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Foreword

 


In a section of the galaxy empty except for
dust, a vortex was forming. Tiny at first, it grew perceptibly
larger; as an observer, standing on a planet that had once a very
long time ago been nearby, would have seen. That planet with its
intensely green mountains and crystalline perfect air had been
destroyed in an act of rage millennia before.

A door was opening again, a very ancient
door. It emitted vibrations across the EMF spectrum. In human
terms, it screeched on rusty hinges. It was heard, but not
immediately understood.

 



Chapter One

 


“It is necessary to kill
him. He is too intelligent and he saw too much on that wretched
planet.” Deb’s voice was very somber. “When he has the opportunity
to stop and think, he will know far too much about us.”

Sarr’a stood at the window, staring across
the great valley. Since Lanour, the physical world had seemed to
lack a solid foundation. Now, her own internal structures were
threatened. Turning, she looked at Deb, Last of the Brotherhood,
and saw a stranger.

“We… the Brotherhood should
not be killing people for being intelligent and wanting to know the
truth. That is what we are. Or what we have always been. Can
offworlders no longer be permitted to seek the truth? And, if that
is so, how can they be our brothers?”

“We have to survive to be
the Brotherhood, Sarr’a.” Deb’s voice was very tired and very sad.
“When their fleet came to Zoran…”

Her interruption was savage.

“When their fleet came to
Zoran, I was not there. And when that mob came for my mother, there
was no ‘we.’ My father was not on Graneth. Your father was not on
Graneth. My mother chose to die so that I might have a small chance
to survive. She might have chosen to escape. She might have chosen
to kill herself, leaving that mob frustrated and enraged while it
searched for me. She chose to feel every moment of a degrading and
agonizing death, entertaining them until the animals began to lose
interest.

“Do not speak to me of
survival, Last of the Brotherhood. Survival isn’t everything. Honor
is more. The Brotherhood is more. It must be. Even your father who
led us to death and destruction knew that.”

Her eyes glowering, she continued.

“I think you’ve been a
smuggler too long. You forget who you are, Tar Abzoladan. You are a
coward.”

It was an old argument and not the one
tearing at her from the inside. She could not face that one. Not
yet.

“If it is cowardice to
protect those I am sworn to protect, then I am guilty. But it is
not. It is an evaluation of risk and the risk is too great that he
knows too much about us.”

He spoke very quietly and very vehemently,
controlling his own angry reaction to her words.

“Would you have them
succeed this time? We have spoken before of their ‘holy war.’ Would
you have him precipitate it? The truth is not for hero-worshipping
fools who will destroy us all when they are
disillusioned.”

“Colonel Murthoc is hardly
a hero-worshipping fool. He makes choices and he lives with the
result.”

“Then he will die because
of his own choice.”

“No,” she contradicted him
sharply. “Colonel Murthoc will die because of my choice as well as
his. I have answered his questions and tried to help him to
understand. Even on Lanour. If he is to die for seeking the
truth…”

Sarr’a stopped. Deb remained silent as,
within herself, she heard her own voice saying, “It is not my
responsibility to tell them that one of the choices is death.”

Fighting the grief that welled up inside
her, Sarnath Al Cador turned away. Her actions had brought him to
this death. She had lured this one with the Brotherhood, not
herself, and the irony that he could have had her was bitter.

Cully Murthoc was going to die. The Last of
the Brotherhood ordered it. It was going to happen. That was clear.
It was not clear why he had to die; it was a perversion of
everything she believed. But she was certain that Deb wasn’t going
to listen to her: he never had.

The sun moved toward what would be a very
spectacular sunset. Inside her, there was a great agony of guilt
and pain rising intertwined with a black rage that all she believed
was false including herself. Her mind, trained to tactical
analysis, moved through that pain and rage to assess her possible
course of action.

By her own choice, she was Brotherhood. As
clan commander, she had chosen to follow the Last of the
Brotherhood in time of war. But if this travesty was the
Brotherhood, she could not remain. To leave now would be desertion.
And the empty question remained: where would she go?

Straightening her shoulders, Sarr’a chose.
She was tired. Perhaps she was the coward, but she couldn’t fight
Deb anymore.

She was Sarnath Al Cador. Honor required
that she face Colonel Murthoc as he died. Her clan however did not
deserve the dishonor. Either for his death or her desertion. She
would do what little she could to spare them that. Hands moving
across the breast of her uniform blouse, Sarnath Al Cador turned to
face Tar Abzoladan and met his eyes squarely.

“Since you order it done,
Last of the Brotherhood, I will kill Cully Murthoc. He deserves
honorable treatment. He will get an assassination. At last, I can
kill him quickly. The offworlders are right: they did destroy the
Brotherhood.”

Deb felt her words as sword thrusts; he did
not flinch. Sarr’a continued more quietly.

“Give these to Amik for me.
He will do what must be done.”

She placed the insignia of her rank as clan
commander on his desk. And the insignia of her clan.

“Without guidance and with
very little example, Cully Murthoc has started on the Way. And we…I
will kill him.”

With difficulty, she held her voice steady
as she finished.

Deb closed his eyes. When he opened them,
she was gone.

Sarr’a walked slowly along the corridor that
led to the clan command center and the practice room where she kept
her sword. Given to her on the day she made her formal choice, the
sword was hers. It was fitting that it be there at the end, even
this end, and it felt important. Several members of her clan
passed; she was too engrossed in her own thoughts to notice. One,
stopping abruptly with an arrested expression on her face, looked
toward Deb’s office then moved immediately down the ramp to the
level where the clan second had his quarters.

Entering the practice room, Sarr’a took down
her sword and strapped it to her back in combat mode. Pausing in
the door to the clan command center, she watched them at work for a
few moments, then left without speaking. There was nothing there
for her now, only further pain. Colonel Murthoc’s quarters were
nearby. She requested admittance and entered.

He was seated at a desk, staring unseeing at
some reports that Major Tren had forwarded. His mind was grappling
with what he had seen on Lanour and after: confirmation of the
legends of the Algolana. It seemed that the Brotherhood had indeed
fought and defeated them. That their God was still present in the
universe, that the legends, which predicted His return, could also
be true, was bonechillingly terrifying.

Placed beside that, his life’s work fighting
the Imperium felt empty and pointless. But the image of Lanour as
he had last seen it, a glowing burned-out cinder of a planet,
haunted his sleep. What made them so certain?

Sarr’a’s entrance brought him back to the
present. Rising to greet her, he could not help the welcoming smile
which faded as he observed the set expression of her face and the
sword on her back.

“Is there a problem,
Sarr’a?”

He was certain he knew the answer to that.
Deb had finally decided. The wonder was that it had taken so long.
For a moment, he regretted all the answers he did not yet have.

“Yes, Colonel. There is. I
would like you to take a walk with me.”

Her eyes met his and he was shaken by their
renewed intensity.

“Please. We will talk
outside.”

Extraordinary pain filled her voice. Even
convinced that this was his death, he would not add to it.

“Certainly,
commander.”

Halfway through the word, he realized that
she was no longer wearing her rank insignia and his concern, now
for her, grew.

“Sarr’a?”

She was no longer wearing clan insignia
either. Afraid of what that meant, he didn’t know what to do. What
was Deb doing to push her to this after warning him?

“Then let us go, Colonel.
The sun will be setting soon.”

It was important to get outside the base.
She felt an aching physical need to see the stars and to touch the
world around her for just a few moments.

They walked together down the long ramps.
She knew the rhythm of the life of this base as well as she knew
her own pulse. Both felt odd, as though the world had tilted.

They had almost reached the airlock when the
sound of running feet came from behind them.

“Sarr’a!”

Clan second Merik Nataen called in what was
for a Zorantian a frantic tone. Reaching her, he stood for a moment
waiting for her response.

She had halted automatically at his call,
now she spoke courteously to Colonel Murthoc.

“You will excuse me for a
few moments, Colonel.”

A reprieve of a few minutes, he thought, his
heart beating a little fast in spite of his outward calm. He
watched as she walked back a bit with Amik. Sarr’a stood facing her
second and appeared to listen patiently as he spoke very urgently.
The colonel could not hear what he was saying, but it didn’t seem
to be affecting Sarr’a at all. Her set expression did not change.
She spoke a few words quietly. Amik replied more vehemently.

Colonel Murthoc then became aware that there
were a lot of people in the motor pool area. A rapidly growing,
large number of people who were all watching Sarr’a and Amik.
Sarr’a seemed suddenly to realize this and projected her voice to
fill the room.

“This is not a clan matter.
It is personal choice. I have chosen.”

I have chosen to no longer be one of you. I
have chosen not to fight anymore. Pain closed over her in a black
wave and she moved through it as she had been taught to do when it
was necessary to finish her task. A little while longer and it
wouldn’t matter.

Clan second Merik Nataen continued what he
knew could only be a losing argument in the face of the essential
truth of the Brotherhood.

“It is a clan matter who
will lead us. We have chosen. You accepted that choice.”

She closed her eyes, and then she opened
them full of tears. He had never seen her weep, not for her mother
or her father. Shaken, he heard her reply.

“Then I will lead you for a
short while longer.”

She saw the flash of grief cross his face
and spoke again, more gently. Twenty years of friendship stretched
between them.

“I cannot in honor continue
to be Brotherhood, Amik. I cannot be anything else. I cannot see
any other choice.”

Her second stepped back from her and bowed
his head. There was a desolate certainty in her voice that defeated
him and he was very angry. Discipline and respect for her held him
silent, for now.

She turned away toward the colonel. Again,
she was stopped by a voice calling her name.

“Clan commander Sarnath Al
Cador.”

The Last of the Brotherhood stood above them
on the ramp. He walked down through the ranks of her silent clan
until they were face to face. As he came, clan second Merik Nataen
moved to stand behind her, his face rigid.

Deb spoke, his voice easily reaching every
ear present.

“You are right, clan
commander. I was wrong.” He leaned forward and met her eyes. “You
are not an assassin. I am not a coward.”

Continuing to speak, but for her alone; his
voice was now soft, his eyes more insistent.

“You may give up on me
Sarr’a, but you may not give up on the Brotherhood. You may not
give up on yourself. You chose the Brotherhood. You cannot do this
now, whatever your pain, without causing a greater injury than you
know. The Brotherhood survives and, I give you my word, will
continue to survive with honor. You must continue to fight for that
honor.”

Staring first at him, then at her insignia
which he held in his open palm, Sarr’a nodded slowly. Deb replaced
them on her uniform, then looked at her second whose face reflected
the anger still present in the room.

“Do you think we might get
some work done?

Deb spoke quietly, his voice containing only
the faintest trace of acid.

Slowly, people left. No one looked happy.
Sarr’a seemed dazed.

Deb walked over to stand near Colonel
Murthoc.

“The two of you should take
that walk, I think. She’ll need time to recover. She’s never won an
argument with me before.”

He answered the question in the colonel’s
eyes with a dismissive shrug.

“Yes, I did order your
death. And I did not change my mind because she resigned as clan
commander or because she was only going to survive you by a few
minutes. That’s her choice. I changed my mind because Sarr’a is
right. We can’t kill you for the reasons I gave and be the
Brotherhood. Which doesn’t mean there may not be other reasons to
come. You have been granted more time, offworlder. Choose
wisely.”

Colonel Murthoc, relief turning to fury,
moved dangerously close to Deb.

“Is this some kind of game
to you? My life or death is not the issue here. You would have
permitted her to die over killing me? What kind of threat can I
possibly be to you to warrant that? I may only be an offworlder,
Last of the Brotherhood, but even I can see that something is
seriously wrong.”

She told me that this man was their moral
compass, he thought in outrage. How can he be so wrong?

Deb’s face closed as he carefully controlled
the almost automatic reflexes that would have killed or maimed the
other man. Behind the colonel, he caught the expression of startled
respect on Amik’s face as he stood beside his clan commander.

Murthoc’s right, thought Deb. There is
something seriously wrong and it is with me. There has been since
Sartak and that planet with its altar made it worse. I need to talk
to Tor.

The colonel had taken an aggressive stance
only inches away. Deb felt a sudden urge to laugh, but suppressed
it sternly. Sarr’a had been prepared to kill him and this man still
felt a need to protect her. They could be very funny, these
offworlders, if you allowed them to distract you. Or perhaps it
wasn’t funny.

“I will concede the point,
Colonel,” he said quietly. “Now go away. Go to your quarters or
walk with the clan commander. I don’t care. I have work to
do.”

He turned to move up the ramp.

“Amik, Tor is on Eblarem. I
need her here now. When Sarr’a has recovered, you may inform her
that the Brotherhood’s second will be arriving.”

Amik’s eyes were narrowed as he acknowledged
the order.

Sarr’a stared up at Deb as he climbed. It
didn’t feel like she’d won an argument. It still felt like the
entire world was coming apart around her. The Brotherhood had no
second to the Last of the Brotherhood except in times of dire
emergency. Desperately needing time to think, she lowered her eyes
and met those of Colonel Murthoc who was still very angry.

“You said that if we asked
for your help, you would give it. I need to understand, commander.
Help me to understand.”

It was too much and she began to laugh,
stopping only when Amik put his hand on her shoulder. Her second
moved to face her, his expression now very serious.

“Listen to him, Sarnath Al
Cador. Listen to what he asks of you.”

His eyes held questioning concern.

Colonel Murthoc watched her straighten as
she turned to look at him, now studying him intently.

“Go,” she said to Amik.
“Get Tor here. I will be all right.”

Her eyes were still considering the
colonel.

“Am I correct that you
asked me for help in understanding?” she asked quietly.

He nodded.

“Yes,
commander.”

She closed her eyes and thought: this is the
Brotherhood, with a certainty that pushed aside the weariness, the
confusion, and the pain. Looking at him again, she spoke
formally.

“We have a contract, Cully
Murthoc. I will help you. You will understand.”

His anger giving way to confusion, he said,
“If it was this easy, why did he want you to kill me?”

Sarr’a shook her head.

“I don’t know, Colonel. We
will find out.”

* * *

It was almost six hours later that clan
commander Kalibarrna entered the office of the Last of the
Brotherhood to find her brother alone in a darkened room
illuminated only by the displays on his desk. Blast doors covered
the windows. He sat hunched over his desk and spoke sarcastically
as she entered.

“I’m happy to see that you
have time in your busy schedule for me, clan commander. Catching up
on the gossip?”

“I heard most of it before
I left, Deb. Sarr’a is my friend. I don’t like to see my friends on
the point of suicide and I question the military wisdom of pushing
an entire clan to the point of mutiny.”

He became aware that she was angry although
her voice was quiet and switched on the light so he could see her
face. Her eyes widened when she saw his.

“Deb! When did you last
sleep? You look hagridden.”

“Touched by God, perhaps,”
he said, watching for her reaction.

Tor looked at him steadily, then sat down
near his desk.

“You mean that literally,”
she said, trying to remain sensible. “On that altar, I presume.
Yes, I suppose your presence would have called Him.”

“My presence? I butchered
His priest on His altar. I was washed in the blood of the priest as
it flowed over me to that altar. I pulled down His image and
destroyed the living stone that had fed him for
millennia.”

Deb’s voice was rising in intensity.

“I am riding black winds
that scorch my soul, Tor. I am the black winds.”

He stood on the edge of insanity. And
stepped back. He continued quite reasonably.

“I need you here as my
second. I believe we are both questioning my judgment. You will
need to leave your clan to your second. It may be that this is the
end of time.”

“Deb! The end of time is
legend. Why should it be now? We have no proof that it will even
come, that there is such a thing. You’re tired. We both know where
your black winds come from and you have been riding them for a long
time.”

His eyes blazed with green fire.

“And have you never
wondered, sister, why the offworlders chose this time to destroy
Zoran? Not a century ago, not two millennia, but this time? It is
not I who am insane, but the offworlders: the Masters with their
Dark Council plotting to reinstate the God of the Algolana so that
they may have order in their galaxy. I see the future, Tor, and it
is black and full of evil. I say it is the end of time.”

When the Last of the Brotherhood speaks the
truth, all men know it. Even younger sisters.

“We will need to call the
clans together then. The Brotherhood must make the final
choice.”

Her voice was somber.

“Why do you think I called
you here?” he said, with a return of his normal
impatience.

* * *

Moving quietly, the small figure was walking
down the side corridor toward the experimental laboratories when
Reth saw him and recognized their wandering prisoner. Annoyance
with offworlders who felt that they could roam at will on a
Brotherhood base flared. This one had been doing it for almost a
week. Sarr’a was upset, but that was no excuse for this level of
sloppiness.

Soundlessly, he came up behind the boy and,
preparatory to spinning the offworlder around, placed a hand on his
shoulder. As his grip tightened, Reth felt the boy move. His hand
was caught in a lock that he did not recognize and which drove him
to his knees. Amazingly, it did not hurt. Experience told him
however that a struggle against that sort of hold would cause
excruciating pain without effecting a release and he was still.

Above him, the face held very clear, blue
eyes regarding him with an open and thorough assessment. He was
released, but remained where he was as the boy sank to the floor in
front of him and sat looking up at him.

“Is it your practice to
physically assault unknown persons?”

The uplifted face expected an answer.

“Truthfully,
yes.”

Reth was amused by the question. This was
after all the Brotherhood.

“You have no business in
this area. It is restricted.” The boy’s response was
quiet.

“I have business
everywhere.”

“This is a Brotherhood
base. We have the right to restrict where offworlders may
go.”

The incongruity of his discussion with this
child was giving Reth an almost irresistible urge to laugh. The boy
appeared to be considering the matter seriously.

Rising, he spoke calmly.

“I cannot accept that
restriction, supreme commander. I have no interest in military
secrets.”

“Who are you?”

Reth’s question was sharp. This was no
longer quite so funny. No offworlder should know him by that title.
He rose to his feet.

“I am here to see the Last
of the Brotherhood. We will meet when he is ready.”

The calm certainty in his voice held Reth
motionless as the boy continued his interrupted walk along the
corridor. Reth was remembering the reports about this prisoner. He
had been seen eating, walking around, and talking to people. One
supply clerk had admitted to giving him a blanket. The only
explanation offered was that it had not occurred to anyone at the
time that he was a threat, a justification which had left Sarr’a
speechless.

Watching the boy disappear around a corner,
Reth could understand the confusion. There was something very odd
there, but he couldn’t quite see it. Shaking his head, he turned
away. He would not tell Sarr’a about the encounter.

 


Teachings

 


“You have asked to be
taught. Listen. Learn.”

“But…”

“Hush. Listen. You will
understand in time.”

The voice paused as though gathering the
strands of history together.

“Long ago, very, very long
ago, a people lived on a world they called home. They were a
fiercely proud people, intelligent and independent. Their
population was not large: a few millions scattered in family groups
across the continents of that world. Some lived simply as hunters
and herdsmen; others were farmers.

“It came to pass that for
months the dreams of many were troubled and dark. Their leaders
sought answers from the wise, but none knew the origin of these
dreams or their meaning.

“On a night when the
people’s moon turned its dark face to their world, a great cloud of
fire and boiling black cloud spread across their sky eating the
very stars. Atop their verdant peaks fire and smoke settled and
became one with the people’s land.

“As the night was spent, a
looming enormous form seemed to emerge from the cloud. The people
looked upon the towering thing that was revealed. It stood upon two
enormous legs such as legend said supported the very vault of the
sky. Slowly as the clouds parted further, the form that continued
to emerge became clear. Its form was like the people’s: two arms, a
single head, but covered in titanic and barbaric armor.

“He, who was leader of
those camped closest to this monstrous sight, gave orders to his
tribes: the women and children would seek a place that could be
defended; his herdsmen warriors would accompany him to the peaks
where this apparition had descended from the sky. He would know if
this was enemy or friend. He would know if it sought to harm the
people.

“As he ascended to the high
peaks, other tribes’ warriors and even the ploughmen of the farming
peoples hurried to the aid of those in greatest danger. As the
first rays of dawn limned the peaks, an army was assembling in the
valleys.

“He whose tribe was first
in danger was first to reach the feet of the colossus that filled
the sky above the mountains. Fire and dark clouds welled and were
dispersed time and again by mountain winds.

“He was the leader of his
people; neither he nor his people knew fear. He was driven only by
his courage. Nearly breathless by the hard climb he stood, a living
pebble before a living mountain, as his sweat rolled down his brow.
He did not wait to compose a speech. Once his breath had returned,
he called out to the thing above.

“‘Who are you? Why have you
come?’

“So steady and firm was his
speech that the colossus heard it and knew it for what it was: both
demand and command. Through all its long ages and long journeys,
never had the titan been so challenged. That one so small and puny
would stand ground before it, no not just stand, but carry the
battle to it, was beyond the thing’s belief. As the thing
considered this lone warrior and pondered these impossibilities, it
became aware of the others boiling up from the valleys below. Not
just a single beserker, but a planet, a world of them. A
race.

“As the herdsman, hunters,
and ploughmen, armed as they were, reached the peak, he who had
stood there first halted their advance with his upraised hand. And
they gathered in ranks behind him. They waited. The thing
spoke.

“‘I have come to protect you from the
swarming multitudes of evil dwelling among the glittering stars
above. I have come to give you those great gifts that are mine to
bestow so that you might help me punish those same evil ones who
pollute the stars. I have come because I am God and you are my
Chosen Ones.’”

 



Chapter Two

 


“The end of
time?”

Incredulous outrage held the phrase before
them in almost visible tones. Surprisingly, at least to some
present, it was not Sarr’a’s voice that rang through the
chamber.

“Have you been using the
stuff instead of selling it?”

Echoes of that blunt sentiment appeared on
the faces of many of the clan commanders as they looked to Deb for
his response.

“I said, after Kuarmian,
that when I knew what was happening, I would tell you.” The Last of
the Brotherhood’s voice was coldly controlled. “The Masters seek to
become the Chosen of God.”

“Then let us kill the
Masters.” This was interjected quietly by a woman sitting near the
front. “That should solve the problem.”

“God is returning,” said
Deb just as quietly as nods indicating agreement with her solution
spread through the room. “The Masters are not really
important.”

“Since when?” Her voice was
now angry and no longer quiet. “They destroyed Zoran. We have been
fighting them and their allies for a generation. Now, they are not
important? If they want to be the Chosen, and I do not see how that
is possible, then kill them. All of them.”

“I repeat,” said Deb, his
voice rising over theirs and demanding their silence. “The Masters,
whatever their actions, are not the point. God returns. This is the
end of time.”

Frustration usually expressed this openly
only by Sarr’a boiled over.

“Killing Masters is not the
point?” said one clan commander with bitter sarcasm. “For millennia
we have died fighting them and now they are not the
point?”

“Logically then,” another
continued. “The Imperium, the Confederation, none of the wars, the
destruction, the deaths, theirs or ours, have been of any
importance. Is that your argument?”

Pained eyes challenged Deb. Tumultuous
voices filled the room as two alone sat in silence.

Clan commander Sarnath Al Cador watched the
Brotherhood, her Brotherhood at last, and felt no triumph. The Last
of the Brotherhood appeared always to her now as he had on the
altar in the flash just before the torches died. Cold fear sat
heavily within her chest as she began to comprehend why Deb had
wanted the colonel dead and why he was insane. Our moral compass,
she thought, no longer hearing the voices around her. It was a
great speech and I almost got him killed with it. Now, I am
supposed to help him understand. What will he understand when I
have finished?

The second silent figure rose at last,
striding through the angrily divided ranks of Brotherhood clan
commanders to stand before Deb. Reth watched his oldest friend
expectantly; this clan commander did not speak often and never
lightly. No longer young, his face held the scars of battles fought
before many in the room had been born. He had always dismissed
reconstructive surgery. Unlike any of the other clan commanders, he
retained the tradition of wearing his sword when summoned by the
Last of the Brotherhood. Silence fell as he drew that sword and
began to speak.

“Is this a gathering of the
Brotherhood or of offworlder children? Have you forgotten the oath
you took? I took that oath. It was a long time ago, but I have not
forgotten. The Last of the Brotherhood has told you that God
returns. He speaks the truth: you know that. What proof do you
require beyond the truth?

“We have stood this watch
for thousands of years. This is who we are. Emperors, Masters,
offworlders do not matter and never have. I have fought the same
battles you have fought against the same enemies. I have been doing
it for longer than any of you. And I tell you truthfully: they did
not and do not matter.

“We are the Brotherhood,
bound by oath for this moment alone. There is only one
response.”

He laid his sword at the feet of the Last of
the Brotherhood.

“My clan follows
you.”

Picking up the sword, Tar Abzoladan held it
for a moment, feeling its weight, then extended the hilt to its
owner.

“I accept you and your
clan,” he said formally. “I will lead you.”

Sheathing his sword, the clan commander
strode out of the room. Behind him, the starkness of the choice was
now apparent on almost all the faces. Follow the Last of the
Brotherhood. Or leave.

“How is it that you are so
certain?”

This question came quietly from a back
row.

Deb, his eyes hooded, glanced up.

“There is a vortex
forming,” he said. “Coordinates: Alpha. Alpha. Prime. Prime. Prime.
Alpha.”

“But…that was our home. The
first Zoran.”

“That we lost to the God of
the Algolana,” said Tul.

“And that is two homes that
we have lost to Him,” said Deb. To the questioning murmur that
began, he continued. “Do you not understand even yet that the High
Council of the Masters moved against Zoran because the Brotherhood
had to be destroyed before He could or would return?”

“But surely they have no
records that old?”

Some were still fighting.

Anger flared briefly on Deb’s face.

“Then the God of the
Algolana must have a long memory,” he said. “He returns and we turn
to fight Him.”

He glanced around at their faces, giving no
indication that he wondered how many would follow.

“The Brotherhood will
immediately, or as quickly as can be accomplished with reasonable
safety, withdraw from the Imperium, the Confederation. And the
smugglers. We will create what diversions we can to keep them
distracted. We will stop all other operations. You will be given
your orders. We will meet again in three days.”

Exhaustion rapidly overtaking him, he left
the conclave for the quiet of his office. And found the senior clan
commander waiting for him. Extremely sharp eyes assessed him, then
the man nodded.

“You’ll do,
boy.”

Deb moved behind his desk.

“Just now, I’d rather not,”
he said evenly. “I can think of any number of my predecessors who
were better prepared to face this. Even my father.”

His eyes narrowed, the clan commander
studied Deb for a moment.

“You’re doing as well as
your father, boy. And he set a high standard whatever your opinion.
He needs sleep.”

Reth had followed Deb and was the recipient
of the last comment and the next.

“Working until he falls
over in exhaustion…you must have taught him some way to
relax.”

“Dancing girls,” said Deb
as he settled back in his chair. “Why do you think I took up
smuggling?”

He was fully aware of the eyes meeting in
silent agreement behind him.

“How deeply are they
divided do you think?”

“More than I would have
expected,” came the reply. “In part, it is because they are young.
But it is also more. Someone is stirring up doubts about you and
playing to their fears.”

“Who?” asked
Reth.

“I don’t know. And that is
more troubling than the fact that it is happening. Why should they
hide?”

Deb rose abruptly.

“You will excuse me. I am
going out.”

He walked through his outer office and down
the ramps of the base. Around him, every eye turned to watch as he
passed, but he did not notice. It was as though he walked through
shadows, caught up as he was in the enormity of events.

They consider me insane, he thought as he
left the base behind. That somehow, God returning is some game I
have invented for my own amusement. Some of them undoubtedly think
that I went to the smugglers to avoid boredom. I would take a
boring life. They are the ones who are insane, not I. I…

He became aware suddenly that another
occupied the only place where he could be certain to be left alone.
She was sitting near the waterfall almost exactly where he sat when
he needed to think. Anger flashed briefly to be replaced by a
question: who was she? He knew of no one in the Brotherhood with
hair like that.

She was combing it as it fell in a soft,
brown mantle around her. The only offworlder currently unaccounted
for on this base was a boy. They consider me insane, he thought
sarcastically. They are blind offworlder infants to see this as
male and a child.

Reflexively, he stopped that line of thought
and stepped around to see her face. She looked up as he moved
forward.

“They told me this place
was safe,” she said, her eyes meeting his.

“They lied,” he responded
in what felt like the beginning of a game.

Standing above her, he watched her fingers
as they moved expertly to bind her hair again and clip it to her
head. Completing her task and replacing the hat carefully, she
stretched her arms up toward him and waited.

Without conscious thought, his hands
enclosed hers and she was on her feet. Their eyes were almost level
as they stood assessing each other. Hers were clear and direct as
they searched his face, as if looking for someone she knew. His
held a puzzled frown. He did not release her hands.

Abruptly, Deb broke the silence.

“Why did you go to
Lanour?”

For just a moment, she looked at him sadly,
then replied.

“I am a student of the
early years of your Brotherhood. I have studied our archives, now I
wander, looking for more answers.”

His eyes narrowed.

“They did indeed lie if
they told you that was a safe pastime.”

She shrugged.

“Was it necessary to kill
all of them?”

Her question was curiously gentle, not
judgmental.

He dropped her hands, but stood looking at
her as though trying to decide what to say. At last, he spoke
without emphasis.

“There was a living
Algolana altar on that planet. It had been fed with the blood of
who knows how many for millennia. Through it, the God of the
Algolana was sustained as they died in agony.”

Her eyes did not leave his face. He had
expected her to flinch away.

“It was my decision. I made
it. And now they are one with the rock of their planet.”

“But could they not have
been taught?”

Her voice was gently and quietly insistent.
Deliberately, he changed the subject.

“You wish to study the
Brotherhood. By the reports, you have already been doing so. I
cannot see any threat to us so long as you remain here.”

He gestured for her to precede him back to
the base.

“What archives have you
studied that speak of the beginnings of the
Brotherhood?”

He realized that he did not know her
name.

“Your people were not the
only ones present at the beginning, Last of the
Brotherhood.”

There was a distinct sharpening in her tone
and her eyes pierced his as she looked back at him over her
shoulder. Her voice as she continued was that of a parent chiding a
child.

“My name is
Nali.”

They walked back to the base, she moving
with a fluid grace that proclaimed her femininity. He escorted her
to the clan command center where Amik was on duty. There was a
perceptible pause as they entered.

“This is clan second Merik
Nataen, Nali.” Deb looked from her to Amik, his eyes sardonic. “I
believe you have been looking for her.”

His emphasis on the pronoun was pointed.

“She says she is a student
of the Brotherhood. I have agreed that she may continue her
studies.”

“I will tell Sarr’a,
Deb.”

Nali was wandering around the room,
observing but not interrupting as people worked.

“Do you want her movements
restricted?”

Deb looked amused.

“She was outside the base
as a prisoner, Amik. What more will you do now that she is my
guest? Besides, I hardly think that it will matter what she does.
Not now.”

Turning away, he walked the length of the
corridor to his own office.

It was not empty.

“Is this a common meeting
room now?” Deb asked in loud frustration as he turned toward the
man seated in the corner.

Then he paused as that man rose.

“You,” said the Last of the
Brotherhood in quite different tones. His eyes saw, not the figure
before him, but rather one facet of a fragmented gem and thus the
identification held no note of the personal.

Scars that were deeper than the senior clan
commander’s disfigured this man’s face to the bone and a deep
shadow seemed to surround him even in the light. He was holding a
red piece of cloth which he set down on Deb’s desk before he spoke.
His voice sounded rusty.

“You have me watching the
wrong one.”

Caustic eyes observed the Last of the
Brotherhood smooth out the rag, then recoil as if it had burned
him.

“Who and where?” Deb asked
tightly, looking down at the Shareem of the Algolana. Inside, he
felt another weight added to those already threatening to crush
him.

“You call him Skal.” It was
almost a whisper, that cracked voice. “He used it against
pirates.”

“Bring him to
me.”

The Last of the Brotherhood sat alone at
last, staring at a torn red banner lying across his desk as the
black winds howled around him.

 


Teachings

 


“Though they mistrusted the
being that had ‘chosen’ them, the people tolerated its presence. As
their generations passed, it bestowed gifts upon them. It taught
them great powers and that which they thought to be magic. Finally,
the day came when the people no longer mistrusted, when they came
to look upon the thing as ‘truly a god.’ This was what the colossus
had waited for; this was what the waiting was about. He called them
to a council; the fruit of his plan was all but ripe.

“‘Long ago I came to your
ancestors and proclaimed myself to them.’ He said to the throng
assembled at the base of his mountain home. ‘Now the people have
seen me for the benefactor that I am. I have given you gifts and
wonders such as no other people have had bestowed upon them. I have
given these freely and you, my Chosen, have prospered and grown
ever stronger. Now is the time for the greatest gift of all.’ He
paused and waited for a sense of disquiet to flow through the
people. ‘But this greatest of gifts is one that you must accept
before its granting. You must know and understand it before it is
bestowed. Great responsibility comes with this gift and once
accepted, it cannot be set aside.” A murmur moved like a cold wind
through the people. Troubled glances passed between the
leaders.

“‘Between the pure glowing
stars is the black veil of night. Within that black veil are other
worlds. But those other worlds are not like this world. Their
peoples are not strong and pure of heart as you are. The very
darkness between the stars themselves is a vomit of evil sent forth
by these impure others to hide themselves from the sight and
righteousness of the good, from you.’ Shock welled within the
people. Horror twisted their faces as they contemplated the
universe that was being brought to them. ‘I stand here with you as
a guard against the abominations of that darkness. You are my
Chosen. I will ever protect you; I will never abandon
you.

“‘But you must prepare for
the day that their evil will seek you out. You must arm your
hearts, your souls, your very beings against that day, for it will
surely come. I have given you much that will allow you to resist
them. I would give you more still to assure your triumph against
those from the blackness. For when evil ones come from the void,
their purpose will be to destroy the righteous, to destroy
you.’

“He who was of the line of
the first to question God stepped forward. ‘Would it not be better
to seek the foes before they find us? Is it not better to begin the
fight far from our homes? Then, even if defeated at the first, we
have the hope of fighting again. Even if there is no hope of
victory, we might fight the long defeat and so do some good in our
passing.’

“The Titan smiled to
himself: the second key to the trap was sprung as the people heard
those words and found that they agreed with them.

“In the days that followed,
their training began. Even greater gifts were given: the means to
travel to the enemy world, abilities in understanding the very
universe itself, and powers akin to that of God. The people were in
awe of these things and called them magic, but they were
not.

“More generations passed
and finally the long preparations and training were at an end.
Standing above the ranks of His people as they arrayed themselves,
the God was pleased. He paused once more before He spoke. ‘I have
nurtured you. Guided you. Taught you. Bestowed upon you powers like
unto my own. And you have proven yourselves worthy of my gifts.’
The people were at once grim in their multitude prepared for war
and proud in the great honor that God had made theirs.

“‘On this eve of your first
conquest of the evil ones, I give you one last protection against
your enemies: so that none might gain dark powers over any of your
numbers I grant you, my Chosen Ones, a name bearing my fullest
protection. No being or race shall be able to harm or control any
one of you through the power of secret knowledge of you. I name you
as mine. I name you ALGOLANA, MY CHOSEN ONES.’

And with that act did the name of the people
pass from all knowledge and so did the history of the people pass
from all knowledge. And they donned armor that was like unto that
of their God and their visage passed from all knowledge.”

 



Chapter Three

 


“You look shocked, Jyn.
Have you never considered that, except for the accident of the
children’s survival, the leadership of the Brotherhood was
destroyed on Zoran? Except for the military. There are no Teachers.
Deb and Tor are the last remnants of an enfeebled leadership that
cried out for replacement.”

Her head resting on his shoulder, the clan
second said, “Replacement by you, you mean.”

“Who else? He is insane:
his every action confirms it.”

Skal’s smile invited her agreement, which
came without reluctance.

“It is past time that the
Brotherhood ordered matters in this galaxy to suit us. Why should
the Masters run the Imperium? Why should the offworlders be able to
kill us whenever they choose? We have the power and the ability to
make them obey our will.”

“And our child will rule
them.”

Her fingers were tracing a pattern on his
chest.

“Yes.”

“It was a direct lie, but
she did not hear it. Kissing her, he said chidingly.

“You are jealous of Sarr’a.
I told you the strategy. They will follow her, at least some of
them.” He kissed her again. “How could you think that I would want
her when I have you?”

Convincing her was almost too easy, but she
was, after all, his hand-picked choice for clan second. Jyn was
useful and occasionally, as now, pleasant. For a moment, Skal saw
enraged dark eyes flashing, but he dismissed the image. He had
always been able to concentrate on the task at hand.

* * *

Her scream held almost everyone in the outer
office frozen; everyone except the young analyst whose quick
movement to the door of Murthoc’s office was punctuated by the
sound of a shot from within. Opening the door, he saw Major Tren
cradling the body of his sister as her blood flowed down over the
front of his blouse.

“Get out!”

There was no trace of the prissy aide in
that command. The door closed.

“Keep them here,” he said
grimly to a clerk, indicating the two others. “And no one goes in
there until I come back with Lieutenant Karel.”

Inside, his hand still clutching the gun in
a hard grip, Tren held his sister close as the last of her blood
ebbed out on to him. She was already dead; he had aimed directly up
through the medulla into the center of her brain. There had been no
pain; he knew that with an awful clarity. None for Mirrim, after he
had pulled the trigger.

He was just beginning to consider his next
action when the door opened again and closed behind her. This time
he was too tired for anger and he reacted automatically to the
command in her voice.

“Tell me what happened,
Major.”

Without pausing to wonder what had become of
the quiet, middle-aged researcher he thought he knew, Tren
began.

“When I came in to make up
the reports, Mirrim wanted to wait for me. I didn’t see why not
since I was only going to be a minute. I was at my desk and I
thought she’d wandered away. When I looked in here, she was going
through the boxes. And when I told her to stop, she looked very
strange and asked me why the colonel was studying the Brotherhood.
I was a little sharp and I said it was none of her business. And
then,” he looked up at the woman standing across the room. “Then
she moaned as if something was hurting her and she said: yes, it
was her business, that they were making her. She was in so much
pain. She said…she said they were inside her head, telling her to
find out what the colonel was doing. She was supposed to be with
him, they said. Mirrim.”

His voice did not quite break.

“Who, Major?”

Her voice retained its command.

“The Masters.”

He looked bewildered, distracted for a
moment as he tried to analyze what had occurred.

“I didn’t know they could
do that.”

Shuddering, he shut his eyes and his arms
closed around the body of his sister.

“She begged me to kill her,
said she couldn’t do it herself. They wouldn’t let her. Mirrim
screamed. And then, it wasn’t her looking out her eyes. The colonel
was right: it was like a spider. I shot her. I did it so it
wouldn’t hurt.”

Tren was looking up at the lieutenant again
and this time his eyes focused as a new idea formed.

“You’re Sarr’a’s spy,
aren’t you?”

“Yes, Major.”

She spoke quietly as she considered him.

“I need to talk to her. I
need to talk to the clan commander.”

Major Jonath Tren had reached a decision
that pulling him back from the shock and grief. Very gently, he set
his sister down and rose to face the woman still standing by the
door.

“I will need help to do
this properly, but I will do it without you if I have
to.”

Kyrl examined him for a moment, her eyes
thoughtful. Most of the decision had been made as he spoke; this
last was a surprise, which she realized it really should not have
been. What precisely did he have in mind, she wondered?

“All right,
Major.”

Speaking rapidly into a communicator, she
began the process that would take him and his sister to her clan’s
primary base. And two offworlders to a Brotherhood safe house until
the matter was resolved: she was under orders not to upset Colonel
Murthoc more than was necessary. Killing two of his staff would
upset him.

* * *

Sarr’a’s eyes swept around the room and
registered the fact that the offworlder, Nali, was not there. She
had been reported with Deb and Sarr’a had come to see this
troublesome guest for herself. The girl must now be wandering
again, an extremely irritating habit. The clan commander moved to
leave, automatically scanning Deb’s quarters as she passed the open
door.

Stopping with an exclamation, Sarr’a stared
inside for a moment and then began to swear quietly and
emphatically. Most of it was directed at Deb as she turned
blazingly angry eyes in his direction.

“Look,” she
said.

Moving to the door, he looked inside. Nali
was stretched across his bed, asleep with the complete abandon of
the secure child. Deb looked questioningly to Sarr’a who was still
muttering, now under her breath. Her reaction seemed
disproportionate.

Look at her, Last of the Brotherhood. Look
at her.”

She bit off the words in exasperation.

“Have we descended so far
from being the Brotherhood that we must imprison a Teacher of the
Way? Again? Can you not see?”

“Try to imprison, surely,”
he said quietly.

She glared at him.

“I’m tired, clan commander.
May we debate this tomorrow?”

“As you wish, Last of the
Brotherhood. But do not expect my clan to restrict her movements in
the future.”

“Of course not,” he said,
sweetly sarcastic. “Why should you start now?”

It had the desired effect; she left his
office. He was tired. Wrapping himself in a blanket, he lay down
beside Nali on the bed. It had been after all her choice to sleep
there. His sleep was profound and dreamless.

Deb awakened at dawn to find her once again
combing her hair. She was sitting cross-legged on the bed facing
him. In the light of early morning, the mantle of her hair looked
darker and heavier. For a brief moment, he permitted himself to
feel his fingers running through it.

He broke the silence when she began to braid
it.

“I ask your pardon for not
recognizing you.”

“You have been preoccupied,
Last of the Brotherhood. It is hard to see others when you cannot
see yourself clearly.”

His eyes hardened.

“And it is easy to
criticize from the outside. We face the end of time, Teacher. What
are your teachings as I prepare the Brotherhood to face
God?”

“The last time your
Brotherhood faced God, you chose the Way. Is it so hard to continue
that choice?”

She was watching him through the hair that
still veiled her face.

“According to some of your
brethren, Nali, we never truly chose the Way. We are a violent
people who kill when we deem it correct. Your people are
non-violent to the point of accepting death before self-defense. I
do not believe that the God of the Algolana will be defeated by our
combined virtuous thoughts. And if He is not defeated, He will
choose another people.”

He swung up to sit facing her.

“Are you aware that the
Masters aspire to that honor?”

This time she did flinch as she considered
the enormity of what he was saying, but her voice did not
waver.

“I am not here to teach
non-violence. I am here to learn. Your choice is your own, Tar
Abzoladan.”

“No, Teacher. Each member
of the Brotherhood has choice I am the Last of the Brotherhood. I
have no choice. I am the only slave in a free people.” He
enunciated each word precisely. “When I stood on the altar on
Lanour and felt their priest’s blood flow down over me to the
living stone of that altar, I knew deeply and profoundly that I had
no choice. It is bred in me. Each of the Brotherhood may choose not
to stand with me to fight God. I alone have no choice.”

“Don’t you?” she said, her
voice quiet. Her head was bowed so that her face was shadowed. “You
may die. You may walk away from the Brotherhood. You may follow
God. You may be the Last of the Brotherhood. Perhaps your choice
has been not to consider the choices.”

He sank back against the bed, his eyes
focusing on the ceiling.

“I am the Last of the
Brotherhood until I die. That was settled millennia ago. I am not
coward enough to die now and leave this to Tor. And I am not stupid
enough to think that I can walk away. God will find me. That leaves
following Him.”

He turned glittering eyes toward her still
figure.

“That one does have an
appeal as I fight their stupidities. But, I will not. Do you have
any other choices, Teacher?”

“What choices do you
want?”

He closed his eyes in a wave of tired
sadness. I want to be seven years old again, he thought, and my
Zoran still home. I want to become Last of the Brotherhood when I
am thirty-four as my father did. For a moment there was silence
then he spoke.

“I want to know
you.”

She lifted her head to look at him and he
could see that there had been tears on her cheeks.

“Do you,
beloved?”

The air in the room seemed almost to change,
as he became aware of her. She was no longer the philosopher
debating choices; she was a fully mature woman sitting willingly on
his bed. Her scent, the look in her eyes as they met his with that
challenge cut swiftly through him.

Almost as swiftly, his reaction followed and
he was standing beside the bed.

“Sarr’a will have assigned
you suitable quarters by now. You may of course go anywhere you
wish and speak to anyone who will speak to you. When you are ready
to leave, we will take you wherever you wish to go.”

She rose to her feet and bowed her
acceptance in the tradition of her people. He had not told her to
leave the base.

“When you wish to speak
again, Last of the Brotherhood, I will come. Until then, I will
pursue my studies.”

Her face was as calm as her voice as she
turned to leave.

* * *

Skal was waiting for her in her quarters and
for the first time on a Brotherhood base, Sarr’a considered a lock.
Anger was clear in her voice.

“Trespassing now. We have
benefited so much from our association with smugglers.”

Admittedly, he didn’t look much like the
smuggler Skally at that moment. Standing straight, with the black
of his uniform emphasizing his size and strength, he was an
impressive man. She waited.

Characteristically, he did not
apologize.

“I needed to see you alone,
Sarr’a. Lately, you’ve been surrounded by most of your
clan.”

“I am busy. Why are you
here?”

He moved closer, towering above her. She
stood fast, looking up at him, not giving ground.

“I have a personal
question. And unlike your greenie colonel, I will ask
it.”

“My greenie
colonel…?”

In the middle of the question, he lifted her
straight up and kissed her. There was almost no reaction.

Setting her down carefully, he said
regretfully but without apology.

“I am answered. I had hoped
at least that you would knock me down.”

She wasn’t looking at him, nor
listening.

“What did you mean: my
greenie colonel?” she repeated, annoyance clear in her voice. “He
doesn’t want me, Skal. Cully Murthoc wants the
Brotherhood.”

“I should let you believe
that, love. A man’s eyes do not warm up the way his do when the
Brotherhood enters the room.” He looked at her seriously. “And you
want him.”

Her eyes were beginning to darken. Skal
continued.

“It may work, if we all die
in this end of time conflagration. But I do not believe that the
Brotherhood is quite what Colonel Murthoc expected. And neither are
you, love.”

He smiled down at her, enjoying her rising
irritation.

“He loves you in spite of
the smuggler. I am rather fond of old Sorry.”

He turned to leave, then paused.

“If I am wrong, and he says
no, or if you kill him.” There was a hopeful note in his voice.
“Remember me. Sometimes it helps to have someone hold you. Even if
you don’t like him very much.”
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