yet it was here. Waiting beneath the soil of Iona. Patient with the patience of infinite age.




    And now it had them.




    “Where is it?”




    “I don’t know.” His voice was loud, nearly a shout compared to her whisper though she suspected he’d spoken in a normal voice.




    “Ye’ve brought us here to this place and ye dinna know?”




    “I was just following instructions. I’ve never seen anything like that wall, or not wall, or whatever that is. The training simulators showed no such thing. I thought it was just not lit very well. Brother David told me he’d found no way to recreate it in the programs and I would just have to follow the directions.” He waved the piece of paper in his hand.




    He glanced at the paper and then about the room.




    “Okay. We’re in a chamber. Near the middle of the first wall, I guess. I should be able to step forward three paces here.” And he did so without looking up.




    Meghan moved to follow, but her feet were anchored in place. Anchored. Not as if a boot were mired in mud, or even cast in some quick-drying mortar. It was as if her very bones were just an extension of the rock. There was no give. She was simply there. Rooted to the Earth.




    “Colin?”




    He had turned left. “One, two, three, four steps.”




    He stopped and stood on his left foot for the count of six, about a hundred of her heartbeats.




    “Colin?”




    “Shh. I’m counting.”




    A misty wall formed behind him as he turned right, then right again. At first it looked as if the mist falling on the grasses of Iona had followed them into the bowels of the earth.




    Then it thickened until he looked out of focus. Each passageway formed as he walked through it.




    “Colin.” The light was changing by her feet, the boundaries of Meghan and floor were becoming blurred. The pounding in her head was so loud she began to doubt if her ears were even working any more.




    A maze of walls followed Colin. Straight. Curved. Jagged. Smooth.




    Where he’d been rather than where he was going.




    No turns lay before him. Yet he followed them blindly from his map. A map of a maze that wasn’t there.




    He faded into the distance though he couldn’t be more than a dozen paces away. Occasionally he would look up from his page, but it never seemed to effect his turnings and twistings about the chamber.




    Struggling against her trapped feet didn’t hurt. There was no give. No movement. Her breath was ragged with effort. Her throat closing as the terror descended with its crushing weight upon her. Miller. Meyer Miller. When desperate, he said, focus on the power of joy and the wonder of love. Her love had spent a year sleeping alone in Edinburgh because of her exile. She certainly would not call this joyful and it was the definition of powerless, rooted to the stone in the heart of the world. None would ever know where she was or how she had died with a stupid bloody monk inside an island.




    Colin halted, turning his chart one way and another. Poking at it and looking up and then away.




    Starting off again, he was knocked back by a wall where he clearly didn’t expect it. The long, low ringing of a gong filled the room.




    It was hard to tell, but it appeared that he reached out a shadowy arm. First ahead.




    Then to either side.




    Finally behind.




    Even though he was dim, barely visible, the maze was formed clear about him. A tight box two paces square.




    He threw himself at his cage to no avail.




    What a way to die. One trapped in a box and the other rooted to the very stone deep inside the cold heart of the earth.




    “No!” Her shout faded into the walls and was absorbed as if she’d never spoken. It didn’t even reach her ears.




    She swung her staff at the nearest wall that had formed after Colin’s passage. And she would have lost her balance had she not been rooted to the earth. The staff passed through the maze wall as if it wasn’t even there.




    “Colin!” She yelled as loudly as she could.




    He ceased his struggles. “Why are you shouting?” His voice was as faded as his person.




    “Try this!” She knew she was yelling again, but couldn’t help herself. He looked so far away. Sounded so far away.




    She lofted the staff to him. It passed through every wall as if it didn’t exist and they were playing a game of catch upon some impossible meadow.




    He caught it awkwardly and rubbed where it had rapped his knuckles. Reaching out a tip he proved that it was not stopped by any of the walls. But when his hand around the oak reached a wall, there was no further passage.




    That was it.




    It was over.




    She was going to die here and Colin of the Order of Iona had killed her. Killed her as assuredly as if he’d run a gilded crucifix through her heart.




    Of course, he’d rot in his little box as well, so it wasn’t all bad news.




    In a gesture of supreme impatience, he dropped the butt of the staff to the floor.




    A flash of fire roared outward from the butt.




    Not a stream of flame licking outward.




    Rather a great circular blast of heat and light covering the floor in all directions. It splashed against her.




    A blast of pain.




    It climbed from the floor up her bones.




    The burning light, the last you’d ever see.




    Looking into the eye of the everafter.




    The heat, a searing agony.




    She threw her head back to scream but the moment her mouth was open the flames roared inside her.




    Charring, crisping the flesh until only blackened charcoal remained.




    Crumbling. Falling to her knees.




    Not onto hard rock.




    On wet grass.




    The next breath she heaved into her lungs was cool and mild, a damp morning in the Scottish Isles. A wracking cough shook her in a convulsive effort to clear her lungs of the char left by fire and flame. There was nothing but a sharp sound. She fell to her side and lay there until her breathing was normal and she dared open her eyes.
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