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			Part One

			Momentum

			‘Human progress is neither automatic nor inevitable…. Every step toward the goal of justice requires sacrifice, suffering, and struggle; the tireless exertions and passionate concern of dedicated individuals.’

			Martin Luther King, Jr.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			We are all connected. We are all family. And ‘we’ is even bigger than just us.

			Lerer Melk

			514 NE – Apis, Temple

			20, Seventh-Month, 939 NE – Oteroc, Tirgwenin

			Millie sat on the riverbank digging pebbles out of the frozen ground with a stick, counting her life. She was seventeen years old, if time worked the same way across the system. She was an orphan with no parents but two fathers. She had one brother, four and twenty hundred kilometers away, and she was of two worlds in two ways – Enskari to Tirgwenin, and the material to the viapum.

			And she must bridge them all.

			The river flowed slowly by, its cold depths bearing ice chunks toward the northern sea, moving them like some eternal caravan on an ancient and noble road. Troubled as she was, Millie could not help but see the stark majesty of the scene. Thus had they trained her.

			It was Seventh-Month, and she was cold. She imagined her brother Dillon happy at Pemioc, swimming the warm river, playing in the ripening fields before rising to the responsibility in the evening to take a watch on the wall to scan the forests for Aguirre and his mad mob, watch the roads for traders and the outcast Rowdanae. He too was living on the frontier, between two worlds, but not as she was. His worlds were simple and clear.

			Through her limited connection to the bees, Lahgassi had shown her with pride that Dillon had fallen in love with the young girl Maffrit and was basking in its novelty. In fact, all the survivors of their doomed colony were now happy and certain in Pemioc.

			Millie tossed a stone in the river. It splashed in a subdued plop, its rings quickly absorbed into the current, its sound into the smothering snow. In an eyeblink it was gone. The moment passed, the act apparently meaningless. The river flowed on as before. She knew to think of the change she had just made in the stream, the ripples adding to or pulling from the energy of the flow, the new contour she had caused in the riverbed, the changes that would arise from it in the centuries and millennia to come. That she could not perceive the far-reaching change she had just made in the destiny of the river, the town, the planet, the system, and the galaxy, did not diminish it. She should contemplate this, but today it was just a rock thrown in a river by a worried girl.

			Oteroc was a research faculty, the best on the planet. Aboveground it was a small congregation of insulated houses, but below, beneath the permafrost, protected from Coronam’s radiation, were laboratories working in technologies last seen on Old Earth, and new ones not even imagined there. They had computers and lasers, artificial intelligence, robots, chemical stores, biological branches, and even a nuclear accelerator. The last few months had been overwhelming with such revelations. 

			For the last week, a conclave had assembled at Oteroc to discuss the other worlds and the coming war. The time was filled with debates and presentations, assessment of weapons, physical and biological. Nuclear. More debates, arguments. There were contacts with other worlds, updates, and always a chill of looming decision.

			Millie had facilitated some of the contact. Reaching out to minds on the other side of the sun, contacting agitators on Hyrax, figures on Maaraw, her own people on Enskari who mourned a hero, Ethan Sommerled, who had indirectly led her to this very riverbank. She opened the ways and translated in mood and thought, history and empathy – always empathy – the talk of the peoples who would change the course of history.

			Her mind was not now on the meetings, nor on the delegates who had come to see Tirgwenin’s arsenal, nor the minds she had touched afar – the rebels, utopians, and dreamers. Among all the worry, talk of war, genocide, and extinction, her thoughts were closer to home. 

			She threw another stone, watched its anemic splash, remembering not the lesson of the rippling stone, but the teacher who had taught it to her. It was an ancient metaphor, going back to Old Earth where it was ancient there. She’d learned it from her beloved groo, Bouer, who had taught it to her on the banks of another river, one like this, cold and dark, quiet and heavy. A river that had nearly killed her. A river that had confirmed something in her as much to herself as to those who had arranged the ordeal.

			Bouer, her second father, had trained her and loved her and died with her not fifty kilometers from where her first father was killed. Beyond father and daughter, student and teacher, beyond friends – beyond lovers – Bouer and she had shared the unsharable. He had taken her with him to death. Through the eldritch power of the bees, along the strands of the viapum; together their souls had journeyed to the doors of the final mystery, that most intimate moment of ‘crossing the veil’, as she later learned it was called. And there he’d left her.

			Of course, they had a name for it.

			Only one in a thousand could even have attempted it. It was all on her. She had a knack, apparently. A gift.

			A burden.

			What he had shown her could not be forgotten. It was an obligation. It was purposeful, loving, and desperate – a final plea on behalf of so many and so much from a dying friend. It was a responsibility she did not want and a promise she feared she could not keep.

			She flicked another stone, watched the ripples worry the water for its brief shining moment.

			The soft crunch of snow, muted but sure, announced an approaching interloper. She expected to see the Primeen Desarri coming to invite her back to conclave, an unscheduled meeting she should attend, but probably not speak at.

			It was not Desarri; it was a man, and he stopped when she saw him.

			“I am bothering you?” he said in common tongue.

			“Vem er dee?” she asked in Tirgwenian.

			“I am Irke. Son of Waju, a first.”

			“Han….” She struggled for the words, unwilling to ask a bee for assistance. In common, she said, “He is the ambassador from Fluuven. Right?”

			“Am-bass-dor?” He mimicked the syllables.

			“Representative.”

			“Oh. Aye. A first from Fluuven.”

			“What do you want?” 

			He wore a coat like the one the council had given her, seadog skin and weasel fur, warm and tough. He pulled down his hood, revealing a mop of loose black hair, which the wind whipped into his eyes. Millie saw his yellow skin, pale and unfaceted in the gloom. Tirgwenian complexions always looked fake and theatrical without direct light, which then made them glimmer with subdermal refractive scales she’d been told was in the future of all Coronam’s people. If they survived long enough. She saw a single line of purple tattoo behind his left ear. His nervousness and energy suggested he was young, relatively speaking, since most of the attendees here were over a hundred. She could never guess a Tirgwenian’s age. They were an inscrutable people.

			“I…walking – uhm.” He closed his eyes as if coming to a monumental decision. “I wanted to see you.”

			“See me? Why?”

			“To talk with you,” he said. “Maybe to….”

			“What?”

			He took a deep breath. “Be friends,” he said.

			The word struck her as strange, as alien as the seven-leafed grass frozen among the pebbles. Always seven leaves. Five on Enskari.

			“I don’t—” she began.

			“Perhaps you should.”

			“Should what?” she said.

			“Be friends with me.”

			She saw him from afar, from a place beyond this moment. She was old beyond her years and saw everything now as distant. The veil had shown her the infinite and the insignificant, and they were the same.

			“I saw you in the gallery,” she said, “with Desarri.”

			“She wants turning the present from the past.”

			“It seems all anyone talks about.”

			“It is hard,” he said, venturing a step closer to her. “It means responsibility. Not many want it.”

			Millie laughed. “Are you talking about me?”

			He pulled up like he was caught on a wire. “Nay,” said Irke. “I speak of us. Tirgwenians. It is why we here now. Because most don’t know what is…uhm….”

			“I understand.”

			The primeen had explained the problem in historical context. It was the thesis for the whole conference. History not being allowed to repeat itself. It was sobering, and the attendees who surely knew their history, as Irke was trying to tell her they did, had not appreciated the mirrored moment they were in now. They’d sensed it, but now it was made real. 

			The danger called themselves ‘civilized’ but after watching them, Tirgwenians could not use that name about the other planets without grotesque irony. Desarri, speaking passionately, had explained to the conclave the parallels of Old Earth and new Coronam. All was in danger. And the battle would not be here, but there.

			Millie had sat with the primeen, as the leader called for war on all the worlds, revolution, reeducation, and revival. Three and forty delegates, leaders from around the planet, listened in silence as she measured the coming loss of life in hundreds of thousands if not millions, but, if they failed, total extinction.

			Millie listened with her bees, insecure with her own translations. Desarri had linked her thoughts to her and she followed them through the primeen’s terrible promises to remake the other worlds by whatever means necessary.

			“We have a narrow window,” said Desarri. “We cannot compete with the war machines of the other worlds. If we do nothing, even if they do not unite against us, we will fall within a decade to any one of them.”

			A scientist sitting at the table a few seats from them nodded in agreement with Desarri’s prediction; a collective gasp rose from the room.

			“We have better technology, but limited in number,” Desarri went on. “We have surprise and we have the viapum – our strongest tool. We have history to shine truth, we have instantaneous communication and we have the flame that is catching everywhere. Now is the moment.”

			“Why so many deaths?” came a question.

			Millie looked into the audience, trying to identify the speaker. She found him in the back among the delegates. His black hair in a bun, an unusual style, his skin was more orange than yellow, and he wore a coat over his lavender robe.

			“They will resist.”

			“To the death? All of them?”

			“Nay, but many. The powerful have much to lose and the weak will pay the price for them to keep it.”

			“Can we not be surgical? Assassinations?” asked a woman in front. 

			“Nay,” said Desarri. “It needs to happen this way.”

			“Killing them will convert them?”

			“Most of the deaths will be on our side,” said General Jerjin, whom Millie had met in passing. “Not Tirgwenian,” he explained, “but partisan. They will slaughter our allies. They will slaughter themselves.”

			“We are optimistic it won’t be so many. There could be peaceful change. In some places. Maybe,” said Desarri. “But the stakes are very high.”

			“You’re remembering something bad?” asked Irke now.

			“Did someone send you to talk to me?” said Millie.

			“Aye. My father, Waju. He wants to know what you doing here. And I wanted to meet you.”

			She could not answer the question. Desarri hadn’t been wholly forthcoming about her ultimate role in these affairs. Not wanting to look ignorant of her own purpose, she turned the question around. “Why are you here?”

			“Learn. Apprentice,” said Irke. “To be diplomat.”

			“Why? I thought you all got along here.”

			A wind gust lifted snow into their faces. Irke shivered and he turned up his hood.

			“I didn’t think you guys got cold either,” she said.

			“I do. May I sit?”

			“Sure.”

			As he lowered himself to the bank, Millie felt her three bees shift beneath her coat. They were getting hungry.

			“This cold isn’t good for our bees,” she said.

			“I have none.”

			She nodded. “Good thinking. I should have left mine inside.”

			“Nay. None. I have not been chosen.”

			The information dumbfounded her. The conclave was an assemblage of the greatest leaders and thinkers on the planet. Everyone had bees, some had swarms. She’d been around such people nonstop since that dreadful day at Pemioc. Beed people rushing around like their insects, hurrying with purpose and buzz. Since Bouer’s journey, her own bees would not leave her without a fight; her mind resisted any break in their connection. Their hum became the actual background song to her life. Bees and the viapum threads were ever-present, a given, a constant. Irke not having them was suddenly the strangest thing.

			“You have not been chosen yet,” she said. “I’m sure they will come.”

			“Aye. Yet. I hope.”

			“What does a diplomat do among all who get along?”

			“We don’t all get along,” Irke said with a cheerful laugh. “Plenty of disagreements. No two ever agree always.”

			“Your common tongue is excellent for one without the viapum.”

			“Thanks must you have,” he said, blurring the grammar of the two languages.

			Millie smiled. 

			“I would be a diplomat to the other worlds,” he said.

			“A growth industry.”

			“Aye.”

			“You’ll need a bee,” she said.

			“Aye.”

			She sidearmed a stone into the river. It skipped a half dozen times and skidded onto a piece of passing ice.

			“You have just changed the universe,” said Irke.

			“Don’t start with that.” 

			Her voice betrayed her mood, and Irke balked at her tone, turning his face to the river. He dug a stone out of the frozen bank and held it in his fist.

			“Forgive me,” she said. “I’m feeling sorry for myself.”

			“These are hard times.”

			“I’ve had worse and done better.”

			“Enskari?”

			“Rodawnoc.”

			He looked at her, confused.

			“I thought everyone knew about me,” she said.

			“You have a lot of misconceptions.”

			“Thanks for setting me straight.” She could feel him staring at her, but kept in profile, watching the river. He lowered his hood. The wind caught his bangs, blew them across his face. He laughed and she looked at him. His inner eyelids blinked but she could see the warmth there.

			“I am doing terribly badly,” he said. “At communicating with you.”

			Waves of shame caught her, fueled by sympathies beyond her knowing. She’d been short and rude and not at all worthy of the gifts she’d been offered, by these people or this one.

			“No. It’s my fault. You’re doing great. Forgive me, Irke.”

			“I do.”

			She took a deep breath. “I’m supposed to bring perspective to what’s happening,” she said. “Because of who I am, I’m supposed to be in a good place to anticipate and understand the other worlds.”

			“Desarri is wise,” he said.

			“She’s been following me since I got my first bee.”

			“Was it wonderful?”

			“Nay,” she said. “It was a terrible time.”

			“Of course,” he said.

			“You know, maybe you don’t want a bee. The price is high.”

			“I want to feel the viapum.”

			“Okay, that is nice. I admit that.”

			A chirp from the far bank drew their attention. “What bird is that?” he asked.

			She searched a thread and traced the bird easily. “It’s called sphenis,” she said. “A cold-weather bird. Big with seasonal plumage, brown to white. It can swim and fly. That one’s nesting ground is just over here.” She pointed. “They bite.”

			“Amazing,” he said with sincere awe.

			She suddenly liked him very much. Before she could stop herself, she sent a bee to probe his thoughts, but as he had none of his own, it was a fruitless effort.

			Millie smiled at the thought that she’d have to learn about him the old-fashioned way. And she liked him the more for that.

			“I’ve been created to be some kind of bridge,” she said, watching his face for reaction.

			His eyes softened as he recognized her true confession. “Bridges are good things,” he said.

			“Bridges get burned.”

			“I— we, I’m sure….”

			“It’s dangerous,” she said. “I feel like I know too much and not enough. Did you hear that I went to the veil?”

			“Aye.” His voice was a whisper. “No one so young as you has ever done it, I think.”

			“How old do you think I am?” she said.

			“Twenty.”

			“I’m seventeen.”

			He looked surprised.

			“How old are you?” She figured him for five and twenty, maybe fifty, maybe more. 

			“I am eighteen springs,” said Irke.

			“Oh.”

			“Aye,” he said. “There is no one else here remotely my— our age. We should be friends.”

			His shyness now made sense. She tried to see youth in his face. His eyes were bright and hopeful, full of potential and an eagerness that she knew was lost in hers. He’d never suffered the way she had. She could be sure of that; he had no bee.

			“Sure, let’s be friends,” she said.

			“This is good.”

			One of Millie’s bees took flight, falling into high orbits above her head.

			Irke watched it fly and Millie touched the library with a singular question: had any non-Tirgwenian ever travelled to the veil like she had?

			She found many instances in short order, the light, of it a beacon of beauty. It had happened on Enskari and Temple and frequently on Maaraw. She was surprised. She tried to trace the times, to see if they were recent or ancient events, and found a bit of both before Irke interrupted her.

			“You miss your people?” said Irke.

			“Not my planet, but my people. Those at Pemioc. The remainder of our colony is there.”

			“We are colonized?”

			She gestured to the cluster of frozen buildings. “That’s kind of what this whole meeting is about,” she said. “How to keep that from happening again.”

			“Ah,” he said. “Okay. Uhm. And you, off-worlder, are helping?”

			“You can tell your father, Waju from Fluuven,” Millie said, sensing the source of the question, “that there are many off-worlders helping in Desarri’s plan. I just happen to be on the planet.”

			“Where are the others?”

			“You need to pay more attention in the meetings,” she said.

			“I only got to attend the one when the primeen said that now is our only chance. I didn’t understand that.”

			“It’s history,” she said. “She means that the other worlds are repeating the mistakes our ancestors made, going down the same dead-end paths. There’s a direct parallel with the social evolution they’ve followed and the fall of Old Earth. They’re now at a feudal and national stage. They’re sliding into capitalism, which will exhaust their resources and exacerbate their social problems. And, ultimately, destroy Tirgwenin and—”

			“Exacerbate?”

			“Make worse.”

			“Oh,” he said. “And what?”

			“And end the entire human race.”

			“Do you believe it?”

			“I was made to believe it,” Millie said.

			“Coercion?”

			“Probability.” She wondered if he really didn’t have a bee. If he was lying to her. His common was too good.

			Her bee lowered its orbit and came into her vision. Irke watched it with interest, until it landed on her neck and disappeared down the front of her coat. He blushed again.

			“My father thinks you’re a weapon,” he said, looking away.

			She fell silent, not for the question, though it surely could have stunned her, but for Irke’s modesty. She realized her coat was unzipped and the tops of her breasts were visible. The bee had taken refuge in her cleavage. Irke had seen her as a sexual being. The thought of being one was startling. Her bees flooded her swimming mind with images and false memory, possibilities and pasts of love and life, family. Sex. Things she had never thought she would have. She’d given up any such dreams in the colonnade of Rodawnoc among the starving and the dead. Life, another day, another breath, was as much as she could hope for. Her life had not been her own since her mother died on the Hopewell. She’d been responsible for others since then, producing hope for them and taking none herself. Her sacrifices had continued with Bouer and Desarri where she again served a higher purpose. Thoughts of intimacy – of love, a mate – were not to be dreamed of. 

			“Oh. Oh my,” she said.

			“He meant no offense to you,” Irke said. “Father Waju is limited in viapum. He is wise and good but sometimes he is very wrong. I will tell him, firmly, that—”

			“Shhh,” she said.

			“What?”

			“Shhh. It means be quiet.”

			He looked worried.

			“Are you staying for the entire conclave?”

			“I am,” he said. “My father is.”

			“What about after that?”

			“After the conclave?”

			“Aye.”

			“I’ll go home, to Fluuven. Help father help your Desarri—”

			“My Desarri?”

			“She is your groo, is she not?”

			“Oh, aye.”

			“My father is my groo for now.”

			The wind tousled his hair and he shivered. She barely felt the biting chill like a true Rowdanae.

			She touched his forehead, shifting the lock of hair behind his ear. He kept his eyes on her, bright and big, his cheeks rosing again.

			She withdrew her hand and smiled at the river.

			“I think your education would be improved if you could stay here with the primeen. I could teach you about the other worlds and you could be my friend. I could use a friend.”

			He looked at her, confused. 

			Millie reached into his hand, where she found in his palm the stone he had plucked from the frozen ground. She took it and changed the universe again.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			If all else perished, and he remained, I should still continue to be; and if all else remained, and he were annihilated, the universe would turn to a mighty stranger.

			Emily Brontë

			Old Earth, 1847

			1, Eighth-Month, 939 NE – Aboard the Rolling Palace between Foharbor and Glendy, Enskari

			It was one and twenty carriages long without counting the engines or fuel cars. Two cars were for provisions, one a kitchen, two for dining, five for luggage, six for bedrooms, three for court and entertainment, one a garden and another the queen’s own retreat. It had been commissioned back in the days before the War of Ascension for Zabel Genest’s father, Theodore the Thrice, but had been completed under her reign, just this year. It was long and presumptuous, expensive and elite. But it moved.

			She’d been on the train since the day after Sommerled was marched out of Gray Keep to exile. She’d watched the elevator car rise up the thread to the waiting ship in orbit from her palace window and swallowed the tears that threatened to tear her apart. When the car was lost to sight above the clouds, she fled her room at a run without destination or ceasing. Her ladies-in-waiting at first thought it was a game and ran with her, an hour, then two, then three. When they tired and she did not they called for her remaining counselor, Second Ear, Sir Nolan Brett. He rushed to her while she circled and sweated and shed clothes until she was all but naked. Barefoot and breathless, she still ran from room to room as if chased or chasing, manic and mad.

			“Your Majesty,” Sir Nolan had said. “Your Majesty….”

			She saw tears in his eyes as she sped past him back to the dressing room, around her chambers, the anteroom, the ladies’ rooms, their dressing spaces, the bath, the hall, her bath through the servants’ space, and back to her room, where Brett sat on a chair cradling his face in his hands.

			“Prepare my train,” she said as she passed to run the circuit again. “Movement is what I need,” she said on the next pass.

			Brett averted his eyes from her near nakedness.

			On the next lap, she slowed a little, a jog, her breath catching. “It is a compromise, spymaster,” she said. “I will rule from the rails. I need movement. Enskari needs ruling.”

			Brett’s eyes had always been dark and planning. They’d been the bookends of her life as queen. When she was a child put upon the throne of an entire world, not so long ago, he had been the dark presence keeping her safe, the guard at the gate, the whisper of warning, the assassin in her enemies’ shadow. His loyalty was only eclipsed by his ruthlessness. He was shrewd if not wise, effective if not compassionate, and with Sommerled disgraced and Kesey retired, he was all she had left. Now his eyes showed a pain she had seen but one time before. Far out in the country, hiding at the Daven Estate, away from the royal trappings, court and ostentation, he’d melted beneath the pressure of the imminent invasion, his planet about to fall, their dreams destroyed. She’d seen not fear in his eyes then but sorrow, a true human emotion from the Second Ear. The pain was doubly done by his own failures, which had not stopped the catastrophe. But he hadn’t failed. Enskari had not fallen. Her reign was stronger than ever and the invaders defeated. In his eyes now, she saw in Brett’s eyes that same mix of emotion: sorrow and failure. 

			“The train will be ready by nightfall,” he said and left before anyone else could see his eyes.

			It became the surprise social event of the season. A tour of the continent by train. Dorothia from coast to coast and then some. Whistle-stops and decadence. Nobles fought for seats and compartments with guile and bribes.

			It stopped but once a day and then not for long. Unless she was compelled to give a prepared and flavorless speech to a crowd of peasants and petty nobles in some middle-of-nowhere burg she had never heard of, the stops happened at night while she slept, when she could not feel the train slow and cease. Could not sense its immobility, however temporary. The stillness. The exposure. They stayed only long enough for Brett to drop off a box of telegrams and receive a satchel of letters that kept the government functioning. They had half an hour to replenish food, empty garbage, take on fuel, new crew, and passengers, all in the darkest and quietest moments of the deepest deep night. 

			Court life went on as usual for all the novelty and motion. She received dignitaries, had dinners, watched plays, gave speeches, listened to music, kept her councils and was distracted in a thousand ways, a thousand ways, all at a hundred kilometers per hour every day, all day. The train took on the name of ‘the Rolling Palace’, and she kept to herself as she might.

			Brett found her alone drinking strong wine and reading a novel full of adjectives and daring-dos.

			“My queen, we must speak,” he said.

			“This is my quiet time, Second Ear,” she said, not raising her eyes from her book.

			“The riots—”

			“Old news,” she said.

			“The nobles—”

			“Same.”

			At the foot of her chair, he stopped and waited.

			“Anything else?” she said.

			“Zabel, we need you back.”

			“You are on a first name basis with us now?”

			“I mourn too,” he said. “But it is done.”

			“We understand.”

			“Do you?”

			“Aye, Second Ear. We are acutely aware of the necessity of recent departures and the good work you did to mollify it.”

			“It was necessary.”

			“We said we understood.”

			“My queen, my friend,” said Brett. “You were thurst into duty you would not have chosen. No sane person would. Nevertheless, you have been exemplary in office.”

			“Until now?”

			“Until now,” he said. “And the crows circle.”

			Her eyes scanned the open page a third time and not a word reached her. She closed the book on her lap.

			“Is there word?” She knew he would know what she meant.

			“Nay,” he said. “But he is surely safe.”

			“They would not hurt him?”

			“Perish the thought. Sommerled will be governor. He will thrive. You will see.”

			“But no word?”

			“I don’t expect any for months yet. However, while I have your attention, Aderyn is overdue.”

			“What was the admiral doing?” She could not recall what errand the great admiral was upon. 

			“He was sent to Jareth’s World with two escorts to resupply and protect the new colony.”

			“Your new colony.”

			“Our colony,” Brett said. “Enskaran.”

			“It’s called Bretton, isn’t it?”

			“Is your memory failing so much?”

			“Mind yourself, spymaster.”

			“I ask in love, my liege. You have not been yourself.”

			“And you know who we are?”

			She felt her emotions in her cheeks; Sir Nolan waited, defiant and unmoved.

			“I would have you killed, if it would do any good,” she said.

			“And I would die for the same reason.”

			“Dammit, Nolan. Do not spar with me.”

			“Your Majesty, I am not your enemy.”

			“Nay. It is Connor, that son of a bitch.”

			The train shook and swayed. Through a gap in one window she saw trees blur by. A distant peak, farms. Beams of orange light slipped inside, and needing so little now, her mind fell to Ethan, to their love, his disgrace, her loss. And like a spirit summoned, she felt the sorrow rushing back, racing the train to find her heart, to complete the break, to shatter and wreck her.

			“I like the movement,” she said.

			“Aye,” he agreed.

			“I would abdicate,” she said suddenly, the thought flying in like a specter.

			Brett straightened as if slapped. She’d shocked her advisor. She thought that impossible.

			He recovered quickly though and said, “To whom would we pass control?”

			She mentally went down a list of names. “You?”

			“Never.”

			Zabel reached for the wine. The movement summoned a headache and she stalled her hand.

			“What do you want, Nolan?”

			“Your attention,” he said.

			He held her gaze and didn’t flinch. He knew her too well. He was the closest thing to a relative she had.

			“Replacing Kesey was a mistake,” she said softly.

			“Nay,” said Brett. “It was time. It was a grand gesture and it was politically brilliant.”

			“Surely, you realized that I did it only to have him near me.”

			“It was a shrewd move and one I think you should repeat.”

			“How?”

			“Appoint another commoner—”

			“Commoner?”

			“I meant no disrespect to Sir Ethan. I mean, appoint someone from the non-hereditary nobility to serve as Ear in his place.”

			“The nobles won’t allow it.”

			“They’ll have to.”

			“They’ll just do to the new Ear what they did to Ethan.”

			“At their peril,” he said.

			Another curve and Brett adjusted his stand.

			“There is a new unrest on the planet,” he said. “We need to talk about it.”

			“Not the Ear?”

			“That’ll wait.”

			“Can you not just give me a list of suggestions?” she said. “I’ll look at it later.”

			“Nay.”

			“You say nay to me?”

			“Aye. Hear me or dismiss me. It’s time for you to be queen again.”

			“But I have been queen. Have you not seen the court I have? The jugglers and poets? The diversions for the young and beautiful? The cream of society? Have I not made new knights and—”

			“Zabel,” he said. “Ethan gave himself for you. Your rule is what he bought with his life.”

			Again her heart quickened, this time leaking tears to her eyes.

			“You are not allowed these feelings,” said Brett. “You are sovereign. You are the welfare of a world.”

			“I loved him.”

			“It was a luxury to have that, my queen. A beautiful thing, but frivolous.”

			She nodded, feeling her heart stiffen, the cracks made permanent, the shell hardening to marble.

			“You have my attention,” she said.

			“An envoy from the prophet wishes an audience. He’ll board next stop.”

			“How is it that Connor, ever-efficient, cruel Archbishop fucking Connor, has let a man from Temple travel freely in our kingdom?”

			“I arranged it, Your Highness.”

			“You? Why?”

			“It’s about that letter we received after the armada – the one that mentioned a threat to the entire system.”

			“That was a ploy to buy time to rearm.”

			“I have reports that it may be more. Something is happening,” Brett said. “I told you about the revolts? They have taken on new dimensions. It is not only the loss of the admiral, or even the Nutorn disaster or even the widening wealth divide.”

			“Wealth divide?”

			“The commoners feel that the nobles, the stewards of the society, are taking an unfair portion of the planet’s wealth.”

			“Do they not know they’re commoners?”

			“They are freethinking,” said Brett. “It’s getting organized. Connor is afraid—”

			“Good,” said the queen, interrupting. How she hated that man.

			Brett took a deep breath. “Connor is afraid that a new cult has sprouted, a folk religion worshipping nature.”

			“Let me guess,” said Zabel. “They take offense at all the pollution? Could they be a tool of Sir Aldo, our Minister of Nature?”

			“Sir Aldo does not have the guile to mass a movement, but they do champion his causes.”

			She felt the train begin to climb. The sun had entered through another window, rocks and cliffside where it had been.

			“And this new religion threatens us with clean water and fresh air?”

			“There’s a parallel here with the events on Maaraw.”

			“How?”

			“A folk-magic cult was employed by the rebels there to unite the people.”

			“I’d think an end to their slavery would have been motivation enough.”

			“As did I, but there are strange sightings.”

			“Such as?”

			“Tirgwenians.”

			“Denizens of Jareth’s World? In the slave markets?”

			“Nay, a woman from Jareth’s World accompanied the rebel leader to the surrender. She looked to be an advisor. And there were bees.”

			“Bees?” she said, and a memory stirred in her, a garden, a love, a potential.

			“Some kind of organic jewelry. Like those stick insect brooches a few years ago.”

			“Terrible thing that was,” said Zabel, but still her mind filled with sunshine.

			“Our rebels here have adopted the same custom, perhaps in unity with Maaraw.”

			“How stand things there? Did the prophet’s orbital genocide dissuade the revolution?”

			Brett chuckled. “Nay,” he said. “It did not. A pirate fleet protects it now from space. The eastern trade corridor is closed.”

			“Now there’s good news, Second Ear. Brandon will starve without Silangian silver. I think I understand now why the prophet wants an audience.”

			Brett didn’t look so certain. “Perhaps.”

			“The western route is open though?” she asked. “We will soon see lumber and metal from Jareth’s World.”

			“Aderyn is overdue, Your Majesty.”

			Now the news sounded ominous.

			“Could the Maarawans have done something?”

			“I doubt it, but I wouldn’t put it past Hyrax to slip a ship or two around the system.”

			“We’d have seen them,” she said. 

			“Unless they sailed the well, or had ships on the far side of Ravan cut off by the pirates and jumped the Gap. In either event, I’m worried about the colony.”

			“But you began this interview by telling me that Ethan will be safe there.”

			“His ship is not due there for months yet and—” A train whistle stopped him. “We are coming into Glendy. The envoy will be here presently. This is a dangerous meeting and I sense recklessness in you.”

			“When one has nothing to lose, it’s easy to gamble.”

			Glendy was an agricultural center, she recalled, a place of wheat and barley. A breadbasket. No heavy industry and thus no smog.

			“My queen,” said Brett.

			“Speak.”

			“You must take a new lover.”

			“And who would you suggest I take now to my heart? Pwillen?” The bitterness was thick in her voice.

			“Enskari, my queen.”

			The word hung in the air like an invisible aurora, crackling with energy and portent.

			The train slowed. Buildings creeped by the windows. Eager faces squinted to see through the one-way bulletproof glass. The train might have been a rolling palace, but it was also a mobile fort.

			“For him,” she muttered.

			“For us all,” said Brett. 

			Her Second Ear bowed low and excused himself to meet the Temple dignitary on the platform.

			Queen Zabel called for her ladies and sent away the wine and the book.

			“Ice water and coffee,” she ordered. “Oh, and tell Lord Pwillen that if he touches any of my maids again without their consent, I’ll have his balls for a necklace.”

			“I can’t tell him that, my lady,” said her grooming maid.

			“Aye, you can,” she said. “It is an order. Go now.”

			There might be something to Brett’s mention of her recklessness, but Pwillen needed a wake-up call and she needed to be feared again. She half hoped that he would pin another of her maids in a dressing closet, rip another dress and thus test her resolve. She would get no argument from Brett for following through on her threat. Pwillen had many enemies. It was strange he was even on the train. She’d not invited him. Of course. Brett had brought him on to test her. Pwillen was everything she despised. A blowhard, a weakling, a bully. A rapist perhaps. Entitled and arrogant, he had tried a dozen times to seduce her. She’d allowed the attempts because it flattered and distracted her, but luckily she had kept herself unsullied from the man. 

			The coffee came and she drank it black, chasing it with ice water to cool her throat.

			The train lurched forward, two minutes at the stop at most. 

			Brett entered the car and bowed to the throne. Two armed guards followed him and took positions by the door. Two more entered from behind the queen and took places there. There was an odd expression on Brett’s face. Confusion or surprise. She wanted to ask him about it, but before she could, Brett spoke.

			“Most Glorious and Sovereign Queen Zabel Genest the First, I would like to present from the prophet on Temple, the Minister Bensen.”

			An old man shuffled into the room. His silver Temple hair was thin; age spots were visible on his forehead. He walked with his hands folded in front of him, his eyes on the ground measuring his steps. When he was in the room, at the prescribed distance, he bowed with obvious physical effort and then looked at the queen.

			The gesture surprised her. The enmity of the prophet to her was unbounded. This man was now guilty of a crime in his master’s eyes by that simple act of respect. He was like his clothing, which was a simple black robe, the basic ministerial habit. He had no official ornament of particular branch or office – no sash, livery collar, ring, or headgear of any kind. Even his shoes were plain.

			“Your Majesty,” he said.

			“Minister Bensen. We greet you.”

			“You are gracious.”

			“Are you the Minister Bensen we have heard of, the childhood friend of the prophet? The shadow advisor to Eren VIII?”

			She could see on Brett’s face that she’d gotten it right. By all the information her spymaster had gathered, this man was the prophet’s most trusted counselor.

			“I have no title, Queen Zabel. I serve where I am needed, but your information is not wrong. I am the prophet’s confidant.”

			“We are amazed,” said the queen.

			“It was Eren’s intention that my presence here represent the urgency and importance of the message I bear.”

			“Sir Nolan,” said the queen, “are we sure of this man?”

			“Aye,” he said. “He has been searched and verified.”

			Bensen coughed. “I assume the scar on my buttocks was my identifying factor?”

			“Eighteen stitches after falling down a well when you were six years old,” said Brett.

			“Just so,” said the minister.

			“Your ransom would replenish our treasuries,” said Zabel. “And your public execution would be celebrated for a year.”

			“Aye, and you would have every right.”

			These words hovered in the air. Not at all what she expected.

			“Why are you here?” she asked.

			“You might want to send out the guards. This is a sensitive issue.”

			She looked at Brett, who nodded.

			“Be gone,” she said, and the guards smartly turned and exited the room.

			Brett stepped out as well for a moment and when he returned, his personal secretary was with him, a humming pistol in his hand. 

			Bensen raised an eyebrow but didn’t complain.

			“The prophet Eren VIII would enlist Enskari in a battle to save civilization.”

			“We saw the letter,” she said. “Very conveniently timed.”

			“War is a horrible business,” Bensen said. “Many lives were lost in Brandon’s armada. Tens of thousands of Hyraxians, and as many Templers.”

			“We weep,” said the queen.

			“A terrible loss of human life we cannot afford to lose.”

			“Tell that to people on nuked Maaraw,” she said. “How many died there?”

			“A lot.”

			“Do we mourn them?”

			“Nay.”

			“Not even a little? What about the sanctity of life? Has the murdering prophet given up all pretense of righteousness? How can Temple justify that massacre?”

			“War.”

			“The war was over. There was a surrender.”

			“Some surrendered, others did not.”

			“This isn’t making us want to trust you,” she said. She glanced behind Bensen and caught Brett’s eye. She could see he was pleased with her.

			“The prophet will revoke the Pretender Bull. You will no longer be hunted by the faithful Saved. They will be allowed to serve you and all recognize your right to govern.”

			“What about our church?”

			“It is a problem we will solve when the crisis is over.”

			“That sounds like a threat,” she said.

			“We will need a conclave. It will be discussed and debated. We are more alike than different.”

			“Property?”

			“It is not important now,” Bensen said. He stumbled sideways and fell as the train took a curve at speed. No one came to help him, though Vandusen, Brett’s man, leveled his pistol at his back while he rose.

			“Why is the prophet being so generous? What does he want so badly to send you to deal with me, the enemy of the faith, heretical and damned?”

			“We are more alike than different,” Bensen repeated. “May I have a chair?”

			“Nay.”

			“Very well.”

			“The rebellion on Maaraw is not human. It is driven by an alien mind.”

			“What?” 

			“We have records. We have examples. We have experience.”

			“Explain.”

			“The alien mind enters the human brain and changes it. It creates discord and hatred of human institutions. The alien strives to replicate itself in us. It strives to create an alien society where it controls us. It seeks to make a hive.”

			“A hive?”

			“Aye. The alien mind is delivered by bees.”

			Brett’s face was blank. The queen considered. Trees and fields flew by outside. Birds. Bees.

			Following the queen’s gaze, Bensen said, “We have found this infection everywhere but Temple.”

			“That’s convenient.”

			“That’s by design,” Bensen said. “Prophet Benjamin I eradicated the menace in 545.”

			“So long ago? I thought the threat was recent.”

			“Nay. The bees were here, waiting, since before the Unsettling. We discovered their plot half a millennia ago and dealt with it. We believe every world to have these parasites.”

			“But you are not sure?”

			“Enough do,” said Bensen. “All the civilized worlds, and Maaraw.”

			“But not Temple?”

			“No indigenous species now, but we did. Like I said, they were dealt with.”

			“Ravan and Dajjal too?” It was Brett asking the question.

			“Possibly. We have intercepted smugglers attempting to transport them to Temple from there. No reason to think they haven’t already gotten to the small colonies on those dead spheres.”

			“Jareth’s World?” asked the queen.

			“Surely.”

			“Why surely?”

			“We need to have an accord,” said Bensen.

			The queen looked at Brett, who slowly shook his head.

			“What kind of accord?”

			“A cease-fire and a commitment of resources to put out the flames of our destruction while we still can.”

			“Sir Nolan,” said Zabel. “You would speak?”

			The Second Ear came around Bensen, leaving his armed assistant behind. “You ask a lot,” he said. “We’re to believe that friendly bees that have been our neighbors for a thousand years have suddenly become frisky and now will turn us all into drones?”

			“This is real, spymaster.”

			“Says the advocate of fairy tales.”

			“Atheist heretic?” It was a question.

			“Were you not offering us forgiveness for our transgressions?”

			“You toy with me? This is a grave danger – the ultimate threat to our species.”

			“We can see that you believe that,” Brett said, glancing at the queen. “But it smacks of paranoia and panic. Temple and Hyrax tried to destroy us and failed. This…fantasy of yours, can be seen as nothing but a desperate attempt to distract us.”

			“That is why the prophet sent me.”

			“It is strange that when things go the church’s way, it is proof of divine will, but when things go against it – a storm of deliverance that saves a planet or, say, a successful revolution on an enslaved foreign world – you look for other scapegoats.”

			“Queen Zabel Genest the First, I know how this looks, but what I say is the truth. What happened on Maaraw can happen here and everywhere. You have already seen the beginnings of it. Look at the peasant revolts on your own Southland.”

			“How do you know of that?”

			“We have our spies too, Sir Nolan.”

			“And agitators?” he said, glancing at the queen, who suspected now how the trouble on Southland had started.

			“I have come far, endured much,” said Bensen. “I barely escaped your attack on the holy planet. I have been smuggled and moved and finally presented to my enemies – voluntarily. This I have done because I know the truth and wish to serve the right.”

			“The attack must have been terrifying for you,” said Brett.

			Bensen didn’t take the bait. “Queen Zabel,” he said, “consider.”

			“We are,” she said. “However, the timing backs Sir Nolan’s assessment. Did you not see this threat before Eren let his dog loose in our skies?”

			“Brandon is his own man,” he said.

			“How is he handling the threat?”

			“Poorly.”

			“Tell me about Jareth’s World,” she said.

			“You must stay away. It is there that the alien mind has greatest dominion. The oldest settlement is the most corrupted. We believe it is because of recent contact with that world that they have stirred and now threaten.”

			“Convenient,” said Brett.

			“Damn it, man, look at Maaraw!”

			“Do we really need to summon aliens to explain a people fighting for their freedom?”

			“They have overturned society. It is a plague. It can be stopped, but only if we work together. Before it’s too late.”

			“Temple still interferes with us,” said Zabel. “You would have more of our sympathy if you had not stirred Southland against its own people.”

			“That was not us.”

			“And there,” she said, “is a lie.”

			Bensen caught his balance as the train shifted. The sun dodged in and out of clouds, winking over a landscape gone barren. They were in the rain shadow of the Viking Peaks, turning west back toward the coast.

			“We will grant you safe passage home,” said Zabel. “We are not savages.”

			“Let me remain,” said Bensen. “For a time while you confer and consider.”

			The maid Zabel had sent to Pwillen entered the car from the servants’ door and came up short, seeing the scene. She was panting, her face was tearstained. A guard appeared immediately and pulled her away.

			“We might have a spare room,” Zabel said to Bensen. “You are dismissed.”

			Brett’s assistant called the guards back in and they escorted the minister away. 

			The train began its descent.

			“It is about Tirgwenin,” said Brett to Zabel when the Templer was gone.

			“It might be,” she said. “So you think he’s lying?”

			“He doesn’t think so,” said the advisor. “But allying ourselves with those who swore our destruction is dangerous under any circumstances.”

			“It is quite a tale,” she said.

			“The biggest lies are often the easiest to sell.”

			“But you are not convinced?”

			“It is quite a tale,” he said and smiled.

			“What amuses you?”

			“It is good to have you back,” he said.

			She felt a wave of dread, a weight of responsibility settle over her like a freezing fog. It slumped her shoulders but straightened her neck. Outside her new lover shone stark and vulnerable, waterless and bare. A sudden desert waiting for rain. Wanting her love.

			The Second Ear pointed to the servants’ door. “Pwillen?”

			“Aye.”

			“We’ll set him off at the next stop.”

			“There might be more to it than that,” she said.

			“Aye?”

			She put upon herself the stern and stolid face of Enskari’s ruler, but her mind drifted, just a little, to Jareth’s World and Ethan.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Be it hereby known to all saintly Christians and disciples of Unified Christianity that as the faithful are beset on all sides by enemies human and fateful, complete obedience is commanded to all. The architects of our survival, the presidents of the holy orders, their officials and agents must be obeyed in any and all things. Resistance and protest are outlawed, dissent illegal, disobedience heresy.

			So commanded shall there also be a mandatory dusk curfew for all citizens, and the abolition of unsanctioned meetings of more than four persons.

			Church courts will mete out penalties swiftly and harshly and these penalties shall include forfeiture of property, freedom, and life.

			So spoken in the name of God and his prophet, Eren the Second, his holy presidency, and offices. 

			Order No. 33 (The Bull of Obedience)

			United Christianity, 2415, Old Earth

			10, Eighth-Month, 939 NE – Place of the Prophet, Zion City, Temple

			“God spoke to me!” roared the prophet from the balcony. “He commanded me to fight for our lives! Know you all, this is a battle to the death and God has said that we must make his holy war. It is a crusade unlike any other, for all of humanity stands in the balance.”

			Eren VIII didn’t expect applause, but neither did he foresee the grumbling. Three floors up, overlooking the great courtyard of holy oratory, he could see unconvinced faces and distrust from the faithful. He had chosen to return to the old form of sermon for this message, wanting to evoke the ghosts of old prophets who had spoken here as he did.

			His sermon would be distributed across the globe to every congregation, where ministers would recite it to the laypeople and the educated might peruse it in any public space. It was a command from the prophet with all the weight that carried, for he was the spokesman of God.

			Copies would be sent off-world. Claremond was faithful and would rise to his command if they could, but they were under Hyraxian occupation, as was Lavland, the merchant world. This should have been a benefit, but Hyrax was no longer predictable and Brandon’s control of the other civilized worlds was not assured.

			And then there was Enskari, currently the most powerful planet in the system. They didn’t know that, of course; they thought themselves cornered, but they’d come through the recent war intact and armed, where Brandon had lost the cream of his entire fleet and Temple its purgers. The greatest day of human death since before the Unsettling.

			“We are not a people of war,” continued Eren, holding his hands theatrically to emphasize his compassion, “but we are not helpless. We have the Holy Spirit and God on our side. And we have legions of faithful, right-thinking and true, shielded with divine grace to battle our foes. We are Saved. God Saved us from ignorance and sin. He saved us from Old Earth plagues. He saved us from the trials of the Unsettling. He saved us for a reason. This, holy peoples, is what he saved us for.”

			Only a few kilometers from the Hall of the Prophet, the Place of the Prophet was the geographic center of Zion City, the planet’s largest city. Since its disuse as a place of sermon, it had become a place of reflection. Open to the sky, it beckoned God to be present with a floor of swirling mosaic stones in shades of white and gray, marble and granite, suggesting the rounds of a galaxy, pure as their faith. It sparkled in crystal shards that caught the light like stars in heaven, like the silver hair of Temple’s chosen people. A fountain stood in the center now, a high golden pinnacle drawing the eye to the sky and raining lush water into a jeweled basin. The pure water was emblematic of God’s manifold blessings, the jewels man’s husbandry of it. A marble colonnade surrounded the space, a statue of a Saved luminary standing between each fluted column. Most were prophets, but some were lowly ministers and local heroes whose histories had become folklore and gospel. The whole place was a testament to the glory of God and the industry of man. Looking out over it now, Eren was struck by the complete lack of greenery. No trees or flowers, grass and, of course, no weeds. Nothing native, but nor any living thing brought from Old Earth, save the people who looked at him now.

			There were off-worlders in the crowd. Plenty of Hyraxians, Claremondians with their odd blue hue, but also Maarawans with their tan skins and curly hair. Eren could not tell if they were slave or freemen. His heart raced, wondering if any were infected and spying, spreading contagion and unrest. He dismissed the prejudice with conscious effort. Maarawans were Maarawans, a servile race by God’s abandonment, but they were not automatically the enemy. The enemy did not play favorites.

			“There is no middle ground,” he went on. “Either you are with us, or against. No time for indecision, there is no place for dissent. It is the duty of every Templer – of every Saved – to join us and fight the war wherever it offers battle, at home or away, in our hearts and minds – our very souls. There can be no mercy for the enemy.”

			Eren’s advisors had cautioned him to soften this line. He nodded politely when Jessop, his young foreign advisor from Claremond, had suggested it. He’d expected something like that from him, but when Hansen, his first advisor, a man of many years, eight and seventy, also suggested he tone down the threats, he lost his temper.

			“I have told you about the danger. I have shown you the insect menace. You have witnessed the loss of an entire world. I have shared with you the wisdom of our fathers, the accounts of the near plague of Apis, and yet you act like we have choices here, like it’s a fable and our doom is not upon us.”

			Jessop had accepted the shocking information almost as if he’d known it already. And he might have. He’d been to Saint’s Gate. He might have penetrated the archives, by bribe or guile. Jessop was able and smart, a worthy advisor, unlike the political placeholder Hansen, much like his real advisor, Bensen, but without the unquestioned loyalty.

			“The people do not understand why we did what we did on Maaraw,” said Hansen. “As I understand it.” Hansen was quick to equivocate, giving himself a retreat if challenged.

			“The people are naturally upset,” said Jessop. “So much loss of life at our hands. They don’t understand. It goes against so much of our teachings.”

			“Much, but not all,” Eren had said. “Amelek.”

			He was not surprised his advisors didn’t know the ancient verse. “The Book of Old,” Eren explained. “Samuel to Saul, ‘Thus says the Lord, “I have noted what Amalek did to Israel in opposing them. Now go and strike Amalek and devote to destruction all that they have. Do not spare them, but kill both man and woman, child and infant, ox and sheep, camel and donkey.” He had memorized the verse. It was ancient but it spoke to him as God spoke to him about the danger.

			“The people don’t see it,” said Jessop.

			“Do you?”

			“I do.”

			“Good,” said Eren, but he wasn’t sure. “Harden your heart. There will be more blood yet.”

			“Havilah reports demonstrations,” said Hansen.

			“There’re some nearer than that, holy prophet,” said Jessop. “There is to be a women’s march next week to protest the bombings.”

			“We will not allow that.”

			“What can we do?” said Jessop.

			“Declare it illegal,” he said. “Round up the provocateurs and imprison them. Send purgers for re-education. Send word to all the provinces and towns. Make it global. Those who speak dissension will have their tongues cut out, those who listen, their ears removed. Nail the pieces to the town pillory. Make it public. Against women be particularly harsh. We’ll call it what it is. I’ll frame the language myself tonight. A new Bull of Obedience.”

			“Prophet,” said Jessop, “these are Saved people.”

			“Not if they serve the enemy,” said Eren. “It is settled. I’ll announce the bull at the sermon.”

			“The enemy is here?” asked Hansen.

			“I think we are free of major infestations,” he said. “Our quarantine is effective, but singles could be anywhere. We have stopped two attempts to land them in numbers.”

			“What?”

			“Aye, Brother Jessop. Ten months ago a ship docked at Teltri Station and attempted to land a hundred hives. They were stopped, interrogated, and killed. Their cargo destroyed and their ship confiscated. It happened again this week.”

			The shock on Jessop’s face was reassuring. 

			“Where did the ships come from?” he asked.

			“The last one was from the eastern trade route. The bees were hidden among Silangan and Maarawan refugees, a thousand hives each small enough to fit in a suitcase. All were destroyed. The first came from the west, around Enskari. We must assume they landed their toxic cargo on every world between us and them.”

			“From Jareth’s World?” said Hansen.

			“The nest itself.”

			Hansen wiped his forehead with his handkerchief. It was hot in the council room, but not that hot. 

			“Are you ill, brother?” said the prophet.

			“I think I might benefit from a lie-down. If you will excuse me, Your Eminence.” 

			Eren waved him to go and he left the room to the prophet and his other advisor.

			“You are still troubled, Brother Jessop?”

			“These are troubling times.”

			“We must rise to them. There is no room for sentimentality,” said Eren, raising his voice.

			Jessop, to his credit, was not cowed by the volume and turned the subject. “Bensen’s mission to Enskari is problematic.”

			“You need to see the bigger picture.”

			“I do,” he said. “But will the people? We asked millions to hate the entire Enskaran race. Thousands upon thousands died for that, burned up or suffocated in space. And you expect them all to now just accept them as an ally because of a threat they cannot see?”

			“It smacks of defeat?”

			“Nay, it smacks of error and hypocrisy.”

			Eren felt his anger rise but staunched it before answering. “Kendall, I’m not a fan of the word hypocrisy in relation to the true church.”

			“Forgive me, I was lowborn.”

			“And that is pride,” he said. “Aye, pride. You think you’re better than us, than me, because you know what it’s like down there.”

			“I only wish to tell you how it will appear to—”

			“To the lower classes? The peasants? The sheep and fodder? Our wards, Jessop. They’re our wards. We are their leaders. You being gutter-bred does not give you insight. It blinds you. You forget your place.”

			“I am second advisor to the prophet,” he said without flinching.

			Eren regarded his minister, the friction in his court that had polished the workings. Jessop was a good man, a man of frankness and faith. “Forgive me,” he said. “I am under some stress, there is a heavy yoke upon me – and upon you. Aye, you, Kendall. Upon me is the greatest responsibility. I was born to lead. It is in my breeding. If you wish to remain at this height, you must forget you.”

			“You regret raising me to here?”

			“It was expedient, but things have changed. Like the bitch Zabel, you are out of your station.”

			“Shall I resign?”

			“Nay. You are qualified and God sent you, but you must forego the emblem you were before. It is part of the problem, a challenge to the ancient order. Your low birth is not a badge now; it is a stain.”

			“How can I be something I am not?”

			“I have thought on this,” said Eren. “We will start a rumor campaign that you are in fact of royal blood, an indirect descendant of Claremond’s nobility. Genealogical records will back this up.”

			“They do?”

			“They will.”

			“Oh,” said Jessop.

			Eren could see the unease on his second counselor’s face. “Perhaps I should not have told you and just done it.”

			“No matter.”

			Eren’s knowledge of Old Earth history was short on details, but long on pattern and purpose. Understanding what had gone wrong back there was at the center of the Saved faith. They would not make the same mistakes again. The biggest one was, of course, dispensing with God’s decree of master and servant. The myth of equality created an untenable social atmosphere of dissatisfaction that eventually overthrew governments, set war upon the planet, created false faiths, and nearly extinguished the divine light of humanity. He, as prophet of the Saved, God’s emissary and vessel, had to prevent that decay. It was the charge of his office, the purpose of the religion, the mandate of his life.

			As able as Jessop was, Eren regretted elevating him so high. Pressures from the other worlds and the vile merchant class forced his hand. He thought it a small thing then, a bone to the off-worlders suggesting a greatness in all people, but it was error. 

			The church must not be blind to birth, must not bend to false entitlement, which was nothing but a crisis of faith – an overt dissatisfaction with God’s choices. It was heresy in its truest form.

			He had been right to resist Zabel. Though noble-born, God had made her a woman and so inferior. Her ascension to the throne of Enskari was thus another error.

			Maaraw was a diseased limb lopped off to save the body. Eren’s only regret was that it had not been complete. The threat from there continued. The main ports were gone, most of the off-world wealth vaporized, but would need much more work to properly purify. 

			Brandon had been the strength of the system, now he was a shadow of his former power. Reports from his court were alarming. From the prince’s deranged bloodlust, to the state of the Temple delegation, all was collapsing there. Eren needed another ally. To win God’s war against the existential threat posed by the hive mind, he would offer the devil a deal. 

			“We are at war,” he said, continuing his sermon. “We battle against an enemy that has already claimed one planet and digs its claws into more. This enemy preys on our weaknesses and turns our order into upset. We must stand united.”

			With that line he set up the release of the new Bull of Obedience.

			His world was the center of civilization. It could not fall. He would force compliance from his people. That would be easy. Enskari was the problem.

			“I’ll have to tell her about the threat,” Bensen had said during his final briefing before his trip. “Specifically. I’ll have to name the agency and the world.”

			“Aye.”

			“There is no other way.”

			“Nay,” said Eren. “Brett didn’t even answer our letter.”

			“Did you think he would?”

			“I’d hoped. He is a smart man. You’ll probably need to convince him more than Zabel. She’s a woman and won’t understand.”

			“Am I to believe the propaganda that she is a figure only and Brett is the real power?”

			“There is truth to that,” said Eren.

			“I must not go in so arrogantly, Eren.”

			“Play it as you must, old friend, but bring them around. We have to shore up the corridor. They have to join the crusade.”

			“It is our very civilization,” Bensen had said, parroting the line. 

			“I send you into danger, Joe, but you’re the only one I can trust with enough authority.”

			“I have no official authority.”

			“Brett will know who you are. If he doesn’t, we have vastly overestimated him.”

			“I will be on my guard for him and for her.”

			“That she-devil will be forgotten by history,” Eren said. “She has to be.”

			“Aye, holy prophet.”

			“Go with God, Joe,” said Eren. “And do not fail me.”

			“Have I ever?”

			As he watched his friend leave that day, faced with the probable prospect that they would never see each other again, Eren knew they were both thinking of Noam, their hometown where they’d shared the moment that had cemented them to this day.

			They were camping with a troop of Young Saints in the Horb Mountains. They were young men, fourteen, and they’d left the group to explore an old farmhouse while the others swam in the icy mountain lake.

			The farmhouse roof was firm and watertight, though the windows were broken and the door disappeared. Within it was abandoned furniture – a chair, a table, a straw bed in the back, chipped crockery and moldering rugs.

			There was pleasant gloom in the house, a dimness beneath the shading trees made intimate away from the sunlight.

			Eren reached out and put his hand on Joe Bensen’s shoulder.

			“What is it?”

			They’d known each other since first class. They’d been companions and playmates, fighting pagans and banishing devils as Old Earth saints, riding bicycles as horses opening up the southern lands. Best friends for years, and yet, in not one of those moments before that day on the mountain in the abandoned house had Eren ever felt an urge like that, to pull his friend to him and press their lips together.

			“What are you doing?” Joe pushed him away and Eren tumbled back over a broken bucket and landed hard on the cold hearth.

			“What are you doing?” Eren roared.

			“Defending myself, you deviant!”

			In an insensible rage, Erin took up a broken plank and dashed at Joe in a fury, swinging the weapon at his head.

			Joe ducked and bolted for the door.

			Eren caught him in the courtyard, and with jagged board, struck him across the buttock, knocking him down, tearing his britches, ripping his skin, opening his flesh. 

			Eren stared down at his friend’s open and bleeding wound while his mind swam in confusion and shame, hatred and fear.

			After a time that might have been a moment or an hour, Eren knelt beside his friend. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t…I….”

			“Help get me back to camp, okay?”

			He bent low for Joe to wrap his arm around his shoulder and together they limped the kilometers back to camp. 

			With each step Eren knew he moved closer to ruin. He had been accepted to be a minister acolyte in the College of Zion. When this news was known, that would be ended. He might even be flogged for assault and disemboweled for perversion. His life was over. Still, he carried his friend faithfully to aid. There was nothing else to do that would not damn him the more.

			“I fell down a well,” said Joe Bensen to the concerned camp. “Eren saved me. He’s a hero.”

			Eren was saved.

			They never spoke of it again but that day was never far from Eren’s heart. It showed him his weakness, albeit when he was a child, but also demonstrated the mighty power of forgiveness and repentance, and also the bonds of noble men. Joe Bensen was a good man who could navigate treacherous waters.

			It was the only romantic moment of Eren’s life. As it was.

			“Be firm, my people,” he said as the sermon wound down. “We are in the right. What we do, we do with God’s blessings. Be not concerned with—”

			“Murderer!”

			The call from the crowd stopped him cold.

			“Murderer!” came the call again. “Mass murderer!”

			The crowd shifted and swayed and he looked into them, trying to find the voice.

			“Murderer!” from the right.

			“Hypocrite!” from the left.

			“Emancipation!” from the center.

			“We must stand united!” he roared. “We risk more than lives. We risk our way of life, our civilization. Our place in the universe is at stake!”

			“Your place is in prison!”

			Police finally pushed in. People stepped aside to let them pass. A woman waved her arms to get their attention. “Here’s one of them,” she called.

			Another woman pushed the waving one. It was an old woman in a shawl looking frail and weak. The picture of a life spent hard was written in her wrinkles. A woman who should know better. She raised her fist in the air and yelled, “Your soul is damned, Eren VIII. You baby-killer!”

			A fight broke out on the other flank and screams rose with swords into the light. A soldier wrestled with a man, a young man, a Templer, fifteen, fourteen perhaps. He broke away and tried to run but a sword plunged down into his back. When up came the sword again, it splashed a spray of crimson life that caught the midday light, wet and ruby, before splattering down to become a hellish new constellation on the square’s mosaic floor. 

			Police linked arms to corral the crowd, waiting for purgers to find the heretics, but the throng was too strong; it pushed past them in a panicked stampede.

			In disarray, the police released their blockade and drew their weapons instead.

			Eren watched dumbfounded as men and women, babe and infirm, fell beneath the gleaming steel of holy swords. He watched and came to understand in a personal way what he had undertaken, its costs and horror. He watched until it was done and mops and gurneys appeared to collect limbs and wash the stones clean. Only then did he return to the Hall of the Prophet, where he put his seal on the new Bull of Obedience with a firm stamp.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Only an egotist or a saint would want to lead a revolution. An egotist thinks he’s a saint; a saint knows he’s an egotist and welcomes the martyr’s death as penance.

			Lerer Melk, Confession of Crimes

			19, Seventh-Month, 515 NE – Apis, Temple

			22, Eighth-Month – Tessport, Maaraw

			Yellow people streamed out of the elevator pod into the Tessport Station, saviors and support from another world to help put this one to rights. The Maarawans watched them with anxious faces, the trauma of the war and its hellish conclusion still fresh after three months. Maylo had assured them that these were not invaders, but helpers. Like-minded folk from a sister planet come to help them rebuild. After centuries beneath the yoke of foreign powers, the locals couldn’t but wonder if they hadn’t traded one oppressor for another.

			Still, the supplies were welcome.

			And the Tirgwenian medicine was spectacular.

			“We made a vaccine for the pox after it ravaged one of our coastlines,” Roy explained. 

			“How long did it take to find a cure?”

			“Once it was isolated, about two weeks. The problem was in vaccinating everyone. We did it through insects. Even I thought that was amazing.”

			“The bees?”

			“Nay. Mosquitoes. The hardest part of that was convincing everyone to let themselves be bitten.”

			Roy was Maylo’s Tirgwenian advisor. A woman of indeterminate age who claimed to be three and ninety but looked three and forty. She’d appeared after the battle of Slaafaw, three days after his bee connection. She introduced herself first in his thoughts as a strange pressure like a buried memory. When he relaxed his defenses, he felt her presence. His bee spun rings as she came through.

			We’ve been waiting for you, she told him. I am here to help. May I join you?

			He agreed and she arrived. She’d come from the deep interior jungle. She greeted him with a kiss on each cheek and a warm embrace. Her double eyelids unnerved him, as did her iridescent skin. He plumbed the world the bee had shown him, still new and strange, but gathered a peaceful intuition of support about her he could not fully comprehend. 

			Maylo had little time to work the threads the bee revealed. His work was not there in the aether, but on the ground, in the mud and blood. Roy worked that for him. Maylo knew that he could lose himself in the viapum, as Roy called it. It offered him a retreat, and an exile. It was seductive. Roy had understood and showed him how to tune it out, or rather to focus the threads to purpose and let the bee bring him calm. Maylo learned to keep the connection open but turned it to a background energy that offered community instead of a stream of information.

			In the wake of the plasma bombardment and the liberation of the planet, disease and chaos had spread along expected vectors. The Liberators, as the revolution forces were known, became peacekeepers and themselves occupiers. They distributed what aid they could and tried to limit the spread of pox by quarantine and roadblocks, using the same wire fencing the slavers had used to pen them up for sale. They broke up riots and lynch mobs with the same whips and tactics the slavers had used. The efforts were not enough. The pox spread, supply chains were broken, and hundreds of off-worlders, sympathizers, and unlucky travelers met sudden death from an anger that had fermented for centuries.

			By the second month, the Liberators had forces in every major city, representatives in every town, and soldiers in all the hot spots. Roy and a group of Vuyadan elders, all with bees, kept communication lines open across the world.
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