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			Part One

			Colony

			‘History doesn’t repeat itself, but it does rhyme.’

			Mark Twain

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The invention of the Focused Fusion Wormhole Engine in the late twenty-third century was largely ignored even after a successful test in 2278. It was seen as a waste of resources at a time when the planet was in continued economic, social, and environmental chaos. The promise of interplanetary colonization was a shallow idea, a solution for a select few at best, and of course ultimately a pipe dream since no other habitable planets had been identified. This changed in 2310 with the discovery of the Coronam System.

			Jareth, A New Beginning: Prospectus for Coronam Colonization

			June 17, 2325

			21, Fifth-Month, 937 NE – Aboard the Hopewell, Western Trade Corridor

			Fifteen-year-old Millicent Dagney, known as ‘Millie’ to her family, sat beside her father and feared her world was ending.

			They were on the seventh deck of the Hopewell, two months into a journey to Tirgwenin, also known as Jareth’s World. Their little family living space was a four-meters cube shipping container made of composite carbon and crystal thread. The smell inside it was fetid and sickly, dried blood and disease, bleach and incense to cover the worst of it.

			One side of the cube had been removed for a door, a sheet draped over it for privacy. Forty-four other identical cubes cluttered the rest of the convex deck interior and served as quarters, offices, and church. The Dagney cube was distanced from the others. Even in the cramped deck of the Hopewell, they’d allowed fifteen meters between it and the next cube. There was a latrine between it and the next house on one side, and a ceiling-high wall of sail silk on the other. The Dagney cube was quarantined because they had the pox.

			“Trees,” said Henry Dagney. “Trees and trees.”

			“I know trees, Dad,”Millie said, stirring a thin mushroom broth over a heat stone.

			“Forest,” said her father. “Wild forests. Can you imagine it?”

			“A group of trees? Aye, Father. I’ve seen wood farms.”

			“Wood farms are not forests,” he said too forcefully and began to cough. It was a short fit, over after a dozen hacks, but it was raspy and raw and it tightened Millie’s back like a wrench. She tensed, expecting it to go on and on like it had last night. On and on. Her father finally spitting up yellow-tinted blood, the color of pus from the sores on his back. 

			She found herself holding her breath. The broth bubbled for lack of stirring when her father spoke again.

			“Enskari had forests once. A long time ago. Real forests filled with scaled beasts and flame birds.”

			“I know, Father.”

			“Of course you do.” He spat into a stained handkerchief. “But have you imagined it?”

			“It’ll be great. Aye.” She tried to sound enthusiastic. “Real trees. What we’ll make with those trees.”

			“New trees. Unnamed and unfound. A new world,” he said over a broad smile.

			Millie smiled back, ignoring his swollen gums. At first when he spoke this way she’d assumed it was a pep talk for the benefit of Dillon and herself, but as the months on board stretched on and his enthusiasm grew with each day, she had to admit that he either said these mantras of new beginnings as a nostrum for his own worry or, as unlikely as it seemed for an educated man, he actually believed in a waiting paradise.

			“It’ll be great,” Millie said. “I only wish we all felt better.”

			“We’ll be fine by the time we get there,” he said and winked.

			She forced another smile and stirred the broth. She gathered a handful of bitter trap lace leaves that would soothe his sore throat and ease his pain, but her hands shook as she crumbled the dried herbs into the little pot. She turned her back so her father wouldn’t see them, though his eyes were now closed and his head heavy on the stained pillow.

			She’d not felt right since the day the peddler came.

			He’d come to the back door of their carpentry shop. He wore a dark rayburned rash over his face, lightning scars up his arms. Scars that hid his pox scabs.

			“I have for ye thimblewood, good lass,” he said, counting the boards like a deal had already been struck. His confidence had impressed Millie, who was there alone then.

			He mumbled to himself and squinted as if calculating in his head. “Aye, I’ll make it an even hundred dollars.”

			Millie laughed at the audacious figure. It was twice what it was worth and he didn’t have papers to show that the wood had been legally gathered. 

			He’d smiled and coughed into the crook of his arm and then scratched his leg. She suspected it then. She should have sent him off, called the police for the poaching, and disinfected everything in sight just to be on the safe side. Instead, she’d talked him down to a reasonable price, more than he deserved, but still a good deal, wood being as scarce as it was. She’d paid him in real coin after he unloaded it into the workshop.

			“Might you know of a free clinic nearby?” he said, wiping sweat from his face with a tangerine cloth, blinking against the shop’s dim light.

			“You can find one down the cobble road there, past the butcher,” she said. “Ask for the nurse not the doctor. She is nobler.”

			“Thanks to you,” he said and fell into a coughing fit that bent him over.

			“Is it the pox?” she said.

			“Couldn’t say.”

			She gave him a bottle of water and he took it gratefully with a low bow and a tip of his hat.

			“You barter like a merchant,” he rasped between gulps, “but blessed ye are, young lass. Blessed ye are.”

			That night she had a cough. In a week she had fever. In a fortnight Morgan came to their home and invited them to Tirgwenin.

			* * *

			Millie lifted her father from the bed and stuffed a duffel behind him for support.

			“Comfortable as a king,” he said and coughed. He’d fallen asleep. Millie had woken him for the broth.

			Her father tried to take the spoon and bowl from her, but she shook her head and insisted on feeding him.

			“Darling Millie, brighten your eyes,” he said.

			“I will if you eat all your broth.”

			He sighed, nearly coughed, and then nodded.

			“It’s not so much,” she said. “It’ll settle your stomach and cool your throat.”

			“Don’t waste all the trap lace on me,” he said, turning away from the spoon. “Your mother needs it more—”

			“She’s doing much better than you are, Father. She can go to the latrine. You can tell me how much trap lace to use when you can do that.”

			He blanched in embarrassment.

			“Trees and trees,” Millie said. “Remember? We’ll have fields of trap lace, right? Orchards of starch apple and red grape; mountains of gold, rivers of nectar.”

			“Darling Millie, it will be hard, but it will be wonderful. Be grateful. Be optimistic.”

			“Eat your broth,” she said sternly.

			He raised an eyebrow but opened his mouth and swallowed the offered soup.

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m being disrespectful.”

			“Mind your temper. The way of our family is not the way of the world.”

			She nodded and hid her mind behind a face of sweet womanly calm. She knew it as a mask women used to hide among strangers and men. Though in her home she was not required to ‘keep sweet’ as was the Saved doctrine for her gender, she knew the accustomed mask and wore it now for her ailing father. 

			“No,” he said. “Don’t do that. Show me your true face. Show me your worry so I can assuage it. Bury it not or it will germinate and grow.”

			“You sound like a planter,” she said and let some worry into her voice.

			“That’s what we are now. Or will be. We’ll be planters first, then merchants, then nobles. Now we’re cargo.” He coughed. “Where’s Dillon?”

			“He’s with Mother at the latrine.”

			He took spoonfuls of broth, swallowing with difficulty, grimacing at the act, but quick to smile when it was done. “What did the governor say this day?” he asked.

			“Governor Morgan said that we’re coming up to Dajjal. We’ll be able to see it in a day or two. Then a week or so to Freeport Station to take on supplies.”

			“Good. Any word of the Sebastian?”

			“No, but the Mallow is nearby. Five days behind is all.”

			“That’s very good.” He reached up to scratch a sore under his eye but withdrew his hand when Millie glared at him.

			“Don’t scratch,” she said. 

			Millie put the bowl aside and wetted a cloth for her father’s brow. The act made her cringe. It was not the sickness or the sores but how the water splashed so unnaturally. It clung too long to the sides of the bowl, lingered in slow-motion surface tension. The unreal lightness of things on the spaceship upset her. It made everything unfamiliar and suspect. Like a fever sickness, it made her nauseous and tinged her waking mind with hallucinatory visions of impossible physics that her instincts rejected though her mind supposedly understood.

			It was by design. The spinning ship created depths of centrifugal force, from nothing at the core, to 1.8 Enskari Natural at the edge of the Hopewell where the thick ablative armor shielded the craft from Coronam’s fiery moods.

			On their low deck, the gravity was a mere .5 Enskari Natural. It was a cargo deck filled with eighty-three pilgrims en route to a wild planet far from the civilized worlds. Their leader, Minister Morgan, now Governor Morgan with Sommerled’s Royal Patent for the colony, led frequent trips to the upper decks for the fit pilgrims to feel greater gravity so they wouldn’t be atrophied when they arrived. Millie went with them as often as she could. She’d gone that day, careful to keep far in the back, partly for having had the pox, but mostly because she was a girl and would likely be sent away to do chores rather than exercise. She’d been gone but an hour, but she’d felt bad for going. Her mother was just getting over the disease, her father starting into it. She should have stayed with them to help, watch Dillon at least, but her legs had cramped and she’d longed to feel her weight again.

			“What’s the talk among the parish? Get any gossip on the walk?”

			“Same as ever. They talk of war as if we have a stake in it anymore. Prince Brandon is cursed along with the prophet. New epithets and fears because of the Sebastian, and though I would not say there is love for the queen, there is still a decided sympathy for her.”

			“Lesser of two evils,” he said. “Brandon has Temple purgers, the queen has Connor and his Guard. I say, what’s the difference? Homegrown or imported thumbscrews hurt all the same.”

			Millie wrung the rag over a bedpan and waited for the water to squeeze out. Finally, impatient with the resistance, she shook it to get the water off.

			Her father back on his pillow said, “God help us if Brandon got the Sebastian.”

			“They’ll be along,” Millie said. “We are not at war with Hyrax, though all still believe Brandon intends one. There’ve been no storms. Coronam is quiet. All is well. The ship is only delayed.”

			“Delay is death,” he said. “If we’re late for the planting season….”

			Her father’s change in mood, dour and worrisome now, told Millie that the trap lace had hold of him and would soon soothe him to a quiet sleep.

			“Father, you worry about things you cannot influence. Trust in your ministers.”

			“You sound like Connor.” He laughed. “Well, I guess it fits.”

			“Sleep now. I should see to Mother. She’s taking a long time.”

			Henry Dagney coughed once and scratched his leg under the blanket. Millie glared at him for it but he did not see.

			“I’ll rest for a while.” He closed his eyes. “Bring me a fever pill if you can find one. Everything seems weird to me.”

			“Trap lace,” she said. “And the fever, don’t forget that. Oh, and it could have something to do with us being inside on a spinning metal cone somewhere deep in space halfway around the sun.”

			“A quarter,” he mumbled, his speech thick. “We’ll be halfway when we’re done.”

			“Get some sleep. I’ll find you a pill.”

			“Darling Millie,” he said and slept.

			Millie stood up, wound the key on the glowglobe, and adjusted the light. The deck would be dimmed for evening soon and then shut off for nighttime. 

			She ruffled her skirt and adjusted her blouse and bonnet. She knew how she looked. Sick and starving. She was too skinny, sharp cheekbones. She’d been called gaunt and malnourished even before the trip. Here it was worse. She hadn’t eaten well on the ship, no one had, but her cheekbones made it look so much worse. Her red hair leaned to the burgundy, a color unnatural on Old Earth she was told, but now becoming common on Enskari due to its particular refraction of Coronam’s radiation. She tucked as much of it under the bonnet as she could, the womanly way. Her skin had the reflective nature of all the Saved who had made Coronam their home after the Unsettling of Old Earth. Something about crystal absorption and again, radiation. She was told that the natives on Tirgwenin had it the worst, or best, depending on your perspective. They were said to glitter in the daylight and glow at night. Millie heard there was one aboard, a man named Mathew, but she hadn’t seen him.

			Properly modest to be seen by non-family, she stepped out of the cube to search for her mother.

			The concave deck sloped upward, always upward and away. 

			Beyond the bank of latrines, she saw women doing washing in the low gravity, fighting surface tension with more patience than she had.

			Her brother, Dillon, sat with his back to her squatting over a pile of garbage by the overflowing cans of rubbish. The smell was terrible but better than the stench from the latrines.

			Dillon had turned eight years old onboard and still hadn’t had the growth spurt his parents kept promising him. Millie saw his shoulders jerk in a cough and noted the sores on his shaved head.

			Millie said, “Don’t pick at your— Don’t touch that!”

			Dillon jumped and dropped a length of plastic tubing he’d been using to poke at a dead rat by a can.

			He turned and looked at his sister, shame and embarrassment on his face. He opened his mouth to speak, but coughed and then bent over with it. Mille knelt beside him and held him until it passed. 

			“Dillon?” she said.

			“It’s dead,” he rasped. “It can’t bite me.”

			“It’s not something a little boy should be playing with,” she said. “It’s disgusting.”

			He scratched the rash on his neck. “I’m bored.”

			“Don’t scratch,” she said. 

			He dropped his arms to his sides like a soldier at review.

			“Try to enjoy having so little to do right now,” Millie told him. “Mark my words, we will wish for more days like this when we’re arrived at Tirgwenin. We’ll pine for days like this, we’ll have so much to— Don’t scratch!”

			He pulled his hand back as if it had burned. “Mom’s taking a long time in there,” he said, pointing to the latrines.

			Millie looked up at the wall of plastic doors and felt a cold chill run up her back.

			An imagining touched her mind. A fear. A worry.

			She told herself it was the lingering disease, a memory of the fever she’d endured and recovered from, but she did not believe it. The idea tarried too long and seeped into her mind like a venom. She shuddered and shook and her breath caught in her throat.

			“What, Millie?” said Dillon. “What is it?”

			Millie closed her eyes and listened. Dreading. She listened past the murmurs of the nearby pilgrims, the under-thrum of the ship’s pulse engines, Dillon’s raspy breathing, and then her own quickening heartbeat. She listened for her mother. She listened for plumbing noises behind the door, for movement, a rustling of petticoats and bonnet. She listened for coughing, for breathing, for song. For life.

			“Millie?” Dillon’s voice was low and fretful.

			She opened her eyes and stumbled forward. She knocked on the door. Millie prayed it was not a dark premonition but a fever-echo dread, a hallucination, a nightmare. A lie.

			“Mother?” she called. “Emma? Are you all right?”

			No answer.

			“Mother,” she called again. Then louder, “Mother. Mother!”

			“Mom,” added Dillon. “Mah’om!”

			Millie took a penknife from her pocket, opened it, stabbed it in the door lock and turned it.

			For hope’s sake, she called again. “Mother. It’s me, Millie. Are you all right?”

			Silence in the room; cacophonies in her mind.

			Millie looked inside.

			In dim light and deep shadow, Millie saw her mother’s body slumped against a wall. She lay twisted in the folds of her handmade dress, her face turned to the floor. Her cold, glassy eyes lifeless and lost.

			She was wrong, she thought, they would not wish for more days like this.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			This Holy Writ and Most Noble Command to all the Blessed Saved comes from The Holy Word and The Sacred Will of His Eminence Eren VIII, Supreme Minister of the Saved, Anointed Prophet of God.

			Be it hereby known and effected by all the Holy and Saved, that Zabel Genest, the pretended Queen of Enskari and the servant of crime, by bell, book, and candle is cast out of the Saved, declared a known heretic and enemy of God.

			We charge and command all and singular the nobles, subjects, peoples, and others within her influence that they do not dare obey her orders, mandates, and laws. Those who act to the contrary shall be included in like sentence of excommunication.

			The Pretender Bull, Prophet Dictate CCMXIV

			25, Second-Month, 925 NE (New Era)

			30, Fifth-Month, 937 NE – Vildeby, Enskari

			Sir Nolan Brett, Second Ear of the queen, arrived at his private office in Kent Castle before dawn. He slipped in unnoticed using one of the nondescript side entrances and ascending a servants’ stairs to arrive at his upper floor. He greeted his guards in the anteroom after sending one away for coffee and bread, letting them know to send his secretary in when he arrived. He slid his key into the door, turned the complicated lock until the heavy blast door swung open and let him in.

			The sky outside was already a mauve glow, the planet’s crystalline atmosphere warming as Coronam peeked over the horizon. Waves of blue and red auroras skittered outward across the sky like fleeing phantasms chasing the darkness. Thunderclaps from distant lightning heralded the day while waves of radiation, seen and unseen, churned up storms of clouds – ionic, electric, and dry, to harass the wet ones of sleet and much-needed rain, as Coronam, their sun, would have it.

			On Old Earth, Nolan was led to believe, daybreak and sunset had been pleasant times, beautiful, soothing, and serene. He could not imagine it. All his life – for the lifetimes of all his known ancestors, the changes of the day had always been terrible and awesome. Many would call them beautiful, but only the mad would call them serene.

			He looked out to Government House across the Reedy River and confirmed by the flags that the queen was not there this day. She was out of the city, away from Vildeby. She’d be at her northern estates in Upaven by evening if her train wasn’t delayed. He’d telegraph her later with warm wishes and any news that wouldn’t keep.

			To his left down the river a few miles, closer to the sewers, was Gray Keep, its dungeons filled with criminals, Connor’s captives, traitors. Problems. Nolan had his own suite of cells there for his problems. Discreet, effective, and if necessary, permanent.

			Connor – Archbishop Ralph Connor – was the highest-ranking cleric of the Enskaran Church. Queen Zabel led the new church, like the prophet ruled the Orthodox from Temple, but Connor ran the day-to-day operations on her behalf. Those operations, since the rise of Zabel, had centered on exposing and eliminating Her Majesty’s enemies who threatened the new church.

			Off to his right Nolan could see the ocean, and there at the port, reaching into the clouds of crystal and smoke, was the Vildeby space elevator thread connecting the city to an orbiting spaceport. He couldn’t see the cable, it was too thin from this distance, but he saw a climber launch and ascend it with increasing velocity. In a moment it was out of sight above the clouds, but still days from the connected platform.

			Thin pillars of smoke appeared over the city skyline as Vildeby came awake. The black sooty columns were a sign of wealth and prosperity across the civilized worlds. Though it would make lightning clouds by noon and color your spit to pitch by suppertime, it was a good sign. It signaled commerce as factories started up and homes cooked breakfasts over heated hearths. Though Nolan had read the alarming environmental reports, he still took comfort in the rising smoke. It looked like home to him.

			He turned from the window when the ticker tape machine in the corner turned on and clattered away at exactly 6 a.m. It spat out a ribbon of paper in short code with official reports and news condensed by the Royal Signalmen for three minutes. As quickly as it began it stopped. 

			He set his watch and sat down at his desk to look over the stack of letters. He sorted them by the crests of the wax seals into piles of importance. The nobles he put in one pile: the Earl of Dawnray, the Duke of Ellsworth – again, and the Dowager Combs. That could be interesting. Merchants with their new crests, overly expensive wax, and fine paper he put in another pile. Most of these were scented. Whoever started the rumor that scented letters were fashionable should be executed, he thought. He pushed these letters to the end of his desk. Then he looked through the important ones, the unassuming notes without crest or seal, often scrawled in charcoal across a penny envelope, his title only on the front, tobacco and sometimes blood smearing the page. These were the currency of his trade.

			There was a knock on the door.

			“Come,” he commanded.

			The door swung wide and Jim Vandusen, Nolan’s personal secretary, entered carrying a breakfast tray.

			“Sir,” he said, putting it down on a sideboard. He poured a cup of steaming coffee and added sugar and cream before bringing it to Nolan’s desk. “Sir Nolan, the other Ear wishes to see you.”

			Nolan sighed. Sir Edward Kesey, the First Ear of the queen, would take up his entire morning.

			“Won’t he be put off until tomorrow when I’m in Government House?”

			“No, sir. He says it’s urgent.”

			“When?”

			“Presently. His page just left.”

			Nolan shook his head. “I need a new office.”

			“To hide from Kesey?”

			“Aye.”

			Vandusen smirked. “I do believe he’s the only one in the court who knows specifically about this office.”

			“The queen.”

			“Nay, I don’t think even Her Majesty—”

			“The queen,” Nolan repeated.

			“Oh,” said Vandusen. “Sir Edward told her?”

			Nolan nodded.

			“Would you like me to inquire about other rooms?”

			“No, it’s not important. We’ll keep on with this one for a while. Until it’s too known.” Nolan opened a grease-stained letter and read it. He said, “Jim, I want you to hold Sir Edward off until after lunch. Then I probably should see him.”

			“I’ll try, sir,” Vandusen said.

			“And Jim, there’ll be a sailor here in a few minutes. Send him straight to me.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“After he’s disarmed.”

			“Of course.”

			Nolan read the note again and waited for Vandusen to take the hint and leave the office. When he was gone Nolan opened his safe and examined his accounts. Making note of the week’s expenses, he tallied the numbers and sighed.

			* * *

			Twenty minutes later Vandusen peeked his head around the door. “A sailor, Sir Nolan.”

			Nolan put down his pen, cracked his knuckles, and nodded.

			A tall rayburned man still in his sailor reflective vest shuffled into the room followed by Vandusen with a sheaf of official papers.

			The sailor had the short-cropped hair and stocky upper body build of men who worked in low gravities. He held his hat in his hands at his waist and kneaded the worn felt with his fingers. His eyes were cast down. To the floor, he said, “Sir. I’ve been sent to you.”

			“I just received word,” said the Ear. “I make you welcome.”

			The man flicked his hand up to his forehead in an instinctive salute of an order received.

			“Partake of coffee?” said Nolan.

			“I’d not trouble ye.”

			“Nonsense.” Nolan crossed to the table and poured a cup for the man. “Sugar and cream?”

			“Not my usual, but aye, if it’s no bother.”

			Nolan handed him the cup. He took it with unsteady hands, still standing awkwardly two steps from the door in the middle of the room.

			“What is your name?”

			“McCabe, sir. Freeborn from Southland. Able-bodied seaman aboard the Starlight.”

			“And you come from Lavland this day?”

			“Aye, sir.”

			“With news.”

			“Aye, sir.” He fumbled with his hat and cup to free a hand for his pocket. He finally tucked his hat under his arm and removed a folded envelope from inside his vest. He passed it to Nolan.

			Nolan took it, noting the smell of diesel emanating from the paper, and thought of the perfumed letters at the edge of his desk. He put the envelope in his pocket.

			“Aren’t ya going to read it, sir?” asked McCabe.

			“Later,” he said.

			“I see.” The sailor shuffled his feet. Then, as if suddenly remembering that he held a cup of coffee, took a sip. “Most excellent, sir,” he said. “I’d expect nothing less from the Ear of the queen.”

			“Is there more, McCabe?”

			“Aye, sir. Aye, that there is.” He swallowed and took a deep nasally breath. “I’m supposed to report that I have myself seen none less than twenty-eight ships of arm, including eight of-the-line in shadow behind Hyrax. And a big ’un, I don’t know what to call it.”

			“It’s not uncommon to see ships in shadow behind Hyrax.”

			“Aye, aye this is the truth, upon the Saved. That is true, but these are grouped, sir, and waiting. They do naught but wait and assemble.”

			“Twenty-eight at arms?”

			“Aye, and more a-coming, sir. They fix to overthrow Her Majesty.”

			“You have the ear of the prince? You know Brandon’s mind?”

			McCabe blushed. “Nay, sir. Nay. I am Enskaran, sir. I am loyal to the queen. Never a rebel in my family, sir.”

			“No, McCabe, of course not. I speak only of your knowledge of Prince Brandon’s designs with his lingering fleet.”

			“Begging your pardon, I am speculating. Aye. I speak only from the rumors of the docks and taverns.”

			“And rumors say the fleet has designs on our fair world?”

			“Aye, sir.” He nodded emphatically.

			“Eight of-the-line?”

			“Warships? Aye, sir, I counted. Eight of-the-line. And something bigger.”

			Nolan’s stomach turned but he hid it behind a knowing smile. The number was twice what he expected. It wasn’t nearly enough to breach their defense, but the number was growing.

			“Anything else?”

			“Aye, sir. I heard a trader say he could not get a ship tended on Claremond because the yards were all a-use in shipbuilding, for Hyrax, he said.”

			“I see,” said Nolan, calmly sipping his coffee.

			“Begging your pardon, sir, don’t you see? If Hyrax is hiring Claremond for ships, that means their own yards must be a-busting at capacity.”

			Nolan shot a glance and the man blushed for forgetting his place. He shifted his weight from leg to leg and mumbled to the floor, “Begging your pardon, sir. My manners are rough.”

			“But your loyalty is noble,” said Nolan. “Speak not of any of this to anyone. Do you understand?” The last question carried a threat and McCabe, blushing again through his burned skin, nodded emphatically.

			“When are you shipping out again?”

			“Eight days,” he said. “I must catch the climber on the morrow or be AWOL.”

			“Worthy McCabe, you have done a service to your queen and empire.”

			“Just a messenger, sir.”

			Nolan removed a leather pouch from a drawer in the bureau and weighed it in his palm. He took the unfinished coffee cup from McCabe and replaced it with the pouch.

			“Take this from a grateful planet. Know you have a friend in this office. Loyalty is rewarded.”

			“Aye, sir.” His fingers went up in salute again.

			“The Starlight, you say?”

			“Aye. Captain Faraday.”

			“I’ll put in a good word for you,” Nolan said. “See if I can’t get you more shore time.”

			“I’d love to see Southland again.”

			“I mean on other worlds. Docks and taverns. You have bright eyes and sharp ears.”

			McCabe nodded and squeezed the bag. The clink of rubbing metal coins was faint but solid inside the leather. “Aye, sir. I’m your man,” he said.

			“Something else to remember, McCabe. If you fail me, it won’t be just you I’ll be angry with. Your sister, Rachel, and your brother, Paul, and his two promising sons, would suffer for your mistakes.” No need to be subtle, not for a man like McCabe.

			The color left the sailor’s face. “No sir,” he said. “I’ll not fail ye.”

			“I know you won’t, McCabe. Blessed be, and safe travels.”

			“Blessed be to thee, sir. God save the queen.”

			“Quite.”

			Vandusen was at the door, holding it open. McCabe left the room scurrying backward in an awkward half bow.

			When he was gone, Vandusen said, “Sir Edward will arrive in half an hour, sir. It was the best I could do.”

			Nolan shot him a disapproving look. “All right. Leave me until then.”

			The secretary nodded, gathered his pile of papers back in his arms, and left.

			Nolan closed the door and locked it before fetching a cypher book from his desk safe. He set it beside the diesel-stained letter and went to work.

			* * *

			“Sir Edward, sir,” said Vandusen, peeking in the door half an hour later.

			“Send him—” He was cut off as the First Ear of the queen pushed his way in. “Sir Edward,” said Nolan.

			“You may leave,” Sir Edward said to Vandusen.

			Vandusen looked to Sir Nolan, who nodded. The secretary retreated, pulling the door behind him.

			Nolan knew the old man did not mean disrespect by his forceful intrusion or by ordering his servants. Others would take offense, but he knew his peer from decades at court and understood his directness toward him was a compliment.

			Edward paused for a moment and collected his thoughts as was his way before beginning an interview. Nolan took the chance to look over his old colleague. Like the sooty smoke pillars outside his window poisoning the world, the sight of Edward comforted Nolan with a certain timelessness that connected the present to the past, a long line of kings and councilmen to the very founding of Enskari.

			Sir Edward Kesey was an old man, portly and gray, a leftover from the Privy Council of Zabel’s father, King Theodore the Thrice. Edward’s loyalty and pragmatism had survived the Enskari Reformation, which put a woman on the throne and broke the planet from the Orthodox Saved, and out of the grip of the prophet on Temple. Theirs had been the biggest rebellion but hardly the only one. Many such rebellions still burned throughout the civilized worlds in a thousand different sects. Splinter groups of splinter groups popped up like hot spots after a wildfire, with the prophet’s men and purgers in quick pursuit addressing each in bloody turn. The Enskaran rebellion was most egregious since it removed an entire planet from the fold. Though in doctrine there was little to differentiate the Orthodox from Enskaran churches, the one thing that made the break necessary, the ascension of a woman onto a noble throne, was enough to threaten the peace of the entire system.

			Brett had to admire Edward’s loyalty to the House Genest over the house of the prophet. Sir Nolan Brett had been the newest of the Privy Council when the king died without heir. He’d not been sure where to put his loyalty then, but Edward, to everyone’s surprise, supported the rise of the princess, Zabel, just a child then, to the highest throne on the planet. Brandon on Hyrax had planned to marry Zabel and unite the worlds, or if not him, his half-witted brother. Barring that, a suitable courtier from Temple or one from the loyal continents of Claremond would have been appropriately blessed by the prophet. But the Enskari were a stubborn people, proud and isolated. The Hyraxians were too hated, the Temple ministers too corrupt, the House Genest too loved to be lost by marriage.

			Amid swarms of rebellion and reformation, as Lavland burned under Hyraxian fire directed by official Temple purgers, Enskari made a queen. When Zabel would not be married or moved, the prophet issued the Pretender Bull, which far from frightening the people, reinforced their love of queen and empire and hatred for Temple and Hyrax.

			For eighteen years they tried to remove the queen and failed. There was little left for them to try now but war and assassination.

			McCabe brought Nolan word of both.

			“Sir Nolan,” said Edward, finally ready to commence their meeting. “We must talk.”

			“Sit down, Edward. No need to be formal here.”

			“I am – I am vexed,” he said and paced the room.

			“What have you heard?”

			“Heard? Me? No, that’s you, spymaster. What have you heard?”

			Nolan waited.

			Edward went on. “It’s Connor, sir. He’s gone too far. He’s to execute Ellsworth for heresy against the queen.”

			Brett glanced at the unopened scented letter from that house on his desk. “Indeed?”

			“He claimed first that he is a Mumbler but now maintains he is in fact Orthodox Saved.”

			“Either could cost him his head,” said Sir Nolan. “The latter faster than the former.”

			“He’s a noble!”

			“Since when has nobility been a guard against treason?” said Nolan. “In my experience, far from being a preventative, high birth is a stimulant for sedition.”

			“The plague of the age!” Edward roared. “No one knows their place.”

			Nolan knew Edward meant the nouveau riche who had risen to courtier class and some to noble rank, but the same sentiment was at the heart of Temple’s quarrel with Enskari. The irony was of course lost on the old man.

			“Ellsworth, Nolan. What are we going to do?”

			“Does Connor have proof?”

			“What difference does that make?”

			“Might let us sleep easier one way or the other.”

			“Damn sleep! A luxury for the weak and simple-minded. I haven’t slept in fifty years.” Edward looked out over the city. A wind had come and the sky had cleared, a bright glowing canopy instead of the usual dark shifting lightning storms.

			“He has his supporters,” Nolan said.

			“That’s why I’m here.”

			“Not to vary far from the subject,” said Nolan, “but have we given any thought to what will happen to Ellsworth’s holdings should he fall to Connor’s Guards?”

			“You think of money now? We are nearly at war, sir. Prince Brandon rattles his saber, conscripts from three worlds. It is a time for queen and empire.”

			“I have expenses,” Nolan said. “They’re not the kind of thing I can submit to the treasurer.”

			Edward turned on him, his face flushed with temper. 

			Nolan cut him off. “I will take the measure of the court,” he said. “Is Connor set on his path?”

			“I could not turn him.”

			“But you did not use all your influence?”

			“No, of course not. The man still breathes.”

			Nolan remembered Ellsworth, his snidely inbred features, his chronic bad breath and grating laugh. He once visited his large estate on Dorothia and knew an estimate of the annual income from his two plantations on Southland. “Ellsworth is no Mumbler,” said Nolan. “But to the other thing, I think there is credence.”

			“Damn these traitors,” Edward said. “Damn them all.”

			Nolan glanced at his safe, calculating costs and income. “Yes,” he said to agree.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Coronam, the name of our sun, comes from an Old Earth word meaning ‘crown’. It was so named because of the ring of habitable planets circling it. These are like the jewels of a crown.

			Coronam has a very unusual solar system. The eleven planets circling Coronam all share the same orbit and travel around the star in a line, like cars on a train. More unusual still, the orbits keep the planets at a specific distance from the sun, within what is called ‘Goldilocks Zone’. The Goldilocks Zone means that the planets are neither too hot nor too cold to support life. This is why the Coronam System was chosen for the Unsettling of Old Earth. It was lucky we found it!

			People have wondered about the origins of Coronam since it was first discovered, but no one knows for sure how this strange arrangement came about. Maybe you can solve this mystery when you grow up.

			Lavlandian Third Grade Science Textbook, ‘Chapter 8, Astronomy’

			Seized and sequestered by holy purgers under the Heresy Dictate, 929 NE

			Evidentiary/Apocryphal Vault 92, Section 87A:55, Temple Record Archives

			4, Sixth-Month, 937 NE – Aboard the Merry, Eastern Trade Corridor

			“That was from the Astro, sir. Rail grapeshot.”

			“Get me a damage report,” barked Sir Ethan Sommerled. “And keep on her, Mr. Kyle.”

			“Aye, sir.”

			Sir Ethan Sommerled, commodore and knight, stared through the periscope at the fleeing ships. “Where’s my firing solution, Mr. Paul?”

			“Nearly done, sir.”

			Sir Ethan glanced above him to the strapped weapons officer and listened to the clicks of mechanical computing devices.

			Mr. Paul swore under his breath and reset the machine for another try. As his hands fell to the keys, his pencil floated serenely out of his hand, jerking back to his board only when it reached the end of its tether.

			The zero-grav battle bridge at the center of the Merry was spartan and close-quartered. It had room for just seven officers and the commander. They were arrayed at odd angles to take advantage of communication links and optics tunneling through the ship. Clattering teletypes and computer mechanics competed with the sound of the plasma pulse engines at the end of the ship.

			“Damn,” said the weapons officer.

			“Mr. Paul, the Astro is firing upon us. Let us return the favor.”

			“Aye, sir.” Another reset of the machine and the weapons officer went back to work.

			Ethan knew the strain the man was under, knew the complicated maths needed to send railshot across thousands of kilometers of space into an enemy ship from the gun platform. He watched Mr. Paul work the sums longhand, tracing vectors with rulers and scribbling lines of calculus with a pencil stub, at any moment expecting to have to start again for movement or storm. The command staff stayed as quiet as they could, letting him work, waiting for the word, excited for the hunt.

			No one on the bridge could feel otherwise. Though they’d taken a volley from the Hyraxian convoy, Sir Ethan’s exhilaration was contagious. He wore his thoughts openly, his emotions on his sleeves. He was quick to smile, anxious to share his pleasure, and likable to a fault. He knew this because he’d been told so by many at court. Some had told him this in praise, in an effort to garner patronage because he was high in the queen’s esteem, others had told him the same thing in warning, for the same reason. He was a favorite.

			“Damage report, Sir Ethan,” said Mr. Andrews.

			“Go ahead.”

			“Three-meter ablative armor scar in sixth quadrant,” said the damage officer.

			“Latitude?”

			“Eighteen.”

			Ethan visualized the place on his ship where they’d been struck.

			By necessity, ships that flew between Coronam’s planets had the same general design. The main hull, which carried crew and cargo, was a spinning cone pointed ever at the sun. The hull was stacked with reflective ablative armor, composite layers of radiation shielding – gold, steel, lead, crystal fiber, and carbon thread at least ten meters thick. Warships had more than this, often much more, but this was the minimum to get men around their angry spitting star with any degree of safety. Like hellfire hurricanes Coronam bred on the oceans of the worlds, the star itself shot out unexpected flares of radiation and debris, cinder-light and gravity quakes that could tear even twenty meters of armor and turn dense mass to molten slag in the flash of a flare.

			In the shadow of the hull, behind the ship, extended the utility decks. These housed a thread weaver for docking and planetary work. Depending upon the type of craft, the gravity-less deck could hold extra fuel pods, landing craft, cargo bays, or in the case of the Merry and the Astro, gun platforms.

			Behind the utility decks, extending kilometers outward, was the mast, which ended at the plasma core engine used for direct thrust.

			The mast supported the solar sails. When turned up, the silks would ripple and sway in the plasma, stretch to the length of the mast, several kilometers or more, like flower petals arrayed around a central stalk. Smaller navigation sails – navsails, wider and much shorter than the mainsails, caught the runoff from the hull and were likened to leaves beneath a blossom.

			From a distance, with the sails filled and the hull a shiny little button beneath the glistening white florets, interplanetary ships had not a little resemblance to dandelion seeds and were oft called ‘seed-ships’ because of it.

			Ships sailed by balancing Coronam’s solar winds with the erratic and deep gravity well of the star itself. Beyond propulsion, the sails collected plasma to fuel the core which allowed ships to slow and maneuver as needed.

			Coronam’s storms and radio disruptions meant that even under the crystal shielding atmosphere of the habitable worlds, electronics were a thing only of history books, a memory of a magical technology that had allowed the Unsettling but which Coronam had taken in quick sacrifice for human survival. Sails were raised and lowered, angled and tacked, by pulley, winch, and wire. Carbon filament, plasma-absorbing sail silk, and grease were the basis of space technology. 

			“Quadrant six, eighteenth latitude,” Ethan repeated. “Three meters?”

			“Aye, sir.”

			“That’s nothing!” He slapped his hands.

			“Wait, I’m getting reports of tears.” 

			The bridge fell silent except for Mr. Paul’s mechanical calculator.

			“Sails twelve, thirteen and fourteen. Navsail two,” said Andrews.

			“Extent?”

			“Sail thirteen and nav two total loss. Others reparable.”

			“Jettison thirteen and nav two,” ordered Ethan.

			“Aye, sir,” repeated the chief mechanic. “Jettisoning sails thirteen and nav two. Confirm?”

			“Confirm,” said Ethan. 

			“Away.”

			“Don’t be down, chief. I think the sails on the Bandima will fit our mast.”

			“That they will, sir,” beamed the mechanic. “Aye, that they will.”

			“The St. Silangan is running,” called Mr. Kyle. “Z positive.”

			“She’s the fat one,” Ethan said. “How fast can she run?”

			“She’s emptying tanks.”

			“So if we take her we’ll have to sit to refill?” Ethan asked. “Give the fleet a chance to come back for her?” He turned his scope to the orbital plane, checked the level, then panned upward. There it was, the big fat St. Silangan, loaded with Hyraxian loot from its namesake colony. Full of gold and spice, silks, Saved and slaves, flying for its life, burning its plasma stores in a long glowing streak of orange, like a hell-bent meteor.

			“Signal the Cuffly to pursue her. We’ll stay with the Bandima and Astro.”

			There was a pause before the communications officer said, “Aye, sir.”

			“Relax, boys.” Ethan wrung his hands in anticipation. “We’ll make it a fair fight. The Bandima has a few plasma cannons at most, lads, close range. And the Astro can’t shoot worth snot.”

			“Aye, sir.”

			The comms officer tapped out the signal. It would show in lights along the dorsal rigging as a message to the Merry’s escort, the Cuffly. “Message alight, sir.”

			“Begging your pardon, captain, sir,” said Mr. Kyle. “But it’s not a fair fight.”

			“Why’s that, Mr. Kyle?”

			“Because they’re sons of godless whores.”

			“You mean Hyraxian?”

			“I believe that’s what I said, sir.”

			At that, the officers laughed. It was an old joke, one told first by Ethan himself in his first battle, and now part of the ritual that brought luck and bounty to the entire privateer fleet. It’d been picked up by other captains aboard other ships, and like a prayer for the profane, it was said to harden hulls and align firing sights.

			“I have a solution, sir,” said Mr. Paul.

			“Call it out and look sharp, Mr. Kyle.”

			“Aye, sir.”

			The weapons officer called coordinates and vectors to the navigation officer, who steered the ship’s nose into proper alignment, bringing the gun platforms to facing.

			“Vector set,” said Mr. Kyle.

			“Alert crew,” Ethan called.

			Chimes and klaxons echoed through the ship, alerting the crew that they were in battle in case they didn’t know, and that the main gun was about to fire. Men secured metal objects and braced themselves as best they could.

			Within the bowels of the ship, plasma batteries topped off magnetic rail cells and a half-ton projectile of composite steel, diamond shards, and Enskaran hate, waited for a signal.

			“Thirty seconds to solution…mark!” called Mr. Paul.

			“Fire at alignment.”

			“Aye, sir.”

			Mr. Paul counted down while Mr. Kyle kept the ship aligned, struggling against the loss of the navsail.

			“Steady, Mr. Kyle.”

			“Astro is slowing. Looks to be coming around for the Cuffly.”

			“Adjust solution,” Ethan ordered.

			“Twelve degrees X of Y,” came the correction.

			“I got him.”

			Ethan felt the plasma engine fire and was shaken to his right.

			“True to new alignment,” called Mr. Paul.

			Kyle picked up the solution countdown: “Five, four, three, two, one, aligned.”

			The ship jolted. Men were either pushed into their seats or yanked out, jostled as the ship was flung by magnetic recoil.

			Ethan found his scope and adjusted the optics to locate the Astro. “She’s pretty,” he said. “Brand new. Not a scratch on her.”

			He saw the flash of phalanx guns as the Hyraxian corvette tried to intercept the shot with a cloud of projectiles. Its plasma engines fired, pushing its hull downward to Ethan’s angle. The ship shifted but not enough.

			The shell impacted the Astro aforeships and cut a shiny twelve-meter furrow down its side.

			“It’s scratched now,” Ethan said.

			The officers cheered. A signal went out to the crew, reporting the hit.

			Ethan watched debris scatter like fireworks from the tear. It burst in orange light close to the ship where decompressing atmosphere gave it fuel.

			“Nice shot, Mr. Paul. Nice shot indeed.”

			The weapons officer’s smile was broad and toothy. “Reload?”

			“Aye, Mr. Paul.”

			The signal went to reload. It would take a quarter hour to prepare another center railshot. 

			“While we wait, let us put holes in their silk,” Ethan ordered. “Man the batteries. Freedom for the man who cuts a sail.”

			The communications officer signaled the crew.

			Gun batteries were situated on the edge of the spinning hull where gravity approached 2 Enskari Natural. Unshielded and exposed, a scant meter of armor between man and space, it was the most dangerous job on the ship. Be it shrapnel, debris, grapeshot, or solar flare, men died in the batteries. It was so common that they had a space hatch, not for escape, but for quick disposal of bodies to make room for replacement. No sane sailor would volunteer for such a detail, so slaves were used.

			Using weaker railgun mechanisms, grapeshot gun batteries flung debris across the kilometers of space, trying to destroy sail and rigging and peel away the metal hull in centimeters. Once a ship was stopped, relatively speaking, an attacker could move in with the plasma cannons and literally melt the ship into submission.

			“Bandima’s running Z negative.”

			Another volley of grapeshot struck the Merry’s hull. The rattle and boom echoed like drums across the decks.

			“Multiple twelve-meter rents,” called the damage officer. “Quadrant two, latitude twenty and twenty-one.”

			“They’re after our navsails,” said Ethan.

			“Damage to utility deck. Decompression. Main gun offline, sir.”

			“There’s a lucky shot for ye, men. We’ll burn ’em for that.” Ethan beamed a wide grin and tried to put a glint in his eye that would ease the tension. The lucky shot was not only on the gun. Multiple twelve-meter rents could mean serious damage to the primary hull. “Target the Bandima with odd batteries. Keep the even on the Astro. We’ll get even with them.”

			That drew a nervous chuckle from the officers.

			The batteries fired in turn, sending vibrations through the ship like thrumming guitar strings.

			“Do you smell smoke?” Ethan said.

			A clatter of code to the damage officer.

			“Fire in central armament,” he said.

			“Damn the prophet!” Ethan said.

			“Bandima is four sails down and slowed,” announced Mr. Paul. “Fouled rigging.”

			“Mr. Paul. Firing solution for the Astro.”

			“But sir, we have no—”

			“Firing solution!”

			“Aye, sir.”

			“Mr. Kyle, bear down on her. Close in. Close in tight.”

			“Aye, sir.”

			The pulse propulsion shook the ship. Navsails tilted and aligned. Within the ship, howls and creaks echoed between hull and man, as winches pulled and loosened, metals flexed carbon and tested their strengths.

			Another volley of grapeshot like hail skittered across their hull.

			“Multiple, ten-meter—”

			“Shut up!” yelled Ethan. “Communications officer, turn signal to Astro.”

			“Aye, sir.”

			“Solution plotted.”

			“Mr. Kyle, aim the ship.”

			Mr. Andrews spoke. “Sir, even if they don’t know we can’t fire, they’ll know we haven’t had time to reload.”

			“One more word of mutiny and I’ll space the lot of ye. Aim the ship, Mr. Kyle.”

			“Aye, sir.”

			“Message to Astro?”

			“Signal ‘Remember the Pempkin!’”

			“Aye. Message alight.”

			“Keep sending.”

			“Aye, sir.”

			“Are we close enough that they know who we are?” Ethan asked no one in particular.

			“Aye, sir, they should,” said Mr. Kyle.

			“Central Armament evacuated. Twenty-two casualties, fifteen lost.”

			“Ship coming onto solution,” Mr. Kyle said.

			“She’s running, sir! The Astro’s pulsed down the well. They’re running!”

			“Ha!”

			Ethan clapped his hands and floated back into his seat. He strapped himself in and aligned his scope to see the escorting Hyraxian corvette heading starward, full blaze, plasma engines burning behind it like a streak of cowardice. “Turn on the Bandima. Order them to stop.”

			“Aye, sir.”

			* * *

			Without their armed escort the two Hyraxian cargo ships surrendered quickly. They were practically unarmed, far too slow to flee Ethan’s nimble raiders, and terrified of the threat evoked by the mention of the Pempkin.

			Though closer to her quarry, the Cuffly was out of position and needed an hour of maneuvering before it could board. The Merry was in position in only twenty minutes.

			Keeping the Bandima targeted with battery and plasma cannon, the Merry spun out a nanocarbon thread and attached it to a grapple before launching it at the Bandima. It caught the mast behind the utility deck and Ethan ordered boarding operations.

			“I’ll come along,” he said.

			“Aye, sir.”

			Twenty marines and able-bodied sailors donned spacesuits with Ethan.

			Tethered to the grapple, they made their way across the open expanse of space to the waiting ship, marines in front, guns ready.

			They made their way to the rear hatch and knocked. No need to forget our manners, thought Ethan.

			One of the marines unscrewed the hatch wheel and pulled the door open. The airlock was small, large enough for only some of the company. Half the men were held back. Ethan and the marines entered the hatch and sealed it before recompressing.

			When the light was green, the marines took up positions around the door, floating weightless, their rail muskets, crossbows, and a flamer at the ready. Ethan drew his sword.

			With a nod from their commander the inner door was spun and pushed open.

			Three men waited inside. Ethan recognized the uniform of a captain and a first mate beside the black garb of an Orthodox Saved minister. The two sailors were Hyraxian, sable hair, sharp features, dark eyes and a half meter shorter than the average Enskari. The minister was a Templer for sure, pasty skin, white-blond locks, weaselly eyes. Seeing the men without pressure suits, Ethan removed his helmet before floating inside. The marines followed but kept their gear on.

			The Bandima’s captain saluted. “I am Captain Bartholomew of the—”

			“Is that a purger?” Ethan said, looking over the minister’s black-and-red checkered sash.

			“I am Minister Carlote, Mid-Minister to his Holy Prophet Eren the Eighth, who speaks for God from His sacred throne on Temple, Arch Minister of the Saved. I know you. You are Ethan Sommerled, murderer, thief. Lowborn usurper. You are a pirate and heretic and you sin against God in your wickedness. You’re a disgrace to the true Saved who are God’s own seed cast upon the—”

			“It was a simple question, Minister,” Ethan said, interrupting him with a finger to the man’s lips. “A one-word answer is all I require.”

			The minister kept his chin up and looked down his nose at the boarders. The effect was surely not what he imagined it to be, since he was thirty degrees off the plane of the door and fighting to keep from floating away by wedging his foot under a pipe.

			“I am a holy purger,” he said.

			“Space him,” Ethan said, pushing past the three men. “Captain, I want to see your manifests.”

			“What? Wait. S-sir,” stammered Bartholomew. “He’s a man of God.”

			“He’s a purger.”

			“You can’t space him. We surrendered. That’s murder.”

			“That’s justice.”

			“Animal!”

			“For your surrender, we’ll not space the crew –”

			“We were not there at the Pempkin,” said Bartholomew. “I am not Clelland.”

			“– but,” continued Ethan, “for Lavland – for Goffsted, the purger goes. I have – had – friends there.”

			“Captain Bartholomew, you cannot allow this,” Minister Carlote said. His eyes flashed between the two captains, the pride that had been in them before evaporated now like a last breath in open space.

			“Sergeant,” said Ethan. “Remember to warn the others to stay clear as you open the outer door and send this filth to the fires of Coronam.”

			“Aye, sir.”

			Three marines moved forward and grabbed the minister. 

			He screamed.

			They pulled him by his robes and flung him back to the other men, who caught him and tossed him into the airlock, where he floated in screaming circles. One marine went in with him to work the outer door.

			“Manifests, Captain?” said Ethan.

			The amber light over the airlock illuminated as the air was pulled out of it. The screams of the suffocating minister faded long before the sound of his pounding on the door. That stopped only when the red light came on signifying the outer door was open.

			Bartholomew stared at the door as the light changed back to amber for recompression.

			Ethan turned to the first officer. “Manifests,” he said. “Remember there’s plenty of space out there.”

			The man, already pale, blanched the more.

			“The manifests!”

			As if coming out of a dream, the Hyraxian first officer pulled papers from his tunic and offered them to Ethan.

			“They met us prepared.” Ethan laughed. “How civilized.”

			“Damn lowborn pirates,” mumbled Bartholomew, still staring at the airlock.

			“Privateers, my dear Captain,” Ethan said without looking up from the papers. “We work under law. Consent of the queen.”

			“Parvenu,” said the captain. “Haughty, uppity wench. She’s a disgrace to her gender and the entire social—”

			He was cut off by the back of Ethan’s gauntleted hand across his jaw.

			The Hyraxian captain spun around from the cuffing. He broke from his purchase on the pipe, flew to the rear bulkhead, bounced once and back. When he caught himself, his jaw hung loose on one side: blood poured out of his nose and mouth in zero-gravity bubbles that splattered like heavy summer rainfall on whatever it touched.

			“Mind your place, sir,” said Ethan.

			The rest of the Merry sailors entered the lock and unsuited.

			“Take the ship, men,” Ethan said. “She’s fat with treasure.”

			A cheer went up. 

			The first mate swallowed. 

			Bartholomew bled.

			“And, men,” said Ethan, “there’s another minister on board. An apprentice. When you find him, reunite him with his master.”

			“Aye, sir.”

			Uppity. Parvenu. Ethan knew the insults well. Like his beloved queen, he endured them daily.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			During the early water wars in the Times of Strife, Old Earth world powers assembled into four main bodies identified along religious lines: Judaism, the Hindu Federation, United Islam, and United Christianity.

			United Islam is said to have been formed to combat Judaism, which at the time had spread by force across areas formerly controlled by Islamic states. Though sworn and bitter enemies for centuries, United Islam and Judaism had much in common; they each claimed dominion over the same territory, claimed the same religious figures and icons, and each ruled by theocracy.

			In response to the formation of United Islam, and in like manner of collecting the various branches of its faith by force and necessity, United Christianity rose as a central ideological body advising some of the most technologically advanced nations on the planet. Though powerful and closely aligned with government, United Christendom was not a theocracy as of 2345.

			Also not a theocracy, the Hindu Federation’s polity was a series of widening ruling councils advising a Lama, raised from birth for the duties of government. And unlike the other groups, the Hindu Federation was not limited to a single doctrine or dogma, but sheltered a myriad of beliefs (including atheism). Though Hinduism was by far the most popular organized entity within the Federation, it recognized within itself no fewer than five hundred other identifiable religions, branches, and sects, including many of those absorbed by the other powers and the other powers themselves. It alone of the four great united faiths never had an inquisition or forced indoctrination….

			Footnote: [The Hindu Federation] was the first of the four to fall in 2433, a victim of an effective, albeit short-lived, alliance of the other three.

			Old Earth History, Jareth’s Lectures 

			(Date unknown; recorded in transit to Coronam, 2345-2395)

			Footnote added afterward.

			20, Sixth-Month, 937 NE – Freeport Station, Dajjal

			Governor Alpin Morgan looked out through his porthole at the receding climber heading downward to Dajjal. He noticed a new tremor in his hand and covered it with his other.

			“Could he be the prophet’s man?” Roger Aguirre suggested.

			“Nay, nay,” said Morgan, shaking his head. His hair whipped in his face in the zero-gravity and caught in his mouth. He spat it out and tried to calm himself.

			Morgan couldn’t let the planters see him like this, not vexed as he was. Not angry and worried. 

			He’d summoned his assistants, Roger Aguirre, Nicholas Pratt, and Henry Dagney, out of the Hopewell for this meeting aboard Freeport Station so as not to be overheard and start a panic. Morgan’s fourth assistant, in name at least, was Freddy Upor, pilot of the Hopewell. Ostensibly and by writ, Morgan was in charge of the entire expedition and Upor only the pilot, but Morgan was having a devil of a time convincing his fourth assistant of this fact.

			“It’s his ship,” said Pratt, scratching a scab on his arm. “Surely he knows what’s best. There are considerations we just don’t understand. We mustn’t be paranoid, Alpin.”

			Dagney coughed into a rust-stained handkerchief and then quickly put it in his pocket.

			Morgan knew Dagney was over the worst of the pox but he still looked terrible. Morgan took in the scars on his skin, the dark circles under his eyes, his gaunt features, and his cold lifeless stare. The governor could accept all this except the lifeless stare. In that was more than sickness; that was heartbreak. He knew Dagney could recover from the pox, he’d counted on it, but he wasn’t so sure about the loss of his wife. It had always been a liability. Henry Dagney was famous for spoiling his women, wife and daughter, and that weakness had now come home to roost in those darkly drawn empty eyes.

			“Sommerled would not have sent Upor if there was a hint of a shadow, of a smell of the prophet on him,” Pratt said.

			“There is a bounty on Upor’s head,” said Dagney, coughing. “Hyrax would have him served as stew and send his scalp to the prophet for decoration.”

			“We are too small for Temple to be concerned with,” Morgan said. 

			“The queen then? Connor?”

			“Nor are we a concern to them,” said Morgan, trying to keep his hair out of his eyes.

			“No, not anymore,” agreed Dagney.

			They spoke calmly but as Morgan looked at his men’s faces, he saw concern in their eyes. They were concealing it better than he was, he realized, and felt then not a little ashamed of himself.

			“Aye, of course,” he said. “I’m overreacting.”

			Pratt said, “We all feel the frustration, brother Morgan. None of us have slept soundly since the Sebastian went missing.”

			Morgan turned suddenly and lost himself in the null gravity, having to catch himself before careening off a wall. “Aye. Aye, and that,” he said. “What of that?”

			Three ships, the Hopewell, the Mallow, and the Sebastian, had left Vildeby port together with Sommerled’s patent under the leadership of Alpin Morgan. Their charge was to colonize Tirgwenin with one hundred, five and twenty Saved souls. The Hopewell and Mallow were moored at Freeport Station now, had been – inexplicably –  for eight do-nothing days. The Sebastian had not been seen since the third day from Enskari, twelve hours after a Hyraxian ship had been seen nearby.

			The way was treacherous, the destination untried. Tirgwenin had been visited only a few times before by civilized men. Sommerled had directed five visits to the world. The first two failed to arrive and ended in disaster, Sommerled’s own brother perishing in a storm. Of the three that made it, the first was a scouting expedition, the next dropped off a military contingent. The last removed it leaving a skeleton crew this journey would relieve. Sommerled had been on the first expedition only, but Upor had been on all three. Morgan had been on the first and second. Among the indentured crew, there were half a dozen sailors who’d been on one of the earlier voyages, but the bulk of them, like the colonists themselves, had never been this far away from home before. Everyone was on edge.

			“Could not the delay here be but a wait upon the Sebastian?” said Aguirre.

			Morgan rubbed his temples, telling himself to calm down. He had to be stronger than this. He was taking his people to an unknown planet to face untold terrors and challenges. He was their leader. He needed to lead. He needed to be an example, now and always. They were too far to turn back, had been for years. It was selfish of him to unburden his worries upon anyone now, even his assistants. Even they should not see his worry. Even they.

			Morgan pulled himself to the window and looked out again at Dajjal, one of Coronam’s victims. A dead world, misshapen and pockmarked, little more than a glorified asteroid, a shallow memory of its former self. Supposedly, like Ravan, its twin on the other side of the system, Dajjal was once habitable with a crystalline-aligning atmosphere like the other living planets. Coronam, in a particularly foul mood, had shredded its sky one day and then cindered the world beneath. It could have been worse. The Kanluran Cloud was supposedly once a planet too before a terrible and ancient storm from Coronam – possibly the same one that had wrecked Dajjal – destroyed it. Now Kanluran was a spreading mass of radioactive rock and debris, arcing plasma rings that spun off meteors and blocked the way between Dajjal and Tirgwenin, preventing the establishment of a western trade route, at least until Tirgwenin was occupied.

			Without an atmosphere, millennia of storms had peeled Dajjal back to just iron and ore. Optimistic and enterprising traders from Lavland had set up Freeport on the dark leeward side of the tidal-locked planet for dense-metal mining. By all accounts it was a failing concern. 

			Lavland had Freeport but Claremond and Hyrax also had bases on the planet. These were too far to routinely use the Freeport elevator, so were resupplied by ship thread. A rail line had been proposed to link mines with Freeport Landing after gold was discovered, but that idea vanished as quickly as did the narrow vein and the Hyraxian invasion of Lavland.

			Morgan had been to Dajjal twice before en route to Tirgwenin. Both of those times, he’d landed in Freeport and taken the short thirty-hour trip down the cable to the ground. He’d been impressed not by the deep mining shafts or smelted ore, but by the farms, the cattle, the stores of meal, and the water system that the inhabitants had built underground. It gave him hope.

			Freeport Station was the last civilized outpost along this side of the system. Farther on lay the terrible Kanluran Cloud, wild Tirgwenin, and then around the arc over the Gap, before coming to Silangan and the start of the eastern route.

			Morgan had asked to be allowed to land on Dajjal, but Upor, without explanation, had refused to let him go. To Morgan’s knowledge only a few crewmen had been allowed down and their business, as near as he could tell, was shore leave and not related to the pilgrim enterprise at all. When asked about it, Morgan had been put off and frustrated. He’d been allowed off the Hopewell, but only as far as the port where he was just as powerless in the station as he was shipboard.

			Morgan could just make out the dome beneath them, a glowing white speck against the black shadow of the world. There were people there. There were friends, or at least not active enemies like he now suspected he had here.

			The light gave him comfort. It was a symbol of solidarity, if not for a people, then for the species. The infinite blackness of space filled a man with a yearning for company like nothing else. It was easy to imagine a grand fraternity of mankind when in space, away from politics and religion. One felt so small and alone there. It was a mystical and troubling feeling that Morgan knew well from his other trips. It was a profound soul-splitting loneliness that could only be cured by the voices of other men. But not on this trip. The feeling remained with him always. Even in the cramped decks of the Hopewell, surrounded by his congregation, Morgan felt the abyssal loneliness always. He told himself it was because he had seen so much space during this flight, so often visiting the upper decks and periscopes for exercise. He did not believe it though. He knew he’d done it to himself; he’d isolated himself from everyone because he feared he’d doomed them all, and the blackness of space around them reflected that doom in forever.

			“Aye, of course, brother Aguirre,” said Morgan, forcing cheer into his voice. “I worry like a woman. We have had fair weather and good company. We are blessed.”

			Dagney cleared his throat. “There is worry here, Governor,” he said. “If I understand it, we are not halfway to our new home and the planting season is passing fast. There is worry.”

			“Fear not. With the supplies we gain here on Dajjal we should be able to quarter a winter and plant next year. It will be a lean time, but we will survive well.” He punctuated his statement with an optimistic smile that he knew his eyes didn’t reflect.

			“And when will we take on these supplies?” asked Pratt.

			“Soon,” Morgan said. “When Upor has them. I’m sure he’s checking on the cattle now.”

			The men nodded gravely.

			The hatch at the far end of the room screwed open and a tall yellow man peered in. Even in the low orange light of the wound glowglobe, Mathew’s skin shimmered like a reflective sail. The tribal tattoos around his eyes drew attention to them. He blinked at the assistants, an inner eyelid sliding diagonally across his irises before his lids clapped down and up.

			The Tirgwenian scout didn’t step into the compartment, only leaned in and said, “Governor. You asked to know. Now Upor is aboard.”

			Mathew spoke in an upper-class accent that belied his limited vocabulary. He was one of the treasures taken from Tirgwenin on Sommerled’s last visit. Presented to the queen with another man they’d called Jacob, who later died of the pox, he was returned to Sommerled for this expedition.

			Morgan had known the man for years and found him as inscrutable today as the moment he’d met him.

			“Thank you, Mathew,” Morgan said.

			The Tirgwenian looked at the other men, nodded in farewell, turned, and left. He floated effortlessly down the corridor, his tall two-meter frame more graceful than the sailors who plied their trade in such gravity-challenged places.

			“I’ll go see the pilot directly,” Morgan said. “Ye men return to the Hopewell and tell the people all is aright.”

			“As you wish, Governor,” said Pratt.

			Morgan put his arm on Dagney’s shoulder. “Hold back a moment, Henry, if you would.”

			“Of course.”

			The other two nodded as Mathew had, and then floated out along the same corridor.

			“I am sorry about your wife,” said Morgan.

			“Aye, a blow to my family.”

			“To all of us,” the governor said.

			“Aye.”

			Morgan cleared his throat, trying to find the right words to say. “I understand that Millicent now must take her place in the household. That is to be expected. You have little Dillon, who needs caring for.”

			“He’s not so little.”

			“What I mean to say, Henry, is that though Millie is a fine young lady and is doubtless up to the task of your household duties…uhm, I understand she’s a great little cook.”

			“Aye.”

			“Ah, aye. Good.” Morgan wished he’d spent as much time thinking of what he would say to Henry now as he had planning his confrontation with the pilot. “What I mean to say is that though she must assume greater responsibilities, she is in fact not actually a matron of the community. She is but a girl – a fine young lady, but she is too willful and opinionated.”

			“Has she run afoul of some of the other women?”

			Morgan nodded. “We have not that many women with us. By God’s will more of us will follow after we, the first, have planted roots in our new home. But in the meantime, we must all get along to face the trials set before us. There must not be dispute or ill feelings. It will hinder us.”

			“Millie is a strong-willed—”

			“You spoil her,” Morgan said curtly. “She assumes a position she has not attained. Further, she voices non-womanly opinions. She speaks of politics and commerce, strongly and loudly.”

			“She used to help me run my shop. She—”

			“Do not argue with me, Henry.” Morgan sighed. “I have much on my mind. Control your daughter or she will have to answer before the congregation.” Morgan couldn’t read Henry’s expression for his sickness and the dimness of the room. “There, I have told you. Deal with it.”

			“Aye, Governor.”

			Morgan turned back to the window and tried to find the climber along the cable for something to do while Henry Dagney floated out the door, down the corridor, and eventually back to the Hopewell.

			He hated to get involved in such trivial matters as that, but to keep the peace in his own house as well as the community, he knew he was right to act. His own daughter, Daria, had told him of her conversation, the uppity way Millicent had talked to the married woman, far above her station.

			No matter. It was handled now. Henry was a good man. He’d sort it out. Now he just had to deal with Upor.

			He floated out the door and screwed it shut out of habit and then turned up, thinking he’d most likely find the pilot at the tavern.

			Along the way he passed a framed map of the system. The map wasn’t to scale, more of a fanciful rendition of the geometry of the worlds foreshortened to emphasize the limits and barriers of where he was now: Freeport Station over the words End of the Line.

			Again Morgan felt small. One small man leading a small group far from home. No. He corrected himself. There was no home. Not now. Maybe soon, but not now.

			They were pilgrims and outcasts, members of the small All Community Congregation of Ministers, dubbed the ‘Bucklers’ from their martyred leader, Sir Henry Buckley. They were separatists, and not just from the Orthodox Saved led by the prophet from his throne on Temple. They were a splinter of the Enskaran Revolution, which allowed a woman, Queen Zabel the First, to rule an entire planet from her throne in Vildeby. And while that act threatened to erupt in holy war among the planets of the Saved, the Bucklers had gone further; they believed that in the right circumstances, God could speak to and through not only a woman, but someone not highborn. This idea was so revolutionary that the Bucklers could be arrested for treason on sight because of it even on Enskari. For, as the prophet maintained and the queen reinforced with only a slight deviance to allow birth to trump gender in her case, the classes are set by God and must be maintained. Though all are Saved, God speaks only to nobles.

			The queen had moved in the right direction but not far enough. The Bucklers were ahead of their time; Morgan knew it. He did not blame the queen for their plight. Society was not ready for them. Before the second stage of a revolution can take place, the first one must be secure. He understood her necessity. Enskari had to survive Temple and Hyrax. Tolerance was a luxury she could not afford in the face of such greater problems. Morgan understood this. His own major problem – the survival of his people, was paramount. He had not time to entertain distractions such as Millicent Dagney. He had given the problem to Henry not unlike the queen had given her problem to Connor, whose Guard were the Enskari equivalent to Temple’s purgers, forcing uniformity and stability through whatever means. Henry Dagney at least shouldn’t have to resort to whips and hot irons.

			Connor was ruthless. He’d been stopped from destroying the Bucklers only because they had sympathizers within the court, particularly Ethan Sommerled. Their martyrdom had been forestalled long enough for them to receive exile. Sommerled’s patent to start a colony on faraway Tirgwenin was the Bucklers’ terrible salvation from Connor’s Guard.

			Morgan caught Upor’s glance when he floated into the tavern. 

			Upor pretended not to have seen him enter, turning to talk with Mr. Hale, the first mate, who similarly pretended not to have seen him.

			They sipped from sealed cups tethered to the table and laughed suddenly together right as Morgan arrived.

			“What is our status, assistant?” Morgan said, wishing his hair was cut short and not waving into his face. “We are wasting time.”

			“Good day, Mr. Morgan,” Upor said.

			“Governor,” he corrected him.

			Upor raised an eyebrow but didn’t meet Morgan’s eyes. “Yes, we’re waiting on supplies.”

			“What of the beef?”

			“I’m getting in touch with my friend,” Upor said. “He will supply the animals we’ll need. Have no fear.”

			“We’ll need more than we thought. And salt.”

			“We’ll dig our own salt in the Cloud. Cheaper. We don’t need the extra weight.”

			“Let us buy it here.”

			“Governor,” Upor said slowly like he was forcing the word out from between two back teeth. “The price is too dear here. We haven’t the money to buy it. Our money is better spent on things we can’t get for free.”

			Upor’s use of the plural ‘we’ used to be reassuring to Morgan, but now it sounded mocking and put his teeth on edge. He rubbed his temples and combed his hair back with his fingers.

			“Freddy,” Morgan said, using Upor’s first name, “the delay is dangerous. We had a late start and we’ve lost more days. We cannot dawdle here.”

			“We need the supplies.” Upor glanced at Mr. Hale, who sipped his drink and watched. “Think of the cows. Think of how they’ll thrive on Tirgwenin.”

			“If we don’t land at Placid Bay by midsummer—”

			“We must not look hurried, Morgan,” said Upor, an edge in his voice. “Hyraxian spies are watching. They must not know our enterprise. Relax. Go pray. Do whatever it is you Bucklers do. We’re in good time. We’ll resupply and be on our way. Leave me alone now, we’re busy.”

			Morgan tried to catch the pilot’s eye but failed. He did instead catch Mr. Hale’s watching him over the top of his drink. Morgan did not like what he saw there.
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