
		
			[image: 9781787587977.jpg]
		

	
		
			
			

		

	
		
			Johnny Worthen

			Of Civilized, Saved and Savages

			Coronam Book Two

			FLAME TREE PRESS

			London & New York

		

	
		
			*

			For

			Dorothy Diane

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			Part One

			Aftermath

			‘No one is going to give you the education you need to overthrow them. Nobody is going to teach you your true history, teach you your true heroes, if they know that that knowledge will help set you free.’Assata Shakur

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Yes, of course there’s a chance this is a doomed endeavor. But what choice do we have? We’re doomed here for certain. A slim chance at Coronam is better than no chance on Earth.

			Jareth, Interview

			September 15, 2338, Auckland

			10, Sixth-Month, 938 NE – Pemioc, Tirgwenin

			Millie sat apart at the Feast of the Fortnight, distant from the Enskarans, who huddled across the courtyard, separate from the Tirgwenians, who’d fed them for two weeks.

			A smell of rich food – spicy stew, pepper, and mint – filled the air alongside the sweet smokes of fruitwood. Millie thought how her father would have loved this. He’d been a woodworker, a carpenter by trade, and had always saved his trimmings and brought them home for the family hearth. He could identify any of Enskari’s wood by its smoke. Millie had learned to differentiate fruit trees from hardwoods and knew the wood burning now was alien but sweet, the source of a wild cherry perhaps, a starch apple or pear, a life-giving food and a fuel for the feast. Her father would have loved this.

			She could appreciate the woodsmoke since the food smells no longer made her swoon. She, like the rest of her refugees, was no longer starving. She thought of them that way, as her refugees. She was responsible for them, the sixteen souls who’d followed her here after fleeing Rodawnoc.

			They’d been a sight. Rags and bones. Bloody feet from shoeless marching, eyes wild with fear. A group of hungry exiles. Helpless and lost. They’d come to Pemioc starving, surrendering themselves to one enemy in the hopes of defeating another. A hope for mercy where none was to be expected. Each and all gripped with a madness that had led them to believe the unbelievable, to follow the rantings of a child, giving their lives to her in famished faith like Old Testament pilgrims. To her, Millicent Dagney, the obnoxious sixteen-year-old girl who they’d known from her infancy. She’d felt wholly unworthy of that trust but wore it nonetheless because she alone had known the way.

			She had led them, and they had come, though none, she knew, understood what it was that led her. They knew only the necessity of it, the strange truth of it, told in Millie’s uncanny knowledge of the road and the places she should not know. They saw in her a prophet or a devil and didn’t care which if survival was on offer.

			She had gambled on the Tirgwenians having discernment above that demonstrated by her own people. Pemioc had no reason to take them in, and every reason to hate them. Her own worlders had murdered hundreds of them, burned their villages, destroyed their hives. Lahgassi, the leader of Pemioc, had lost her arm, breast, husband, and daughter to Enskaran barbarity. Millie knew the horror and loss she had endured as if it had been her own. It mirrored her sufferings in quality if not quantity. Millie’s mother had died in a latrine en route to this planet, her father pierced with arrows on arrival. Her friends starved and beaten. Her people cruelly used, humiliated, and finally eaten. They’d come with such promise to start again, thinking they’d build a higher civilization, only to fall into savagery.

			But it was more than abstract sympathy Millie shared with Lahgassi. That she knew the terrible details that had preceded her own doomed colony was a testament to the weird connecting power of the bees. As she knew the way to Pemioc, despite having never been there before, so she knew Hasin’s crimes as if she herself had been there. It was memory, and she saw the terrible things through the eyes of the killers, felt the fear of the survivors, and the pain of the dead and dying. She’d seen the ruined body of Lahgassi’s daughter, Krikhuia, crucified before the very fort Millie had called home for nearly a year, and she’d wept for the waste and horror of it.

			The bees had done something to her, connected her to something. The bees would come to her and show her things she needed to know. Not everything, but some things. Necessary things and ideas, but not everything. She’d plumbed their depths as she might, and found the way to Pemioc and hoped for an innate goodness in a people who might forgive children their parents’ sins and be merciful.

			It was no certainty. Only a chance. But there was no other. They were weak and beaten and forlorn. Exiles from a group of exiles, begging at the gates of the people who had most cause to despise them.

			And miracle – the gates had opened.

			Surrounded by soldiers, arrow-nocked bows, and poisoned spears at the ready, they were herded inside the gate to an open space, over swept brown cobblestones, and made to stop. Behind them was the wall ten meters high, manned turrets and soldiers. Before them, a gathering crowd of natives, yellow-gold and twinkling in the daylight, double-lidded eyes upon them. Some watched with interest, others curiosity, and a few with unmistakable malice.

			Millie recognized Lahgassi, tall, crippled, and scarred, moving through the throng. She stepped forward and greeted them in the Tirgwenian way. “Pax,” she said coldly, her eyes dark, her expression flat. The air thick with tension.

			Millie walked forward to meet her. She took just a single step, moved just a pace away from her people, closer but still far from the natives. It put her alone, set her apart, and placed her in the in-between.

			Millie raised her chin and spoke. “And to thee,” she said, her voice breaking, weak and parched. “Pax to thee, Lahgassi of Pemioc.”

			The Tirgwenian leader raised an eyebrow at hearing her name, but no more change than that came over her blank hard features. “Enskarans,” she said in clear common tongue, “what do you want?”

			“Life,” Millie whispered.

			Lahgassi’s skin sparkled in the sunbeams, reflective and warm, golden-hued and beautiful. She wore a simple robe over one shoulder, tawny and open over half her torso – the mutilated side. Her face, neck, and chest were tattooed with lines of some unknown design – unique, man-made, and beautiful. Millie was weak, exhausted, famished, thirsty as the others, and still she awed at the beauty of the crippled leader. The Gauss musket that had disfigured her had left a map of scars across her body, a spreading bloom cicatrix like lightning from her missing breast, collected at the ends in new tattoos that spoke of survival and endurance, a nobility born of pain and loss.

			Lahgassi’s face was hard, her back straight, her eyes piercing as she scanned the refugees before her. She blinked in the summer sunshine, her inner eyelids flashing pale an instant before her others. She surveyed them, and Millie saw her jaw clench and release several times in the silence of her stare.

			After a moment she gestured to a man with a spear and said something Millie didn’t understand. The man approached one of the refugees, Richard Tomkins, and Millie knew why. He carried a Gauss musket over his shoulder, the only one they had.

			“Ge mi den,” the soldier said to Tomkins.

			Tomkins’s hand tightened on the weapon. His face was gaunt and skeletal, but defiant. He jutted his chin forward and looked into the man’s face, as if daring him to try to take it from him.

			The soldier waited.

			“Richard,” said Millie. “Mr. Tomkins, you should give up the gun. We’ve no use of it now.”

			“For protection,” he said, his voice quavering. “It might be the only thing keeping us alive.”

			The others huddled closer together.

			“Nay,” Millie said. “Do not resist, Mr. Tomkins – any of you. We must be open to the hope we may have.”

			“We’ll lose all control,” Tomkins said. “It’s the only thing between us and them.”

			“Aye,” said Millie, “and that is why you must discard it. It is a barrier. It is an illusion. It is nothing.”

			“It is a symbol.”

			“Aye, the wrong one.”

			Tomkins shook his head. “Miss Dagney, I trusted you up to here, but I’ll not—”

			“You will,” Millie insisted, a strength in her voice that surprised even her. “We give it up.”

			“It’s not even charged.”

			“I should have had you toss it in the river before, but I feared Aguirre,” said Millie, remembering the mad leader of their colony, and wondering for a moment where he was now. “We’ll not need it here. It’s useless.”

			“Then why do they want it?”

			“For the same reason I want you to give it to them.”

			“What? You give me riddles? Damn you.”

			Through their entire debate none of the soldiers moved or readied weapons beyond what they had when it started. Like the soldier waiting for Tomkins to hand him the gun, they waited patiently, dispassionately, and observed. The same could not be said of the growing crowd.

			“It is hard,” said Tomkins.

			“Aye,” said Millie. “Aye. And that is the why. Do you not see the change? Do you not see the rebirth of this moment? Give it up, give it all up.”

			Slowly, hesitantly, Tomkins took the gun off his shoulder and passed it to the waiting soldier. The Tirgwenian took it like it was nothing important and walked away.

			The refugees watched him go, watched their only weapon, the height of their technology, their best advantage over this planet, disappear down a path behind a row of wooden huts.

			After a moment of settling and weight, Ms. Pierce, who had suffered as much as anyone in their trials here, stepped forward and fumbled in her bag. She produced a brooch and offered it to a Tirgwenian woman who held a suckling baby in her arms. Millie knew the brooch, had seen it. It was a cameo of a noble ancestor. A prized possession passed for generations.

			The woman with the baby balked at the gift, but seeing the earnestness in Ms. Pierce’s face, took it from her trembling fingers. Only when the token was gone and her hand was light for the loss, bare and open, did Ms. Pierce retreat back to the knot of people, her back straighter, her face brighter than Millie had seen it in weeks.

			Mr. Hemmington took coins from his pocket and offered them besides, stretching them out on his palm for someone to take.

			From the torn pack she carried, the Widow Lawrence took out her book of scripture, tattered, ripped, and water-stained, and placed it on the ground as if giving it to the stones. She moved with a solemn finality that bespoke a funeral. “There are new gods here,” she said.

			“Aye,” said Millie.

			The townsfolk whispered among themselves and their murmurs blended with the droning of nearby bees.

			Looking past their faces, Millie found the place where the hives were kept. She remembered them burning, recalled the sweet smell of their destruction years past, honey and wax feeding the fire of their senseless ruin. There was no evidence of that now, only an echo in her mind, a memory she should not possess.

			The town itself was similarly restored. The razed buildings rebuilt, the dead buried and mourned. A couple of houses were gone. Millie remembered what they’d looked like and saw now open places of sunlight where the wreckage had been, a garden set in their places. There was little physical remembrance of Hasin’s massacre, and yet Millie felt it like a chilling breeze.

			No one moved to take their other gifts, to pick up the dead book or gather the coins, but whispers spread around them.

			After a minute or two, three perhaps, Mr. Hemmington upturned his hand and dropped the money into the dust. The Widow Lawrence removed herself a little from the group and sat upon a bench beside the path, straight-backed and strong.

			The murmurs quieted and Millie could hear the bees in her head and wondered if it was in her ears as well. One fluttered around Lahgassi as she furrowed her brow and stared at Millie. It flitted from the Tirgwenian and then circled Millie. She felt its arrival like vertigo and stumbled to keep her feet.

			The leader’s expression hadn’t shifted with the offerings. She was tense but otherwise unreadable. She ground her teeth and considered. The village, like the off-worlders whose lives she held in her hands, waited for her to speak.

			After a long while, bees zooming in and out, Lahgassi shook her head as if dissatisfied with herself. “You’ll be held in a barracks until we decide.” She turned and marched away, saying three words to a guard before disappearing into the crowd.

			The soldiers stepped forward and shepherded the Enskarans to a long, empty house.

			Mille knew the building. Hasin had quartered there. His men had slept there, been fed with the best meal they’d had in a year, and repaid the kindness with blood.

			“What happens now, Ms. Millie?” It was John Tydway. A quiet man by nature. His shirt was torn where he’d been whipped at Rodawnoc. Millie never knew why he’d been punished. Perhaps he didn’t either.

			“We rest,” she said. “We adapt. We survive.”

			Five Tirgwenians brought food within the hour. It was warm broth, rabbit or something like it, thick with chopped vegetables and a tinge of honey. It was easy to eat and they sipped it gratefully from white glazed bowls in silence, as if afraid speech would break the spell of deliverance. Sparkling women dished it out to them at the door, as if they were wary to enter the barracks, their faces unsure but not above returning a smile when Mille’s little brother, Dillon, now nine years old, offered them one in thanks. Behind them, though, soldiers kept watch and barred the Enskarans from leaving the barracks. Politely, but firmly.

			Not that the colonists had anywhere to go.

			They were tired and afraid and it took two days and five meals before conversation evolved above the basics.

			“The beds are so soft,” commented the Widow Lawrence. “I thought it was just my tired bones, but I’ve never had the like.”

			“Aye,” Mr. Tomkins agreed. “A feather bed, I think.”

			“I had one in Vildeby,” said Ms. Pierce. “I never thought I’d find another.”

			“And this is a jail cell?”

			“Nay,” said Millie. “This is a travelers’ lodge. Pemioc is a trading village.”

			None asked how she knew this, but accepted it as true.

			“With whom do they trade?”

			“The exiles on the coast and the villages inland.”

			“Exiles?”

			“Aye. The Rowdanae. They’re separate from the rest of the people.”

			“Criminals?”

			Millie had to think. “Nay. It was nothing they did.”

			“What then?”

			“I don’t wholly understand it,” she said carefully. “It has something to do with these bees.”

			“Tell us what you can,” they said.

			They were fed and comfortable, a blessed respite from years of tension, so Millie allowed herself a little more room. “I don’t understand it myself,” she said. “But remember Mathew?”

			Of course they did. Mathew was the Tirgwenian scout who’d traveled to Enskari only to return to his home planet to be murdered by the people he was trying to help. Her people.

			“All he did was for the bees,” she said. “The journeys, the trip to Enskari, the trip back, his sacrifice – all to seek their approval.”

			“Of the bees?”

			Millie had said too much. Warm and sheltered they might be, and safer than they’d been in years, but they were not yet ready for all these things. They were God-fearing civilized folk, not a generation removed from the prophet and the Orthodox Saved. They were slender splinters of a splinter of that. More progressive than most, but still so far from the systems of this new world that even imagining this was to cause damage.

			“It’s a kind of caste thing,” she said, putting it in terms they might understand.

			“Oh.” They nodded.

			It was enough for now. Her people, Millie’s people, had come a long way and she was proud of them. Not just in kilometers – millions across the system, hundreds across the planet – but they’d also come far in their thinking. She had high hopes for them, hopes of survival, inclusion. Evolution.

			For two weeks they were sequestered in their house. Doctors visited, food was plentiful and rich, the days easy and calm. They were allowed to heal and grow strong but never allowed to leave.

			They took their plight in stride, waiting unhurried for a fate they could no longer control. Only Millie sought to leave, to mingle with the Tirgwenians, but she too was barred.

			She retreated into the company of bees. They were poor companions, pipes through which ideas flowed but were themselves empty.

			The refugees gave her a wide berth – fearful or reverent, it made no difference. She was isolated and her only consistent human companion became her brother, Dillon, who alone among the denizens of the barracks sought her out.

			“I don’t remember ever having sweets this good,” he said. “Ever.”

			Millie tasted one of the new little loaves of crescent cookies, yeast-raised, and honey-sweet.

			“No sauce like hunger,” she said.

			“But I’m not hungry anymore and it still tastes good.”

			“You just like the sweetness. They cook with a lot of honey.”

			“Best thing ever.”

			“It’s okay. But remember Mom’s redgrape pudding?”

			He thought for a moment. “No,” he said. “I don’t remember that.”

			Millie remembered how for a while, back on Enskari in Vildeby, it was all Dillon could talk about. It surprised and saddened her to think he’d forgotten, but such was the case. Those days – not even two years past – were from another lifetime.

			Their clothes were mended or replaced. Their wounds seen to by a surgeon who poked them, and listened to their chests with tubes, bled them into vials, and gave them bitter bouillon that silenced pain.

			Millie was given paper and pen and asked to provide a list of the refugees, names, genders, skills, and health status. This she did with a footnote asking for an audience with Lahgassi that received no reply.

			On a bright morning fourteen days after they arrived, a young boy, earnest-faced and nervous, asked to see Millie at the door. He stood taller than her, but she knew he was younger. Only twelve years old. She knew also his name. Bost.

			“I am to tell you—”

			“Pax, Bost,” said Millie.

			The boy looked at her in surprise.

			A bee spun spirals above her head and his eyes lit upon it and grew large.

			“How?” he said. “Off-worlder….”

			“Pax, Bost,” she said again.

			“Aye,” he said with some embarrassment. “And to thee, Enskaran,” completing the mannerly greeting.

			“Call me Millie.”

			“Nay,” he said firmly.

			“Minister Gayle taught you my language, did he not?”

			“Aye.”

			“And how are your parents, Jessya and Onuieg?”

			“Jessya died of Enskaran pox,” he said. “Onuieg is a slave.”

			She didn’t know what to say.

			“You will have no food today in preparation for the feast tonight,” he said.

			“What feast?”

			“The Feast of the Fortnight.”

			“A decision has been made?”

			“Aye,” he said and in his eyes Millie could read nothing.

			“Blessed be, Bost,” she said.

			“Pax,” he corrected her. “Here we say Pax.”

			“Aye,” she said.

			And he left.

			Dillon came and stood beside her and took her hand the way he would when he was nervous. “You’re afraid,” he said. It was not a question.

			* * *

			It was festive. Though guards stood by with lance and blade, they were not in war colors and there were fewer. The people of the village milled and danced and sang and laughed as the food was brought out.

			The sky glistened with day shimmers in the late afternoon light, the planet’s rings bright and milky, a path to heaven.

			Though no one told them to, the refugees stayed together and took up two adjacent tables facing the central fire. Millie had joined them but was escorted politely to the head table, where she was now thinking about sweet smoke and spicy food and how her father would have loved this.

			The music was joyous and celebratory. Millie understood some of the words of some of the songs. One, sung in part by men and then women, was a bawdy tale of a maiden who could not make up her mind and so married an entire village and populated a city. Another one was about an animal, a dangerous thing called a ‘doa-kanti’, who entered into an arrangement with the people to stop eating them in exchange for a yearly tribute and a promise to stay out of their forest. The animal spoke in howls and clicks, but the wisest among the people could understand them and the wisest doa-kanti could hear the people. And so a bargain had been struck. The latter was an old song, a folk tale and legend, popular with the children who howled during the choruses.

			Millie recalled Hasin’s feast in this same square and noted that this was more raucous than that and thought it a good sign.

			Drums signaled the start of events. One pulsed a heartbeat, then was joined by another and another into a single rhythm. It came from behind and before, and the sides stepped up with a high song of strings. All spoke together in melody, a conversation that punctuated a moment, setting it apart from what was before, from what would come after. And it, a bridge between the two.

			The Tirgwenians bowed their heads. Music rose for new instruments unseen, progressed like an avalanche, the sound hypnotic and telltale, and all at once it stopped. The final note lingered long and never ended, only eventually falling out in hearing.

			And the people as one said, “Om.”

			Millie said it with them though she could not have said how or why.

			Lahgassi arrived from some unknown place and took a seat next to Millie.

			“Pax,” said Millie.

			“Pax,” returned the leader, not looking at her.

			Ceremony over, servants brought food. Fruits and nuts, broths, meat and warm bread on rough porcelain plates. Voices rose in conversation and feasting.

			Millie saw Bost serving a distant table, scooping green berries from a bowl. Searching for him, she saw his father doing the same for picnickers some distance off.

			“Is this a regular feast?” Millie asked.

			“Nay,” said Lahgassi. “It is a new custom and is done in your honor.”

			“’Tis very kind.”

			“The Feast of the Fortnight celebrates the prevention against your pox,” she said and there was bitterness in her voice.

			“A quarantine,” said Millie, understanding. “This is celebration of the end of the time to watch for sickness?”

			“Aye.” Lahgassi didn’t look at her.

			Millie said, “I would speak to you about my people, what is to become—”

			“It is decided.”

			“When may we know?”

			“After the feast.”

			Millie’s jaw quivered. “My father used to say that bad news always sits best upon a full stomach.”

			Lahgassi ate without reaction.

			Across the courtyard, the refugees ate and kept their eyes on Millie. She offered them a reassuring smile that seemed to help.

			It was a long meal, made longer by Millie’s worry. It stretched out of the afternoon into the early evening when yellow-green auras arced over the horizon and the rings shone like glowglobes.

			At a moment indiscernible from the one before, Laghassi raised her hand. Soldiers moved in around the refugees, who, seeing their approach, huddled together. Emme Mirrioth shrieked. Dillon began to cry and called to Millie across the courtyard.

			“Lahgassi,” said Millie. “You don’t need to—”

			Now the leader turned to face her and Millie’s gaze was dark and rueful.

			“You asked for life,” she said. “You know there are debts.”

			“I understand,” she said, tears welling in her eyes.

			And then, another miracle, a smile of sorts crossed Lahgassi’s mouth, a personal pleasure that belied the dread filling Millie’s imagination.

			Lahgassi turned to the square. “Enskarans,” she said in a voice that silenced all but the crackling embers.

			Millie strained to hear bees, seeking the calm they always brought her, but they too were quiet.

			“Step forward when I call your name.” Lahgassi produced a small bound notebook from a hidden pocket.

			“Richard Berrye,” called Lahgassi.

			Mr. Berrye clung to his son, Ben, seventeen years old and wanting to be a space captain. He released his boy, and stealing a glance at Millie, stepped forward.

			“Ragh’ohg,” said Lahgassi.

			A Tirgwenian woman came forward and inspected Mr. Berrye. She held a short knife in her hand. “Aye,” she said.

			“Huservus!” declared Lahgassi. The woman signaled for Mr. Berrye to come with her. The guard gestured with a spear. He remained.

			Not noticing, and turning a page, Lahgassi called next, “Dillon Dagney o Yevrits a’ Blos.”

			A man stepped forward. Dillon hid behind Mr. Tomkins’s legs.

			Lahgassi pointed to the hiding boy.

			“Aye,” said the Tirgwenian man.

			A guard grabbed Dillon’s arm and yanked him free.

			Tomkins made to fight, but an aimed spear made him reconsider.

			Dillon wailed, “Millie! Millie! What’s going on?” He was tossed before the man, who regarded him coldly.

			“Lahgassi,” said Millie. “Huservus. I don’t know the word. What is this?”

			“Your chance at life,” she said. “But you have a choice.”

			“A choice?”

			“Huservus or death.” Lahgassi signaled a soldier who lowered his spear and pointed it at Dillon’s chest. Firelight reflected off its poisoned tip.

			“That is death,” she said. “He may take it if he would not have the other.”

			“The other is huservus?” said Millie. “What does it mean?”

			Lahgassi creased her forehead in thought. After a moment, she said, “Slave.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			We fought and did our duty. Now have we surrendered ourselves in sailorly fashion, all to the right. We were but following orders that our betters bade us.

			Alleged last words of Captain Golick of the Pempkin

			Captain Clelland’s log, Espina

			7, First-Month, 936 NE

			21, Sixth-Month, 938 NE – Port Brandon, Almuda, Hyrax

			Ships returned in ones and twos. The fast ones were first, a fortnight before, bearing battle reports and bad news. The bulk of them, though, the remnants of the great Hyraxian armada, limping and breached, broken and bleeding, harassed all the way home, were still a week away.

			Atop the observation tower overlooking the capital’s wide bay, Brandon watched. Prince Brandon of the Royal House Drust, sovereign of Hyrax, chosen of the prophet, he who lusted to be emperor, watched the threads of a dozen elevators burdened with pods rise and fall against his planet’s raging sky. They held wounded men and salvage on their way down, medics, mechanics, and salvagers on the way up. The port elevators were overwhelmed, so those orbiting ships who were still able had dropped their own lines into the capital bay to rescue their men and save what they could.

			There were fires above his planet. Vessels burned. Once in a while against the upper darkness would come a yellow flash as plasma spilled through a warship’s heart and it would explode. An hour later it would shower the planet with debris that would skip and burn across the crystalline sky or slowly pierce it, to crash into his frightened world.

			The great storm that had decimated his fleet was not past. It still buffeted Brandon’s world along with the injured ships orbiting it. The flares tore sails, peppered hulls with meteors, bathed them in radiation, which sought the cracks left by Enskaran wrath. Each wave burned a little more, insinuated harm, promised death, and all too often found an opening to transform a mighty metal spaceship into a sudden yellow flash and a rain of amber comets.

			This had all been explained to Brandon in long desperate reports from dying ship captains and wounded survivors, while planetside analysts, admirals, and generals excused themselves and their plans, citing the vagaries of Coronam.

			The wreck of the armada.

			The greatest war fleet ever assembled.

			Lost.

			Defeated.

			Humiliated.

			“So when do we expect the counter-attack?” Kolbert spoke from a buffet table where he alone seemed interested in the food. He balanced a glass of wine on a plate overloaded with cheese and fruit.

			Sir Tom Kolbert, the prince’s childhood friend and companion, tossed a redberry into his mouth with a pop, washed it down with half his drink, and laughed. “Am I wrong?” he said. “If I were that bitch on Enskari, at this point, I’d send my whole damned navy here and make Hyrax a colony. We’ll all be in white makeup and satin garters within a week.”

			“Shut up,” said Brandon.

			“I don’t know, sport,” said Kolbert. “Do you still have a villa on Temple?”

			“I said shut up.”

			The advisors shuffled their feet while the window filled with lights. Overflowing green auroras, smears of orange-red streaking across, ships dying on the shell of the planet.

			“Is that a possibility?” Brandon asked finally.

			Admiral Mola cleared his throat. “It is, Your Majesty.”

			“Can we repel it?”

			Mola spoke with the confidence of a longtime soldier used to giving orders. “Of course, Your Majesty.” Behind the admiral were two captains, Jeffries and Raynes. Mola’s seconds. His ‘think tank’. The architects of this disaster. They were in full dress uniform, navy-smart and nervous.

			“Probably,” said Tobias. The aged advisor stood like a scarecrow near a window facing in at the assemblage instead of out at the unfolding continuing disaster. “Reports are that less than ten per cent of our fleet is undamaged.”

			“For the love of God!” said Brandon.

			D’Angelo, apostle to the prophet, sober for once, flinched at the curse. Minister Rendelle stood by him unfazed.

			“However,” said Tobias, “thirty per cent is serviceable.”

			“Battle-worthy and strong,” said Mola.

			“Usable,” said Tobias.

			“Enough?” asked the prince.

			“With authority,” said Mola.

			“Enough,” said Tobias.

			“Good God,” said Brandon. “We’re vulnerable.”

			“Temple is nice,” said Kolbert.

			“We’ll crush them. It would be their doom,” said Mola.

			Brandon looked at his advisors. Mola puffed up his chest while Tobias found a chair and lowered himself into it.

			“What say you, lady?” Brandon said. “You know the Enskari. Will they attack?”

			Lady Vanessa Possad looked at the prince with calm, as if not surprised he had asked her. She was a strange creature; a capable woman. It was a word he seldom used to describe anyone, let alone a daughter of a fallen house.

			She smiled at him confidently. It was a warm, enduring smile that reminded him why he’d let her remain in his close court.

			“They may well come,” she said. “Zabel will be hesitant, but Sir Nolan Brett may well see the opportunity and send the fleet.”

			“Sommerled is in charge of their fleet,” said Mola. “He’ll see the foolishness of it.”

			“But Sir Nolan is the power behind the throne,” said Brandon.

			“Not quite that simple, Your Highness,” Lady Vanessa said, not averting her eyes as she bowed. “But he is wiser and crueler than she, and may see the chance for your destruction when she sees only her deliverance.”

			Mola insisted. “Sommerled—”

			“Will obey his superiors, as will mine,” said Brandon.

			The admiral froze stiff and straight. Behind him, Captains Jeffries and Raynes blushed in unison as if struck by the same slap.

			The room fell silent.

			Brandon tasted the tension in the back of his throat. The stress was not just his. It was shared by his court, his people – all the civilized worlds. Each had held their breath since he began his crusade to rid the system of the bitch queen, Zabel – the upstart, usurper, the parvenu – who against all social grace sat upon a throne. A woman. A lowly woman challenging God’s own law. Delay became defeat, turned catastrophe, as the might of the greatest endeavor in human history was defeated by Enskaran pirates and fate’s cruel hand.

			Brandon knew his own stress was making things worse. His father, Andreas, had cautioned him about such things, but the dead old man had never faced anything as truly terrible as Brandon did now. The energy was dark, but it was energy and he would use it. There was more at stake than manners and morale.

			This defeat – this catastrophe – was a system-wide shock. The repercussions of it would be felt for centuries. The danger of counter-attack was just the first threat. The invincibility of Hyrax was no longer a given. He could expect rebellion, close and far, high and low, his power challenged everywhere.

			A descending pod exploded in an flash of pink light and black smoke, silent and sudden. The sound would come in time, traveling at its speed as the court watched the spot in the sky and then the water as it burst in a surge of froth and geyser. The blast had cut the elevator thread. The high-tension carbon filament anchored in the sea floor snapped like a ten-kilometer whip, cutting ships in half and sending a plume of water kilometers into the sky. In space, the ship on the other end would be thrown out of orbit. Depending upon its state – fuel, damage, crew – it might return, otherwise, another loss to Coronam.

			“Your Highness,” said Tobias. “A few details before Clelland arrives.”

			The shockwave hit the tower and bowed the glass.

			“What is it?”

			Tobias made a show of looking at the others in the room.

			“Is it really something they don’t know?” Brandon said.

			The old advisor nodded and produced a stack of letters from his pocket. “The treasury,” he said.

			It wasn’t a conversation Brandon wanted to have. He knew what was coming and would have put him off if he thought Tobias would let it go. Instead, Prince Brandon faced the bay and watched steamboats rescue survivors from sinking ships.

			“We had extended more than we would have liked,” Tobias said. “Our creditors were assured of payment from plunder after our victory.”

			“Enskari paying for its own destruction,” said Kolbert. “The irony was half the battle.”

			“Hasn’t there been enough Hyraxian blood spilled today, Kolbert?” said Brandon.

			His friend smiled wanly, and poured more wine.

			Brandon knew he’d just raised the tension another ten points. Good, he thought.

			“Without Enskaran resources,” Tobias went on, “the treasury is…troubled.”

			“The battle’s not over yet, sire,” said Mola. “We still outnumber the bastards.”

			“May I remind us, that the prophet has said the war must end,” said Minister Rendelle.

			“We don’t take orders from you,” said Mola, and to punctuate the phrase Jeffries and Raynes scowled at Rendelle in solidarity.

			“Minister Rendelle speaks for me,” said D’Angelo. “And I speak for the prophet.”

			“Hyrax does not take orders from Temple,” said the admiral.

			D’Angelo’s face flushed from rage for once instead of drink.

			“We cannot attack Enskari again,” Tobias said. “At least for now. We can’t afford it.”

			“How is it that the richest planet in the history of the species is so limited in what it can do?” Brandon asked.

			“Money,” said Tobias. “We’ve spent it all.”

			“Can we afford a defense?” said Brandon. “Might the treasury allow us, pretty please, a few crossbow bolts, a musket maybe, slugs for said musket – in the defense of civilization?”

			Tobias waited stone-faced as Brandon felt his go red. He was not helping things.

			“Options,” said Brandon.

			“The revenue streams will all need to be increased,” said Tobias.

			“The houses won’t like their taxes going up again,” Kolbert said. “Not one little bit.”

			“What have you heard?” said Brandon.

			“The usual grumbling.”

			“Who? Eric?”

			“You brother, sire? Nay. I don’t associate with him.”

			Another ten points of tension.

			“But, I’ll keep my ears open,” said Kolbert. “I’ll shake a tree for Your Highness. See what falls out.”

			The last thing Brandon needed was to further alienate the powerful houses of Hyrax after the defeat, but to do nothing now was out of the question.

			“Target the proletariat, Tobias,” said Brandon. “Taxes, fees, levies. Defense duties. Explain the threat.”

			“Aye,” said Kolbert. “How are we going to explain things?”

			“Domestic taxes won’t be enough,” Tobias said.

			“Of course not,” said Brandon.

			“I’ve taken the liberty of composing some levy documents,” Tobias said. “Hyrax by county. Lavland. Silangan. I’d also suggest these tariffs on Claremond and Temple.”

			D’Angelo opened his mouth to speak, but couldn’t gather the courage.

			“What about Maaraw?”

			“Hard-pressed there,” said Tobias.

			“Why?”

			“Local trouble.”

			“That doesn’t tell us much.”

			“If I may, Your Highness,” said Lady Vanessa.

			D’Angelo’s expression went from scared to scandalized at the woman’s voice.

			“Proceed.”

			“I spoke with Lady Sonteyo, recently returned from Maaraw. She speaks of an uprising among the natives. A slave revolt targeting off-worlders engaged in the trade.”

			“I thought that was taken care of.”

			Tobias said, “We have been asked to send troops.”

			“We haven’t any,” said Brandon, looking at Mola. “Not anymore.”

			“The unrest on Maaraw is affecting everyone,” said Tobias. “It’s not just Hyrax dealing with it.”

			“Then let them deal with it. Resupply our ranks as we can and implement tariffs where we may. We don’t want to look unfair.”

			“It shall be done, Your Highness,” said Tobias.

			Distant lightning arced sky to sea, tracing an invisible elevator thread announcing another orbiting evacuation.

			“And will that be enough to shore up our finances?” asked Brandon.

			“Nay,” said Tobias.

			“Nay?”

			“It is twofold,” said the old advisor. “Our occupations are expensive.”

			“They pay for themselves.”

			“Diminishing returns. Silangan has always paid for our military.”

			“And the parties,” said Kolbert.

			“And,” Tobias continued, “if Enskari takes Tirgwenin—”

			“We have plans for another invasion of Enskari,” said Mola. “They shall never have the chance to set up a colony.”

			“Another invasion?” said Brandon. “With a rebuilt armada?”

			“Aye. Grander than the last. Unbeatable.”

			“Unbeatable.…” said Brandon. “Like the last one?”

			“Unforeseen—”

			“Shut up,” said Brandon. “Tobias, go on.”

			“Sire, we must regroup.”

			“End the war with Enskari?”

			“As the prophet has commanded,” D’Angelo said.

			“You would have us surrender? Before we’ve even been attacked?”

			“I…. Nay…. We….” D’Angelo fell into a coughing fit.

			“An end of hostilities,” said Minister Rendelle, stepping in for the apostle. “For a time. To reassess.”

			“Direct action is too expensive,” said Tobias. “We need to calm things.”

			“And?” said Brandon, knowing there was more. There was always more with Tobias.

			“Perhaps we should consider pulling out of Lavland. Install a friendly king and let them police the world. We could still pull tribute and save our troops for other duties. Or discharge them.”

			Brandon turned on the ministers. “Does the prophet want that as well? Should we leave that planet of heretics to Gibbers, Millers, and Bucklers? Sit back and await the rise of a homosexual council to execute the gentry and give their manor homes to gutter scum?”

			D’Angelo tried to explain. “I…. We…. I do not—”

			“Shut up,” said Brandon.

			“We couldn’t consistently pay the soldiers on Lavland before this new disaster,” said Tobias.

			Brandon saw a military steam carriage pull up below in the street. Black smoke mixed with white steam settled at the curb. Even from this distance he could see it jump and kick, backfire under heavy weight. Palace guards stood at attention as two men were escorted out of the carriage by active service soldiers. One was a minister of the prophet, the other an admiral. The admiral was in manacles.

			“Triple the levies on Lavland to pay for their own security,” said Brandon. “I would not remove our troops from that cesspool of reformation-minded heretics. There is the cradle of the blasphemies we fight now. It started there and bled to Enskari. We should raze them for that.”

			D’Angelo nodded in profound agreement.

			“We’ll increase production from Silangan,” said Brandon. “Higher quotas – double them at least. It’s a rich world. We have only to take what we want. Make it so. And of course, better convoy defense.” Brandon shot a look at Mola. “What’s left of the fleet can see to it that we can have another.”

			“Silangan is rich,” agreed Tobias.

			“Will you tell me now that there is also a revolt there?” Brandon said mockingly.

			“Actually, sire….”

			“You jest?”

			“Reports are unclear….”

			“Of course there’s unrest,” said Kolbert. “They’re a planet of subhumans.”

			“Being worked to death by the thousands,” added Lady Vanessa.

			“Woman, know your place,” said D’Angelo.

			“You have contacts as far away as Silangan too, my lady?” asked Kolbert.

			“Nay, just a view of that planet from several others.”

			“Enskaran propaganda,” said Kolbert. “Let me guess – they’re painting Silangians as pure innocent victims, and us, murdering monsters? Hair-raising tales of genocide in the mines?”

			“Just so,” she said.

			“They’re backward savages made to advance civilization,” said Kolbert. “A little work never hurt anybody.”

			“Like you’d know,” said Brandon.

			“Oh, ouch, sire.”

			The doors to the observation deck swung open, letting in two royal guards with Nicandus, Captain of the Drust House Guard. A step behind him came a high purger in holy robes and the black-and-white checkered sash of his order. He was followed immediately by a Hyraxian captain, and behind him, escorted by two more house guards, came Admiral Clelland, commander of the once-great armada.

			“High Minister Tarquin,” D’Angelo said, offering the purger his ring.

			The purger knelt and kissed it.

			Rendelle spoke. “May I present to Your Highness, High Purger Tarquin, late of the armada, Maaraw, Lavland, and Temple.”

			“Aren’t you the well-traveled one,” said Prince Brandon.

			Tarquin bowed and retreated a step, perhaps sensing the mood.

			“Clelland,” said Brandon, stepping up to his admiral. “Report.”

			“We were undone by a storm and nimble ships, Your Highness.”

			“Not leadership?”

			“That is not for me to say.”

			Brandon was surprised at Clelland’s calm. Clelland was hated, not just by the Enskaran enemy, but also the entire system. Even on Hyrax, his name was spat and not spoken. Mola regarded Clelland with an open disgust that he’d been forced to hide when Brandon named him Admiral of the Armada.

			Clelland had spaced the crew of the Enskaran pirate ship Pempkin to his infamy. Though the execution of pirates was a usual punishment, the manner of spacing – putting men in an airlock and opening the outer door – was an egregious maritime crime that horrified all spacefarers.

			Now, the most loathed man orbiting Coronam stood before his sovereign calmly and soldierly. Not for the deaths of a few propaganda-played pirates; he was there to answer for the defeat of the armada – the loss of hundreds of ships, the deaths of tens of thousands of Saved, and the possible end of Brandon’s aspirations to be the system’s first emperor.

			Unlike his superior, Admiral Mola, Clelland was not shaking or sweating, or even evasive. His voice was strong, his eyes clear.

			“We’ve read the reports, Admiral,” Brandon said. “Some of them by your own hand.” The prince circled him like a bird of prey, studying his burned and stained uniform. “They tell of a disaster the likes of which God has never seen.”

			“I cannot speak of God,” said Clelland. “Perhaps you should ask the clergy.”

			Brandon saw a smirk cross Rendelle’s lips, horror cross D’Angelo’s, and nothing but calm from Tarquin the purger.

			D’Angelo was an apostle, one of twelve beneath the prophet. Only the holiest head of the Saved Orthodox and his two advisors outranked him, and yet Brandon sensed him tense when the purger entered – high purger, he corrected himself. He was not wholly versed in Temple politics, but he did know that the Holy Office of the Purgers were an order unto themselves and answered to very few. They were given the power of life and death and the means to carry out the latter if not the former.

			“Was the battle plan ill-conceived?” asked Brandon, noticing the caked blood on Clelland’s sleeves and smelling his soiled clothes. He was in battle dress, not a dress uniform as was custom. The cuts on his sleeves suggested age. He’d been in these chains for weeks.

			“Nay. All was right enough,” said Clelland.

			Brandon saw Mola and his two captain shadows visibly relax.

			“Only.…” continued Clelland.

			“Only?” said Brandon.

			“Only there were more of those fast ships than we expected and they were better than anticipated.”

			“Better than our man-o-wars?”

			“Better for the battle we had, not the one we wanted.”

			“And that is why you lost?”

			“Nay, sire. Just a note. They were nimble but would have been little more than an irritant had it not been for the storm. They were quicker to maneuver. Truth be told, sire, we had two foes: the Enskarans and Coronam. The Enskarans had the advantage of speed and shadow. Nimbler ships to turn into the storm one moment and find our flanks the next. And of course, they could retreat to the planet’s lee, where we were not so welcome.”

			“But you were given the strongest ships, armed with the most powerful weaponry mankind has ever seen.”

			“Aye.”

			“And you couldn’t stop a few fast ships?”

			“Not enough, sire.”

			“It is a matter of navigation, Your Majesty,” said Mola. “It’s about the angle—”

			Brandon’s look cut Mola’s speech off like a sword slash. He and his seconds blanched and straightened their backs, the military response to most things. “Your Highness,” Mola said, and shut his damned mouth.

			“Clelland,” said Brandon. “I expected you to say that the failure was due to your inexperienced captains. Did you not petition us for more time to train them?”

			“I did,” he said.

			“Did inexperience play a part in the defeat?”

			“It did.”

			“But you don’t bring it up now?”

			“Now being my trial?”

			“There will be no trial,” said Brandon.

			Clelland nodded a confirmation. “It was a minor detail, my prince. Better captains would have helped, but we were unlucky. Had we sailed a week before—”

			“So you blame defeat on the timing of our attack? You suggest we were foolish?”

			“Unlucky.”

			“Damn you, man!” raged Brandon. “We have no need of luck. We have God on our side. Do you not listen to the sermons from Temple? The prophet himself directed us.”

			Clelland didn’t respond.

			Brandon turned to the purger. “What say you?”

			“I may not interpret the acts of God,” he said. “It is not my place.”

			Brandon felt his face grow red and watched the purger react not at all. He had a calm not unlike Clelland’s. Nay, better than Clelland’s. Clelland was resigned. Tarquin was certain.

			Brandon surveyed the others. Tobias waited patiently for the scene to resolve. Mola, tense but proud, stood with his two aides at military rest. Kolbert was on his fifth glass of wine, nicely drunk but smart enough to hold his tongue. Lady Vanessa looked wary, as if she knew she had witnessed too much. But she had had been brought here as witness. This was only the start. Possad would report all this to the court in her clear and worldly way. It would do much to help.

			Nicandus waited for the signal.

			Through the window Brandon saw rescue vessels circling the wrecks cut by the severed thread and farther off to seaward, a geyser spout as another thread landed from space, another ship arrived.

			“We are embarrassed,” Prince Brandon said. “We are humiliated.”

			He watched the others in the reflection of the glass.

			“We cannot blame the storm, for that is to blame God and that will never do.”

			D’Angelo glanced at Rendelle, who ignored the apostle’s silent message and kept his eyes on Brandon’s back.

			“There must be an accounting for this tragedy,” Brandon went on.

			The purger, Tarquin, bowed his head, not quite in prayer, but near it.

			“And the accounting must be with blood.”

			Kolbert shifted on his chair, a grin on his lips. Lady Vanessa raised a fan to her face.

			“Nothing else will do.”

			Near the door, behind the others, Captain Nicandus stealthily drew his dagger.

			“It is the duty of a soldier to die for his patriarch and planet.”

			“I understand, Your Highness,” said Clelland. Not a hitch in his voice.

			“I don’t blame you, Clelland,” said Brandon. “I bear you no ill will. Not for this, not for the pirates. You are a loyal soldier.”

			Clelland wavered as if his knees might buckle. “Thank you, sire.”

			Brandon said, “Captain Nicandus.”

			“For Hyrax!” cried Clelland.

			Nicandus drove his dagger into Jeffries’s back.

			The blow well-struck and final, the man made but half a scream before dying on his feet.

			Next to him, Raynes drew a secret pistol. He had it in his hand before his dead fellow was on the floor, as if he’d been waiting to use it, as if he’d known where the ax would fall and waited in defense. Perhaps they were not so stupid.

			Nicandus had Raynes’s arm before Mola’s man could even aim. He broke it with a twist while pushing his own gun into the captain’s groin and firing.

			The magnetic slug shot up and out, exiting his middle back in a saucer-size blossom of blood and tissue. After passing through the man, the bullet shattered the glass two meters from the prince.

			Mola pissed himself.

			Clelland remained at attention.

			Lady Vanessa turned away.

			“Oh my God,” said Kolbert and drained another glass.

			“There is blood for this disaster,” Brandon said. “These architects of our defeat have paid for this ignorance and pride.”

			“Tell the prophet Hyrax will act as it must,” said Brandon. “Be gone, Templers.”

			D’Angelo opened his mouth as if to argue but Rendelle put his arm around his master and led him to the door.

			Tarquin followed them out, his expression inscrutable. Brandon knew he’d have to watch that one.

			“You too, Lady Vanessa,” said Brandon. “We apologize for what you had to see, but you must now report this to our court. Be frank. Be honest.”

			“So that’s why she was here,” said Kolbert. “Bravo.”

			“You leave too,” said Brandon.

			Kolbert followed Possad out, wisely holding his tongue.

			House guards carried the dead officers away.

			Brandon picked up Raynes’ fallen gun. It was a hand-flamer, a vile personal napalm shooter. Close range, painful, and lethal. A baby brother of the plasma guns his armada boasted. Once hit, the fire could not be extinguished. The fuel was glue and would have to be cut off the skin or burn itself out. Brandon held it up for Mola to see. “Proof your men were traitors.”

			“Your Majesty, I—”

			“Shut up.”

			“What of me, sire?” Clelland asked.

			“You are a soldier and a sailor, and man of worth,” said Brandon. “And every breath you take angers Enskari. Good. Oversee the return of the fleet, Admiral. Give me a report on its readiness when you can.”

			“Aye,” said Clelland.

			“Aye?”

			“It shall be done, sire.” Clelland tried to salute but his chains would not let him.

			“Nicandus,” said Brandon.

			The captain of the guard produced a ring of keys and removed the shackles from Clelland’s scabbed wrists.

			“Mola, meet your new superior,” said Brandon.

			“I am proud to serve,” said Mola. “In any capacity, you—”

			“Shut up. I want an honest report of Hyraxian potential by the end of the week.”

			“It shall be done, sire,” said Clelland.

			“Dismissed.”

			Clelland and Mola turned to go. Mola took a step to leave, but paused to let Clelland lead, to exit first through the door, as was his due by new rank.

			Outside the sky flashed with burning debris like summer fireworks. Brandon stared beyond the light of his crashing fleet, seeing past his planet and its protectorates, across the system.

			“I have it, Tobias,” said Brandon. “One solution to many problems. We’ll fight them over there. We’ll take the prize, the riches, the world. We’ll take Tirgwenin.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The information is there. Just because you don’t know it or like it doesn’t make it wrong.

			Reykjavik Climate Crisis Press Conference

			November 2, 2029, Old Earth

			10, Seventh-Month, 938 NE – Vildeby, Enskari

			The exhibition had been his idea but the materials came by Hyrax and Temple. Sir Nolan Brett, Second Ear of the queen, appreciated it when his enemies supplied him with ammunition.

			Since before the battle commenced, Enskaran skies had been lit up with unseasonable solar flares and malevolent shooting stars. Then came railgun fire at first, long-range misses, sparks that flashed fear as precursor of the doom that charged for them unseen from distant worlds. Sporadic, then steady as the Hyraxian armada was met near orbit by Enskaran defenders.

			Bursts of light – exploding ships laden with deadly bombs making second suns over their world, just as bright and just as deadly but blessedly unenduring. A kaleidoscope of flashes, glows, and cooling clouds. A rhythm of death. Repeating in broken time across the sky.

			Behind them Coronam blew a storm of meteor and flare that lit the falling sky around the globe, auroras flashed from horizon to horizon, around the lee in green and yellow tendrils of leaking radiation and dazzling lightning, bright enough to read by.

			The shower of debris from the now-darkened clouds, like fireworks of old, lit up the crystalline atmospheric shield in chaotic streaks of red and orange. Heaven ablaze with lights as the planet parried the shrapnel of dead spaceships – ten-meter metal shields, failed and twisted, furrowed with shot, melted by fire, crashing against Enskari’s sky. Lifeboats and weapons, spools of nanothread, napalm, and men. Enskari turning the energy of each into light and lightning.

			Such was the protection surrounding all the livable planets circling Coronam. Each had a wall against their angry sun. High-energy debris – solar or Hyraxian – was repelled in bursts of light and cracks of thunder, destroyed outright, or slowed to a speed that could permeate the miracle of their sky only to burn up in the lower atmosphere or, weakened, crash to ground when the planet’s gravity could not be turned.

			The lights over Enskari those days were a common sight for this or any world. Sporadic meteor showers, solar flares singeing the air in almost predictable ways, but the intensity had been awful, the duration unparalleled, and the cause beyond terrifying.

			The battle was met, fought, and won in only a few days, yet the debris, caught in Enskari’s gravity, would fall to the planet for decades.

			Brett could use that.

			The shooting stars of the defeated fleet would be a constant reminder of Hyraxian villainy and Enskaran favor. It was almost enough to make Brett believe in God. He himself had started the fad of calling the debris hits ‘Brandon’s Tears’. It would remind the people of their enemy and that was a good thing. The sky itself would be a gift for his government and queen, a bright reminder of the shared enemy for years.

			It was from that sky that Brett had found the artifacts for this exhibit. Some had come from captured ships, the best conditioned ones, but others, surprisingly many, were found among ground debris to join the shocking exhibit at Government House.

			“What is it about implements of torture,” Sir Edward asked, “that makes them so obdurate that they can survive reentry intact?”

			Sir Edward was Edward Kesey, First Ear of the queen. Together as counselors nearest the queen, he and Brett were the royal representatives on this opening day and stood vigil together in a balcony to see and be seen.

			“It was the Temple ships,” Brett explained. “The purgers tried to use their landing craft for lifeboats. We found most of these among their bodies.”

			“All the men died on landing?”

			“Those that didn’t died shortly thereafter, wishing they’d never come.”

			“Not Connor?”

			“Nay, First Ear,” said Brett. “It was the people. For the most part.” And in this Brett felt some pride.

			“How many prisoners do we have now?”

			“Six hundred three and thirty on-world,” he said, “maybe a thousand in orbit.”

			“The Hyraxian ambassador wishes to discuss return of prisoners.”

			“This I have heard,” said Brett.

			“He contacted you?”

			“Aye.”

			“And what did you tell him?”

			“I invited the Hyraxian ambassador to meet me here and we would discuss it.”

			Kesey looked out over the exhibit. Thousands of Vildeby’s citizens, rich and poor, high and low, milled around the displays of deadly Hyraxian weaponry, uniforms, and gear intermixed liberally with Templer tools of torture carried to their world to punish them.

			It was a vast public hall, full of people who moved in heavy silence, echoing only the scrape of dragging feet, broken here and there by soft weeping and low-voiced curses. A shared shock of public horror as Enskarans viewed rows of pokers and pliers, branding irons, and flesh renderers embossed with the checkered insignia of Order of the Purgers and the crest of Prophet Eren VIII. Of particular horror was a row of identical mass-produced iron-maidens, sixteen recovered so far. Hinged and full of spikes, they were special-made for their world – Queen Zabel’s visage was crudely sculpted on their fronts, red-haired and harlot-clad, an insult to promised injury. Brett could not have invented a more powerful image to make his world unite against an enemy and around his queen.

			“I do not believe the ambassador will make his appointment,” said Kesey.

			“Was that a joke, First Ear?” said Brett.

			“Not on you.”

			The room was a sullen contrast to the world outside, which was still awash in jubilation for their deliverance. The planet was drunk with it. Not since the landing of the Unsettling had any world had such cause for joy as Enskari did after the defeat of the armada.

			All things seemed possible. The rise of Zabel Genest, the first woman to hold a throne since Old Earth, was validated. Their people were graced.

			The exultation had been so great and widespread that it had even eclipsed Connor’s late-hour purge, officially decreed in The Defense of the Realm Directive. Hastily written and immediately enforced, it gave Archbishop Connor and his guard the warrant to arrest anyone suspected of being disloyal to the queen or the new Enskaran church.

			And execute them.

			It was meant to safeguard their world from traitors when the Hyraxian soldiers and Temple purgers invaded. It was a desperate measure in a hopeless time. But then, a miracle – they’d survived and not a single Templer had landed safe on their planet.

			Brett knew the euphoria would fade and Enskarans would remember that the horror they’d feared had happened nonetheless by royal directive. It was a stain, a disgrace, a crime that could not be hidden, but it might be buried.

			And thus on the heels of celebration, lit by Brandon’s Tears, Brett had arranged for the display of foreign nightmares nearly met. Joy would bring hope, but fear would bring control. The first was spontaneous, the second would be stoked by Brett.

			It was always strange to Brett that so few in the ruling classes seemed aware of how fragile everything really was. It was the same across the system. The forms of government, the houses that ruled them, the faiths and systems – though perhaps shifting and changing a degree in ten generations – were more or less the same since the Unsettling had brought them all here. It was a false sense of permanency people like him were in the business of creating in order to maintain it.

			Scholars had marveled at how each of the planets, separated by seven hundred years of silence, had more or less come out the same. But Brett understood. The seeds were all from the same economic and ideological tree. He was not as versed in Old Earth history as he’d like, so much had been lost, concealed and burned, but he knew enough to trace a common ancestor in the fathers of the Unsettling. With the loss of advanced Old Earth technology to Coronam’s rays, it was as easy as ‘might makes right’ to continue the feudal systems the old corporate houses knew from before. Silangan and Maaraw being the obvious exceptions, with Tirgwenin being a failure unto itself.

			The Enskaran civil war had shown that those old systems could change. A woman ascended to a throne, and God, for all the rattle and threat from Temple and Hyrax, had not stopped it. There was much to suggest that permanency was the illusion Brett knew it to be, but the people needed reassuring that all was well, that their one change was all that was needed. A paradigm shift this far and no farther.

			It was a slippery slope. A woman on the throne suggested female worth and the right to rise. It had been enough to start a war. But that was just the latest thing. Across the civilized planets, birthrights faded with fortunes, and merchants rose to stature above them, buying noble power with money. Slip and slide. Now Ethan Sommerled, the common-born, become knight, captain, and admiral – now savior of the world, challenged the very notion of inherited nobility and the quality of blood. It insulted the aristocracy and inspired the people.

			Even before Sommerled, before the war, there had been rumblings and even strikes. These had shut down factories and crippled continents until Enskaran enforcers and Hyraxian terror put them back to work. These would come again. The people felt a new entitlement. It would need attention.

			A door opened behind him.

			“My lords,” said Brett’s secretary.

			“Sir Edward, you remember my secretary, Jim Vandusen?”

			“Blessed be,” said Kesey.

			“And to thee,” responded Vandusen, a little flustered.

			“What is it?”

			“A packet from our embassy on Hyrax.”

			“Something that can’t wait?” said Kesey.

			“Apparently,” said Brett.

			They watched Vandusen rummage through a pouch. Brett noted a single-shot hand-flamer within it, a sandwich, and a book, before he came out with the official diplomatic pouch.

			It was sealed with wax, addressed to Sir Nolan, and had a red stripe across one corner, meaning it was urgent.

			“Spy stuff?” Kesey said.

			“I have no secrets from you,” said Brett.

			Kesey laughed and the sound carried between the walls of the somber hall, causing many to look up and search their balcony for the source of the discordance.

			The First Ear, old soldier that he was, fell to coughing to cover it, before returning to his stern pose as was befitting.

			Brett retreated a step, leaving Kesey to keep vigil alone.

			With a knife produced from a secret fold in his clothes, Brett cut open the pouch. Within it he found three letters. The first was from his man, Richards, in the embassy, explaining the other two. One, a familiar tan envelope denoting official state communication, was sealed with the crest of the court of Hyrax. Threats again, to be sure. The other was unique, written in an unfamiliar casual hand upon a brilliant white envelope of fine and scented paper. Its folds were sealed with the impression of the ring of the prophet, Eren VIII.

			“Sir Nolan?” said Kesey. “You look…pained.”

			“Aye, Sir Edward,” said Brett. “Excuse me. I must go. This might be important.”

			“Rubbish,” he said. “You are just bored.”

			“True, First Ear. But this is your place. I work best in shadows. Allow me to return there.”

			“Blessed be.”

			“And to thee.”

			Brett left Kesey standing on the balcony in full military pose, medals from this war and wars before, the one of ascension, the ones he’d earned under Zabel’s father. He was the symbol to be seen, not Brett, who needed to be unnoticed to be effective, the slither in the grass, the flash in the night. Kesey wore the shining armor, was the stalwart tree. He was a time capsule stretching across Enskaran history.

			In an anteroom behind the balcony, glad to be away out of sight, Brett opened the missives and read.

			“My lord?” said Vandusen. “Bad news?”

			“Get my carriage. I’ll be down directly.”

			The secretary bowed and disappeared. Brett folded the papers, happy for an reason to leave, but perplexed by the messages. Or rather, by one of them.

			Within a quarter hour the Second Ear of the queen was nearing the palace.

			The clattering hooves on cobblestones and the turning carriage wheels were a meditative song for Brett’s calculating mind. He rode with his window down and watched the streaks of light and lightning as evening came. The news was strange but not urgent. Nothing he couldn’t handle, but it was a fortuitous excuse to drop in on the palace, which was but a fifteen-minute gallop from Government House. He told the driver to take a longer route so he could think.

			The unmarked carriage crossed the Reedy River past the wharfs into a poorer area of Vildeby, a place Brett had not visited in months. The streets were festooned with Enskaran banners, the queen’s crest, the planet’s symbol. Patriotism on display. Smiles and relief still evident on proletariat faces. Handbills for the exhibition papered the walls and were being read.

			They turned a corner, and there upon the side of a building someone had painted a mural of Ethan Sommerled in battle dress and sword. The heroic stature was matched by skillful expression. It was a fair likeness of the man. The artist was talented. Brett would have to find him, to hire him, or execute him, because beneath the mural was written: Sommerled – of the people, for the people.

			It was not a slogan the gentry would like.

			Nor would they like the next one. A simple bit of graffiti, a heart scrawled on a wall, Z.G.+E.S. within it.

			Brett mulled the uses and dangers of Sommerled. It took his mind off the letters, and then, when he passed an open blackened lot where Connor had burned bodies for all to see, he realized Sommerled had also taken the people’s mind off the archbishop’s crimes.

			He still looked at his city with wondering eyes. It had survived. Brett’s spies had told him that Vildeby was to be razed. Even if Zabel had given herself to the armada, had surrendered entirely, the city was to be razed with Hyrax’s newest weapon. As an example. Like Connor’s blackened lot.

			The properties of the new plasma bomb were unclear. Only one had ever been exploded in atmosphere, that on Maaraw, and apparently by accident. Details of its effects were sketchy. It had been at sea level in a warm ocean, not lowered midair over a populated area. The Maarawan blast had been small compared to what Brandon had meant to drop on Vildeby, and still the Maarawan casualties had been staggering.

			He took in his city’s streets with reprieving eyes, awed by the ordinary because he’d thought he’d lost it. Soot-smeared and crowded, historic and vibrant, it filled him with surprised joy he shared with the people. Cobbler and peasant, tradesman, valet and soldier, lord and lady, each breathed rarified air for having come to believe they would not have it this day.

			They passed a gallows strung with rotting bodies, looters caught and executed. Fifteen people, mostly men, but a few women and two children. More Enskaran casualties by Enskaran hands. But unlike Connor’s sacrifices, these were on display. They’d hang until they fell from their ropes themselves as was custom. After deliverance, Brett had ordered the remains of Connor’s work to be removed from sight. It was the first step to denial, the disappearance of the bodies. Next would come disappearances of other things and other people as necessary. Each a further crime to hide the first, but none as bad as the first.

			The buildings thinned and then they were in the country, passing through orchards and past farms. Here too he was taken by the simple beauty of a farmer watering a starch apple grove. A rare smile creased Brett’s lips, rare in that it was not intended, rare enough that he noticed it and though alone in his carriage, wiped it off his face. There was a reprieve here, a pause, a lull, but the war was still on. Or was it?

			He again read each letter, and again, changing the order – Temple, Hyrax, spy; Hyrax, spy, Temple – to see if the impact changed.

			Alarmed, expected, and curious. Very curious.

			The carriage slowed at the first palace guard post and Brett leaned his face to the window and they were let in.

			At the second guard post, he had to display his crest and face. A new guard panicked when he realized who was in the carriage. Brett heard him apologizing as they pulled away.

			A little fear was a good thing.

			At the landing came valets in red coats, white gloves, and orange helms who opened his door.

			The master of the guard waited for him.

			“Sir Nolan,” he said, bowing low.

			“Sergeant Faern,” he said. “I’ll see the queen.”

			“Nay, sir. The queen is indisposed.”

			Brett looked at the guard. “Tell the queen I’m here,” he said and went inside.

			Faern hesitated, then followed behind the Ear. He disappeared behind a service door that led to the queen’s private wing while Brett retreated to the official office, too opulent and gaudy for his tastes, meant for receiving nobles, but today, he wanted to see it.

			It was still gaudy and overdone. Gold leaf and marble statues, wide spaces and uncomfortable chairs. He’d been told that the desk was from Old Earth, but he didn’t believe it. He couldn’t see his ancestors bringing such a huge useless artifact across the galaxy. It wasn’t even that attractive. It was black and heavy and scratched in a way that suggested age, but it was wood and wood didn’t last a thousand years, did it? It had to be a reproduction. For the first time, with his relieved eyes, he found it not unattractive. It, alone in the room, he liked.

			“Sir Nolan?”

			The Second Ear turned to see the Earl of Nutorn standing in his doorway.

			“Joseph,” he said. “Come in.”

			The earl was dressed in court finery, silks and sleeves in a coat representing his title, warm in the winter, surely sweltering now.

			“Second Ear, I’d speak with you about the Minister of Nature.”

			Brett nodded. He’d guessed the reason. “Is Sir Aldo at the palace?”

			“Nay, Second Ear. As far as I know he’s still in Austen. I am glad to find you here.”

			“Aye,” said Brett, gesturing to a chair.

			The man had no appointment. Brett was not usually so gracious in such circumstances, even to earls, but he had time waiting for the queen and his mood was strangely accommodating. He hoped it didn’t show.

			“Sir Aldo has sent me a missive,” the earl said. He fumbled in his pocket and retrieved a handkerchief. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and then plunged his hand back into his coat and came back with a letter.

			Brett took it across the wide desk and read it, acting like he didn’t already know what it said.

			“He demands my factories shut down,” the earl said. “He says the pollution coming from them must be cut in half by the end of the year to be allowed to reopen. Then, each year thereafter, I’m to have a five and twenty per cent decline.”

			“Aye,” Brett said.

			“It is my factories that gave Enskari the power to fend off Hyraxi. Am I to be rewarded now by being bankrupted?”

			“The realm is grateful.”

			“We ran nonstop, day and night, for the war.”

			“And we are grateful. Sir Aldo only takes umbrage at your fuel, not your patriotism.”

			“It is coal,” said the earl. “What’s there to take umbrage with? It built the empire. What are we to use? Wood? There are not forests enough on Enskari to run any of my factories at a tenth the pace I’ve been at.”

			“That was in lead-up to the war and now that the threat has—”

			“Ended?” interrupted the earl. “You cannot think the threat is gone.”

			The earl was one of the richest people on the planet and his house had fought for the House Genest during the War of Ascension. For his loyalty, Brett would ignore the interruption.

			“Nay,” said Brett. “I meant to say, the threat has paused.”

			“And we must stay ready. My factories need to run.”

			“The Minister of Nature has the realm’s best interest at heart,” said Brett.

			“I’ll not follow this directive,” said the earl. “I tell you, so you know. I feel it is my patriotic duty to keep producing the material – the fabric, the guns, the machines – Enskari needs to defend itself.”

			“Are you still running round the clock?”

			“Aye.”

			Brett made a mental calculation of the possible costs of this to the treasury. The earl owned every factory in Nutorn and Nutorn was the heart of Enskari war production. He’d been tasked to arm the planet and no thought had been given to payment in the face of coming doom. Now, perhaps, someone would need to tell the earl to back off before he bankrupted the planet.

			“You’ve done well,” said Brett, pleased with the double meaning of the phrase. Of course, the earl did not see it.

			“And this is how I’m repaid? When I first read this letter, I thought it’d been penned by a Hyraxian agent.”

			“That is a serious accusation,” said Brett, flattening his tone to impart the necessary gravitas.

			The earl tensed in recognition of his overstep. “I meant no offense,” he said with careful confidence. “Only that it struck me that such an order, as Sir Aldo sent me, at this time, may benefit our enemies more than us.”

			Brett let the moment rest in the air for effect, then said, “It may indeed be premature. But it is not my position to overstep the minister—”

			“But you are Second Ear.”

			Brett paused another moment and held the noble in his stare. Once he could forgive, but now the man’s disrespect must not be ignored.

			The earl stood rigid in defiance. It was a characteristic of his class. His eyes however, darting around the room, never finding Brett’s, showed the Ear that the noble was aware of the transgression.

			“It is the First Ear who would sway the minister from this course,” Brett finally said. “It is not within my purview. I deal with…other matters.” Then, taking pity on the man, Brett said, “Perhaps you might speak with the queen. I assume that’s why you’re here. It could not have been for me.”

			“Nay, it was only by chance I saw you.”

			“So it is for the queen you traveled all this way from Nutorn with your letter?”

			“Nay, I received the letter only this morning. I am here to see Sir Ethan.”

			“Aye,” said Brett, concealing his surprise, putting the pieces together. “You must excuse me now.”

			“Of course. Blessed be.”

			“And to thee.”

			With an appropriate bow, the earl left, pulling the door shut behind him.

			Brett sat at the desk admiring it, thinking, wondering if it could be true. The last report he had on Sommerled placed him a thousand kilometers away at Fort Miller, just off the elevator and overseeing the rearming of his ship. That report was a few days old. A train could have delivered him to the capital by now. But what was not so easily done, at least should not have been, was to arrive here without Brett knowing it.

			The earl was mistaken, Brett decided.

			He leaned back and looked again at the letters.

			Hyrax demanded the fair treatment and return of prisoners. No mention in the royal letter of having lost the greatest battle in human history, but that was to be expected. They were mostly concerned with a rumor that all Hyraxian and Temple invaders, wherever captured, would be transported into orbit and spaced. The letter didn’t mention the rumor, but Brett knew it was behind it. The urgent appeal and mention of ‘humane treatment’, and ‘obedient sailors’, smacked of it. Brett had heard the rumor before the war and had considered what to do with it for a long time, whether to encourage it or try to stop it. His network of propagandists and informers could do either. In the end, he let it alone. He didn’t want to give the enemy a reason not to surrender, and facing a merciless captor would do just that. Of course, ‘Remember the Pempkin’ remained a powerful motivational tool for recruiters, and gave their soldiers a reason not to surrender.

			Brett was not overly impressed by that official letter, but the one from Temple, that one confused him.

			Sir Nolan Brett. I, Prophet Eren VIII, personally take up pen and paper to write you, knowing you will share this information with your superiors.

			Brett only had one superior, Queen Zabel Genest, and the prophet knew it. Funny that even in this letter, with this message the head of the Orthodox Saved had been unable to name her, to give his sovereign even temporary recognition.

			It has come to my attention that there is a grave threat facing humanity. An alien menace that promises to destroy our culture, society, and species. So great is this danger that I have petitioned Prince Brandon of Hyrax to cease his war upon Enskari in order to prepare a defense against it.

			We propose, therefore, a Prophet’s Peace of Warring Worlds, a cessation of hostilities among us Saved in order to defend our way of life against the coming threat.

			We trust you know the truth of what I say and will beseech your leaders to join us in this crusade.

			Blessed be, Eren VIII.

			Anointed,

			Prophet of God,

			Supreme Minister of the Saved.

			Brett had to see this it as a diplomatic smokescreen of distraction and rumor meant to confuse Enskari, giving Hyrax time to rebuild. The play upon Brett’s information was particularly clever, a game on his vanity, pretending veracity by assuming Brett’s network must have uncovered the threat already, implying deficiency if it had not.

			Mind games.

			Brett’s network of informers was strong, the best in the system, he was sure. If there was such a threat, he’d know of it.

			He wondered if it might be an environmental danger. Sir Aldo had said the pollution problems facing Enskari, and which had led to Nutorn’s letter, were not isolated to their world. All the civilized planets faced similar threats from weakening atmospheres and poisoned soil. But that didn’t seem right, didn’t seem to be what Eren was talking about, assuming the prophet was telling the truth, or indeed talking about something he believed. Environmental concerns wouldn’t have come from the throne of the prophet.

			Brett folded the letter and put it in a hidden pocket. He understood it now and imagined how he’d frame it to Zabel. Their enemies were vanquished, terrified, and panicking. They were grabbing at straws, drowning and done. The prophet’s letter showed the desperation of defeated power.

			A knock on his door.

			“Come,” he called.

			The sergeant of arms entered.

			“Faern,” said Brett. “I’m ready. Take me to her.”

			“Begging your pardon, Sir Nolan, but as I said, the queen is indisposed and cannot see you.”

			“Cannot or will not?”

			“Cannot,” he said. “For I was not given access to relay your message.”

			“What?”

			“Our sovereign is indisposed, is all I could learn.”

			“Ill?”

			“I do not know.”

			“What do you know?”

			The man stood at rest but kept silent.

			“Speak, Faern,” said Brett. “Speak to me now. Show me you are a noble servant. You know me to be one.”

			“I am torn between masters, Your Grace.”

			Brett drummed his fingers on the desk.

			“In truth, Second Ear,” said Faern, “I cannot speak as to what our queen is doing. I have had no word of her since Sir Ethan arrived this morning.”
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