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    Chapter One

    

    “He saith among the trumpets, Ha ha; and he smelleth the battle afar off, the thunder of the captains, and the shouting.” —Job 39:25

    

    The brass casings gleamed golden in the firelight as he picked up the first bullet. He handed it to a waiting warrior and solemnly spoke the ancient and meaningless ritual phrase, “Mekkit kant!”

    The warrior accepted it with equal solemnity, then stepped back to make room for the next.

    The ten bullets were distributed to ten men, and each of the chosen carefully slid the precious cartridge into his rifle. When all had done so, they settled comfortably on the ground to await the order to attack. Some cast occasional glances at the eastern horizon.

    Around them their less fortunate comrades, those who had not been chosen to carry firearms in the coming battle, covered the hillside. Many of them, as they polished swords and knives, also looked to the east.

    “Won’t do no darn good watching the sunrise,” said the man who had passed out the ammunition. “We go on Captain John’s word, not before.”

    “He told us we’d attack at dawn, same as always,” one of the riflemen replied.

    “We probably will, then,” said the first, “but it’s at his word.”

    The other shrugged and looked to the east. The sky was blue now, no longer black, and the first warm hints of pink were beginning to show. Whatever the signal, he told himself, it would not be long in coming. He cradled his rifle in his arms and looked down the slope at the waiting horses.

    The tent-flaps behind him parted and the commander stepped out, already dressed in his riding leathers, his sword on his hip and his helmet on his head.

    “All right, boys,” he called. “Get your horses. We’re riding out now. Got your bullets, riflemen? Habakkuk?”

    “All set, John,” answered the man who had distributed the cartridges. The ten chosen recipients nodded confirmation.

    “Good; don’t waste them. We want this village as a base; this isn’t just a raid for the fun of it. Shoot to kill, and use your swords, not your lungs. We mean business, we aren’t just out to scare them.”

    There was a muttered chorus of assent.

    “Well, don’t just stand there, then; get the horses!” The commander waved, and the men hurried down to their waiting mounts.

    The commander’s own horse was led up the slope by a young aide; it was beneath the dignity of the captain’s office to fetch the beast for himself. That, at any rate, was what the Elders insisted, and that was why John forced himself to wait while the boy cajoled the reluctant animal. He would have preferred fetching his own horse, as the other warriors did, but that went against custom—and custom was very important, as no one could say for sure, in these benighted latter days when so many had fallen away from the True Faith, what was mere habit and what was the One Way.

    Hiding his impatience, John waited.

    The instant the animal was within reach he snatched the reins from the boy and swung himself into the saddle. A glance around assured him that at least half his men were astride; that was enough for the next step. The others could mount during the invocation or catch up later. This hurry would keep them on their toes; he could not allow anyone to get soft.

    “Douse the fire,” he ordered the boy, “and break camp. After today we’ll either be in the village or we’ll be dead.” That said, he turned toward his waiting men and shouted, “Hear us, O Lord!”

    The warriors watched expectantly.

    “O Lord, it’s me, John Mercy-of-Christ, who You’ve made the Armed Guardian of the True Word and Flesh, and I’m speaking for all these men here. We’re about to go into battle, Lord, to fight against people who have left the true path, the way of the True Word and Flesh. We’re fighting for You, Lord, to bring Your truth to those who have spurned it, and we ask that You bless this task, and these men who attempt it. And if any of us fall today, Lord, we know that You’ve got a special warm welcome waiting and an honored place in Heaven for us, because we’re doing Your work. Amen.”

    “Amen,” his men replied.

    Satisfied, John took a final look at his advance unit of cavalry, more than a hundred strong, then turned and spurred his mount up the slope. “To battle,” he bellowed. “In the Name of the Lord!”

    “In the Name of the Lord!” his men shouted back. In a great rushing mob they stampeded up and over the crest of the hill.

    John had not been foolish enough to make camp right atop his target, where any idiot chasing a lost pup might find it. Beyond the hill lay a short stretch of broken country, not fit for farming or much of anything else, consisting largely of gray stone speckled with scraggly red mosses. A mile or so to the northeast, beyond this worthless expanse of rock, a long grassy slope led down to the marshes that edged the Little New Jordan. At the foot of that slope, nestled against the marsh, stood the village he intended to make his supply base and reserve headquarters for the coming campaign.

    The village was not actually in enemy hands, so far as he knew; its people were neutral in the current conflict. He was not overly concerned by that, save that it meant the defenses might be weak. He knew nothing about the inhabitants of the town, not even their name for the place, and cared just as little; all that mattered was that they were in a convenient location and that the survivors would presumably make decent slave labor until the Elders could convert them. After all, they were heretics. If they had not been, they would have joined with his own people, the People of the True Word and Flesh, long ago. That went without saying.

    The initial enthusiasm of the first riotous charge up the slope faded quickly in the intervening rough. John had expected that, and even planned it. This would provide him with an opportunity to gather his men into some sort of order, rather than letting them gallop down in threes and fours, wasting their numbers.

    “Keep together!” he bellowed. “Bring it in, keep it tight!”

    Those nearest him heard and obeyed; some of those further out, seeing the inward movement, copied it.

    “Keep together! Pass the order on! We strike as a single group!”

    The order was passed; reluctantly, the hotheads in the lead dropped back to join the main body, while the stragglers strained to catch up. The central group was moving at a steady trot, the best pace that the dim light and broken land safely allowed.

    The glow in the east had spread across half the sky, and the edge of the sun’s disc was beginning to show as a bloody red line on the horizon when the leading edge of the mass of horsemen reached the grassy slope.

    “Hold up!” the commander bellowed. “Hold up! No one goes until I give the word! This isn’t a raid!”

    A few horses were already on the slope, but their riders reined in and turned them back. It took several minutes for the whole company to gather along the brink; by the time John was satisfied that all were ready the sun was showing a half-oval.

    When he was certain that all his men and horses were where he wanted them to be, and all facing in the right direction, he glanced down at the village. There was no wall or stockade; small villages off the trade routes were usually not bothered.

    Despite the noise his men had made, and the delay until nearly full daylight, he saw no sign of movement below, no sign that anyone suspected he and his soldiers were nearby. No one was working in the narrow grain fields squeezed in between the hillside and the marsh. It was utterly still, and he wondered if the inhabitants might have fled.

    He drew his sword, the steel shining red in the early light.

    “In the Name of the Lord!” he cried, and spurred his horse down the slope.

    The first charge had been mere showmanship, to get the blood stirring and to fire up his men. This was the real thing, and he drummed his barbed heels on the horse’s flanks, urging it to its fastest gallop. He raised his head briefly to call a final command, “Fire at will!”

    Almost immediately he heard the report of a rifle, small and distant over the rush of wind around his speeding mount. Despite all warnings and imprecations, there was always at least one impatient idiot who wasted his bullet.

    A moment later the foremost, John among them, were riding past the edge of the village, their steeds easily leaping the surrounding ditch and charging down the streets that ran between the neat rows of stone and nearwood houses. John glimpsed faces in windows, saw doors open and close as he galloped past; the town was not empty. He looked for a foeman to strike.

    A second rifle shot sounded, then two together, and he heard a woman scream somewhere nearby. Something crashed loudly to the ground, startling him; his horse broke stride and slowed, jerking him about in the saddle.

    Then a new sound, a strange, heavy, threatening sound like nothing he had ever heard before, drowned out everything but the pounding of hooves. The sound was something like hoofbeats, but far louder and more even. It reminded John slightly of an ancient steam engine he had once heard run.

    He judged it to be coming from somewhere behind him and to his left. He yanked hard at the reins, struggling to turn his mount in the narrow street.

    Men were screaming—men and horses, and he had seen no trace of horses in the village. Now the street around him was jammed with milling horses as his soldiers, like himself, tried to locate and identify the strange new sound.

    The thunder of the charge was gone. Instead of a steady roar of hoofbeats he heard the frightened cries of wounded animals and the hoarse shouts of men, and that constant rhythmic hammering. He thought he heard his name being called, but could not be certain over the din.

    He had hoped to avoid any serious losses in attacking such a small and lightly-defended village; he had expected a quick surrender. It was plain that something was ruining his plans, and that if he did not regain control of events quickly the attack might turn into a disaster. Custom called for prayer at such a moment, but he did not feel that he could spare the time for that. He stood up in the stirrups, straining to see what was happening.

    The lower part of the hillside was littered with downed horses and riders, some apparently dead, others still moving. Some horses, their saddles empty, were scattering and fleeing; a few of his men were fleeing after them. He could see no sign of what had wrought such carnage, unless it was the faint wisp of blue smoke that rose from a house at the edge of the village, the last house on the street where he rode, built close on the edge of the ditch.

    Most of his warriors were still alive and ready to fight, but had become confused and frightened by the strange noise and the breaking of the charge. The noise continued unabated, but whatever had spread death across the slope had caught only the rearmost portion of the company. The rest were now riding up and down the village streets, uncertain what to do. The enemy had not emerged to defend the town in the usual way, as John and his men had expected. Ordinarily, when the defenders remained hidden, the attackers would have dismounted and formed squads, then gone from house to house, taking prisoners, killing anyone who resisted, and raping and looting as they went. After seeing their comrades strewn dead and wounded across the hillside, however, no one was eager to dismount and reduce his chances of fleeing safely from whatever had cut those men down.

    No one who had reached the village had fallen. All the dead and wounded lay on the slope, well away from the houses. The hammering noise continued, and John saw puffs of dust spewing up from the hillside, a puff with each beat, as if bullets were tearing up the turf. Startled, he realized what the noise was, and what had torn up his cavalry; old stories and childhood history lessons came back to him in a rush.

    “Machine gun!” he called. “It’s a machine gun! Stay clear!”

    The old stories had told him about machine guns, tanks, and aircraft, about bombs and artillery and computers, and a dozen other lost secrets of warfare, all left behind on Old Earth. They had not, however, told him how to deal with such weapons.

    He saw bullets ripping through downed men and horses, finishing off any that might still have been alive, and realized that the gunner was wasting an incredible amount of ammunition by keeping up the steady stream of fire. The man was a fool; if he ceased firing, he might lure more targets—John’s men—back into range.

    As if someone had heard his thoughts, the hammering abruptly stopped.

    A good sniper should be able to pick the gunner off, John theorized, but some of his riflemen had fired their single bullets, and others were probably lying dead on the hillside. If any remained, John was not able to spot them.

    Furthermore, he was not able to see the machine-gunner, either.

    A rifle cracked nearby; he ducked instinctively and spurred his mount forward as one of his men cried out in pain. That reminded him very effectively that the machine-gunner was not the only man defending the village, nor even the only one with a gun and ammunition.

    Ordinary weapons his men could handle, but someone had to stop the machine gun before the attackers could rally.

    Or did he? After all, the gun was no longer firing. It might be out of ammunition. Even if it were not, it had not been turned against anyone who had reached the shelter of the village streets. Wherever the gun was concealed, its field of fire was apparently limited to the slope above the town.

    As he came to that conclusion, however, he saw a window in the second story of the house at the end of the street explode outward in a shower of shattered glass, smashed from inside. One of his own warriors raised his rifle and fired, wasting his lone bullet and, so far as John could see, hitting nothing but the rafters of the house.

    A dull metal snout, large and awkward and not quite like that of a rifle in shape, thrust out through the shattered window, trailing blue smoke and pointing down toward the street. That, surely, was the machine gun.

    “Look out!” John cried. He was already moving, guiding his horse close to the house.

    The gun fired a short burst, perhaps half a dozen rounds, and two warriors fell from their saddles while the rest scattered. The street cleared with amazing speed, leaving only John in the neighborhood of the terrifying weapon.

    John, looking at the gun projecting from the window, guessed that it could not be tipped down very far. A gun like that, he was certain, would have too powerful a recoil to be hand-held. It would need to be braced somehow, and in that case it could not be brought forward and held vertically out the window. That meant that if he hugged the wall of the house, right under the window, he could not be shot—at least, not with the machine gun. He was already fairly close; he urged his horse forward and even closer, huddling directly beneath the muzzle of the gun.

    A man leaned out and started to look down the street for new targets; John’s sword swept up and hacked a red line across his throat. The angle was wrong to get any real power behind the blow; John doubted that the wound would be fatal even if left untended. Still, the man made a wordless noise of pain and surprise and fell back out of sight. Inspired by this minor success—the first blood he had drawn so far—John gripped the hilt of his sword in both hands and brought it chopping forward against the protruding gun-barrel. Metal rang loudly and the machine gun tottered back, aiming at empty sky but not visibly damaged.

    Someone out of sight within tried to straighten it, and John chopped at it again, twisting it over against the window frame. He thought wryly that he would need a new sword after this; the edge would be ruined beyond recovery by such misuse.

    “Ho, the True Word!” he called.

    “Aye,” a few voices responded; not all his men had fled beyond earshot.

    “This house, last on the street,” he bellowed. “Take this and you take the machine gun! I’ll keep them from firing; you get inside and take the house!”

    As if to disprove him, the gunner stopped trying to bring the gun to bear on anything, and instead fired a few rounds. They sprayed harmlessly across the rooftop opposite.

    John laughed as he pressed his sword with both hands, forcing the gun aside. “Waste your bullets, heretic!” he called. “I don’t mind!”

    His horse shifted under him; he risked a glance back and saw that four of his men had heeded his call and were clustered at the door of the house, led by his lieutenant, Habakkuk Doomed-to-Die.

    When he turned his eyes back toward the upper floor a man’s sword-arm was reaching out the broken window, preparing to slash at John’s wrists. He parried, releasing the barrel of the machine gun; while the swordsman was blocking the opening the gunner would be unable to fire effectively in any case.

    Fighting around the corner formed by the windowsill was awkward, but John had by far the better of it. In order to reach out far enough to strike at him or keep his blade away from the barrel of the gun the other swordsman had to put at least a hand out the window, giving John a good target, while John could remain safely out of sight below the sill and still interfere with the use of the gun.

    “Damn you, pagan!” a voice shouted from inside the house.

    Behind him, John’s men kicked in the door of the house and ran inside. A gunshot sounded, followed by a short scream and much shouting.

    The swordsman above locked blades with John, forcing both swords back against one side of the window, and John realized that he meant to snap the blade. He pulled his weapon clear, barely keeping his balance in the saddle.

    “They’re inside,” someone called within the house. “Turn the gun around!”

    Desperately, John slashed at the gun-barrel again, and the blade of his sword rang loudly as it struck. That did not prevent the gunner from pulling the weapon back out of sight.

    “Captain!” a voice called.

    John turned and saw Habakkuk standing in the doorway.

    “John, we can’t get up the stairs. There are five or six of them up there. We’re going to burn them out.”

    John glanced back at the window. Neither the swordsman nor the machine gun barrel was visible. He would have preferred to have captured the gun intact, but that appeared to be impossible.

    “All right,” he said, “but try to keep it from spreading. I want this town as a base, not a ruin. If you can take anybody alive, take them, and don’t hurt them more than you have to. I want to know where they got that thing. And once the gun’s out of the way, go house-to-house; take all the prisoners you can, burn out anyone who gives you trouble, but keep enough standing for us to use.”

    “Aye, Captain.” Habakkuk raised his right hand in salute, then vanished back through the doorway.

    John watched the window, sword ready, but saw no further activity there. A moment later the smell of smoke reached his nostrils, and shortly after that his men came spilling out the doorway, coughing, swords bare in their hands. One blade was spattered with red, and only three men emerged where four had gone in.

    He turned his horse, keeping one eye on the window. He heard renewed shouting inside as the defenders struggled to put out the fire. No sign of life showed at the window.

    A few moments later the first two staggered out the door, choking and gasping. John’s men were waiting, swords drawn; the villagers threw down their weapons and surrendered, to no one’s surprise. This was not the first time John had seen smoke take the fight out of men.

    A third villager emerged and was taken, but after him came a long moment of near-silence. The smoke pouring from the door grew thicker, and thin streamers began to leak from the upper story.

    Finally, a fourth defender dashed out, sword ready, and not willing to give in easily. Two warriors pursued him, leaving John astride and Habakkuk afoot to watch the door and guard the three prisoners.

    John shifted his grip on his sword; he was certain that the fleeing enemy was a diversion.

    Sure enough, a few seconds later another man emerged. He swung immediately to the side and engaged Habakkuk, while behind him a sixth villager appeared, lugging a long, heavy metal thing. John spurred his horse and clouted this last man with his sword. The villager managed to duck at the last instant, but the blade gouged his scalp and he fell, dropping his burden—the machine gun, John was certain. One end was identical with the barrel that had protruded from the window; though the rest of the mechanism bore little resemblance to an ordinary gun or rifle, John had no doubt what it was.

    Flames were licking at the doorframe; the defenders had waited until the last possible minute before making their break. John was sure that any who might remain within the house were doomed.

    The three who had surrendered, upon seeing their comrades putting up a fight, attempted to join in, grabbing at Habakkuk from behind; John urged his mount forward again, trampling over the downed gunbearer to get at them, his sword flashing in the sun.

    More of John’s warriors, hearing the combat and seeing the smoke, were emerging from wherever they had fled, and in moments three of the six villagers were dead, another seriously wounded, and the remaining two captive. A horse’s hoof had caved in the gunbearer’s skull, and John saw, to his disgust, that the machine gun had been broken open somehow in the melee, scattering small bits of metal in the street.

    “The machine gun is ours!” Habakkuk cried, and more of the invading cavalry reappeared. “Take the village, house by house!”

    John did not bother to confirm the order; the men were obeying without his command. He stared down at the scattered fragments with regret. He had no mechanics with him. If the gun could be repaired at all, it could not be done here. Even the belt of ammunition, spilling from a box at one side, was of no immediate use; he could tell at a glance that the shells were far too large to fit the rifles his men carried. Eventually, of course, the gunpowder could be salvaged and used in ordinary cartridges - - in fact, the ammunition belt probably contained a fortune in gunpowder. Perhaps a gun could be improvised that could use the shells.

    A woman’s scream distracted him; he looked up to see three of his men dragging her from her house, her skirts already torn away and blood running from a cut on her head.

    “Keep them alive!” he shouted, “Take prisoners! I’ll flog any man who kills an unarmed villager!”

    One of the three men grinned at him and signaled an acknowledgment. “Yes, sir, Captain,” he called. “We won’t kill her, we’ll just pass her on!”

    “You do that,” John replied. He glanced down at the pieces of the gun. “We need to know where they got this thing.” He grimaced with distaste. A machine gun—obviously valuable, perhaps an irreplaceable historical relic, maybe brought on one of the founding ships all the way from Earth itself, and now broken.

    He cared more for its value as an artifact than as a weapon; this gun was a piece of Godsworld’s history. As dangerous a weapon as it might be it was not to his liking, killing indiscriminately at a distance. He preferred more personal weapons. He wiped the blood from his sword, holding it up so that the blade gleamed bright in the sun.

    Give him steel, he thought, shining steel, not the dull lead and brass of bullets.

    

  
    

    Chapter Two

    

    “Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you.” —Matthew 7:7

    

    John looked at the little group in disgust. Out of perhaps as many as two hundred villagers, only two dozen had been fit to question by the time his men had finally calmed down. He saw just five warriors; the rest were evenly divided between men too old to fight and women of various ages.

    Many others were still alive, of course—virtually all the children had survived, and most of the women. John disapproved of interrogating children, and few women were fit to question after a night of beatings and gang rape. Most of the men in the village had insisted on fighting to the death.

    “J’sevyu, friends,” he announced. “We are good Christians, and mean you no harm; we ask your forgiveness for the violence done to you in the rage of battle, but we’re fighting for the True Word and can’t allow anyone to stand in our way.” He looked at the faces of the captives. Their expressions covered a wide range, from fury to sullen resignation, from dull apathy to intense interest. He had seen such faces before, but they never failed to fascinate him. He tried, as he had tried before, to decide what he himself would feel in such a position, but as always, he simply could not imagine ever being a defeated prisoner. He told himself that in a hopeless situation such as that the villagers had faced, he would have surrendered quickly—after all, he who surrenders lives to fight again, and fighting on against impossible odds would be suicide, and suicide is a mortal sin. Surrender would be the only reasonable thing to do in such a position. Still, he absolutely could not conceive of what he would feel when he had actually done so. As yet, he had never faced such a situation.

    “I’m sure you all know what will happen to you now; you’ll be taken back to our homeland, where you’ll be put to work and taught the way of the People of the True Word and Flesh. When you’ve accepted the True Word into your hearts, you’ll join us as free and equal partners in the crusade to bring enlightenment to those who, even here on Godsworld, have strayed from the only true path to God’s kingdom. I know that right now you’re all hurt, you’re suffering the deaths of your loved ones and the loss of your homes, you’re probably full of hate for my men and for me, but I’m asking you to rise above that hurt and that hatred, to accept what’s happened and to accept the True Word that we bring you. I’m no preacher, I’m not an Elder; I’m just a soldier. I can’t teach you the way. But I can tell you that ours is the one true path, and that you can follow it with us. It’ll help if you cooperate with us now, if you forgive as much as you can of what we’ve had to do to bring you your eventual salvation, if you can put aside your mistaken loyalties of the past and answer our questions as best you can.”

    Few of the expressions changed. He had expected that. He had made such speeches before, and only the youngest ever seemed moved by them. He smothered a sigh of disappointment. The aftermath of a battle was always depressing. He loved the careful planning, the preparation, and the chaos of the actual fighting, but when it came time to divvy up loot, bury the dead, and deal with the defeated enemy he invariably found himself hating every minute of it.

    “All right, then, we’re going to be taking you in one by one and asking a few simple questions. No harm will come to any of you, so long as somebody answers our questions. Those of you who refuse to answer—well, we’ll note it down, and I can’t say for sure what will happen if nobody answers us. Let’s just see how it goes. You,” he said, pointing to an old man in the front row. “You first. Hab?”

    Habakkuk nodded, and led the man out of the room. They had taken over what appeared to be an inn as their base of operations; John had made his speech in the common room, and interrogations were to be carried out in the kitchen. Several carving knives had been neatly laid out on a side table; neither John nor any of his men intended to use them, but simply having them visible there would be a powerful threat.

    John signaled to the men guarding the rest of the prisoners, then followed his lieutenant and his captive into the kitchen, closing the door behind him. Those few guards had been chosen as being the least-exhausted, least-battered of the invading company, but his last glimpse of them was not reassuring; two were leaning back against the wall, swords hanging down loosely.

    In the kitchen Habakkuk had already seated the old man on the hard stone-capped stool they had selected earlier. “Well, mister,” he said, “what’s your name?”

    “Joseph Walker-in-the-Valley,” the old man replied. “And that’s the last of your darned questions I’m going to answer.”

    “No need to be like that; we aren’t planning to hurt anybody. At least, not anyone around here. We’re at war with those heathen filth who call themselves the Chosen of the Holy Ghost; can you tell us anything about them? Any of them been around here lately?”

    “I don’t plan to answer that.”

    Habakkuk looked up at John, then glanced over at the display of knives. He shrugged.

    “Whatever you like, Mr. Walker. So you don’t know anything about the Chosen.”

    “Didn’t say that.”

    “Do you know something, then?”

    “Won’t tell you.”

    The conversation went on in that vein; after a minute or so Habakkuk switched topics, and began asking about the machine gun.

    “Caught you with your pants down, didn’t we?” Walker-in-the-Valley gloated.

    Habakkuk shrugged again. “Didn’t do you any good, though, did it?” He waved at the heavy closed door and the table of knives. “You’re here just the same. Wherever you folks found that gun, you might just as well have left it there.”

    “Who says we found it?”

    “Well, if someone sold it to you and told you it would protect you, you got swindled. You tell us where you got it, and we’ll see about putting it right.”

    “Won’t tell you.”

    Habakkuk sighed, and continued.

    After about fifteen minutes, Joseph Walker-in-the-Valley had refused to say anything about the Chosen, the machine gun, the village leaders (if any), even the weather. With a final frustrated sigh, Habakkuk noted this down and dragged the old man back to the common room.

    “This one stays,” he called to the guards. Then he pointed at random at another prisoner. “You next, please; come on back.”

    John had watched the whole thing silently. He watched the second interview, with a warrior named Luke Bathed-in-Blood, just as silently, and the third, and the fourth. None of them yielded any useful information. The village leaders were dead, according to two of the prisoners, but John and Habakkuk had already expected that—heretic leaders usually fought to the death, since they knew they would be executed anyway for leading their people astray. Nobody admitted to knowing anything about the Chosen other than that they were there, and on the verge of war with the People of the True Word and Flesh. Both groups being heretics, as they saw it, the villagers hadn’t paid much attention.

    Nobody was saying anything about the machine-gun. That subject alone brought either silence or refusal from every prisoner.

    Every prisoner, that is, until a young woman who gave her name as Miriam Humble-Before-God.

    “Where was that machine-gun found?” Habakkuk asked, after a few preliminary questions.

    “It wasn’t found anywhere!” Miriam spat back.

    Habakkuk stared at her coldly; John suppressed his reaction, forcing himself to remain silent.

    “Then where did it come from, if it wasn’t found somewhere?”

    “The elders bought it, of course—and if they’d had any brains they’d have bought more weapons with it, and shot all of you, instead of just a few!”

    “A few?” Habakkuk stared at her, quietly enraged. “Thirty-one of our men and twenty-six horses were killed by that infernal weapon, and more were wounded.”

    “They deserved it, attacking a neutral village!”

    “There are no neutrals, only the People of the True Word and the heretics.” He was in control of himself again. “Where did they buy it? Were there other weapons for sale?”

    “They bought it in Little St. Peter, I heard.”

    “Where is that?”

    Miriam stared at him in surprise. “Don’t you know?”

    “Just tell me where it is.”

    “I don’t know; I’m just a village woman, I don’t travel. Somewhere east of here, I guess.”

    Habakkuk glanced at John; he nodded slightly. “All right,” Habakkuk continued. “They bought the machine gun in Little St. Peter. Where did the people in Little St. Peter get it? Did anyone say? Did they find an ancient cache, or was someone hoarding this one gun?”

    “They bought it from the People of Heaven, of course; it’s not ancient.”

    “Oh?”

    “Heck, no! You think we’d trust our lives to some rusty antique? That machine-gun was brand-new!”

    “And your village elders bought this brand-new machine-gun from the folks in Little St. Peter, and they bought it from the People of Heaven?”

    “That’s what I heard.”

    “So where did the People of Heaven come by it, then?”

    “They built it, I’d reckon—and they’ve built plenty more, I’m sure, and when you go up against them you’ll get your heads shot off, just the way you deserve!”

    Habakkuk glanced at John, then at the display of knives, then back at the woman. “You think they built it?”

    “Somebody must have, and from what I’ve heard, the People of Heaven are the ones to do it.”

    Habakkuk leaned back on his chair. “And just what have you heard?”

    The woman was suddenly quiet. “Not much.”

    “How much?”

    “Really, not much; just that the People of Heaven are running a protectorate, with maybe twenty or thirty villages signed up in some kind of a pact without any conversions or tithes that I’ve heard of, and that they’ve got the guns and other stuff to make it work.”

    “Where’d you hear this?”

    Defensive, Miriam said, “Well, the elders were thinking about joining, maybe; I heard my daddy talking, that’s all.”

    “Your daddy was one of the elders?”

    “Until one of your men cut his throat, he was.”

    “He wanted to join this protectorate?”

    “I didn’t say that; he voted against it. The others were all for it, said look how well Little St. Peter’s doing, but Daddy thought we were just fine the way we were, and he didn’t trust the People of Heaven. He thought we could get along fine as we always had, didn’t think anyone would ever bother us.” Her voice broke. “I guess he was wrong.” She snuffled, all her earlier defiant appearance gone.

    Habakkuk looked at John again.

    He, in turn, looked at the girl. She was about twenty, he judged, of medium height and pleasantly plump, with soft brown hair that was currently dirty and tangled; a large bruise covered one cheek. She had apparently not escaped the soldiers’ attentions, but all in all did not seem to have suffered excessively. “Is that all you know about the People of Heaven?” John asked.

    “That’s all.”

    “How long have they been running this protectorate thing?”

    “I don’t know; a year or two, I guess.”

    “You ever hear about them, Hab?”

    “Not that I recollect,” Habakkuk replied.

    John had in fact heard of them vaguely; one of the Elders had said something when preparing this expedition, though did not remember exactly who it had been. The People of Heaven had recently appeared on the scene in the southeastern hills, down toward Judah; nobody seemed to know their heritage exactly, so the Elders of the True Word and Flesh assumed they were a new group, gathered by a new false prophet who had somehow won adherents to his particular brand of heresy without any claim to birthright ministry. Such false prophets had arisen from time to time in the history of Godsworld; usually their cults fell apart as soon as the leader died.

    The People of the True Word and Flesh had no quarrel with the People of Heaven, so far as John knew—other than the fact that, like all groups except his own, the People of Heaven were heretics, fallen from the True Path—but for his own part he disliked protectorates. The idea of villages and towns banding together as a mere business arrangement, without sharing one faith and without proving their value in battle, seemed wrong, somehow. A nation was meant to be a single people, united in their beliefs, and who had tested the strength of those beliefs against their enemies. God promised the final victory to the righteous—but how could the righteous triumph if their enemies banded together against them? And a league or protectorate could not possibly all be righteous, if its people were not in accord with one another.

    Of course, most protectorates and alliances fell apart quickly enough; the stronger ally would absorb the weaker, or the client states would betray the protector or rebel against him. John saw the workings of God in such events. The mighty shall be cast down, he thought, so that the People of the True Word and Flesh may triumph.

    He fully expected that his people would in time unite all of Godsworld in a single faith, as it had been when first men came there from Earth. The People of the True Word and Flesh were strong, because they had the true faith—and they knew theirs to be the true faith because it made them strong. Theirs would be the kingdom and the glory, John knew.

    If the People of Heaven were really making machine-guns, however, the day of that kingdom’s coming might be long delayed, indeed.

    How could they be making machine-guns? Quite aside from the lost knowledge involved, and the unheard-of machining skills, where were they getting the powder? Had the legendary mother lode of sulfur finally been found?

    Or was it the brimstone of Hell itself they used? Perhaps the People of Heaven were the armies of Satan, come to subvert Godsworld as they did Earth, so long ago. John had heard a heretic explain once that the reason Godsworld had no sulphur to make gunpowder was that sulfur was a product of Hell, and Godsworld was too close to Heaven for such things. Certainly Earth had been closer to Hell, and sulfur was said to be cheap and plentiful there.

    But then, many things were said to be plentiful back on Earth—sulfur and iron and plastic, and varieties of plants and animals. The stories told of a black stone that could be burned like nearwood, called coal, and black oil that came from the ground; Godsworld had nothing like that. Undoubtedly Godsworld had its share of things Earth had not.

    None of that concerned him at present, however. The machine-gun did.

    “We’ll want to send someone to Little St. Peter to see if she’s telling the truth,” he said.

    Habakkuk frowned. “We don’t have many men to spare for that,” he replied.

    “If they’re really building machine-guns over there, we’d better find out about it as soon as possible.”

    “True enough,” Habakkuk admitted grudgingly.

    John looked at Miriam with interest; she stared back defiantly. “Why did you tell us all this?” he asked.

    “Because I want you to go and see for yourselves—and get your heads blown off by the People of Heaven.”

    “You’re sure that’s what’ll happen?”

    “No, I’m not sure—I’m just hoping.”

    “We’ll send someone,” John said with clear finality. “Call the next prisoner and get someone to take this woman to my quarters; I want to keep her close at hand.”

    Habakkuk glanced at John, then looked Miriam over. She wasn’t to his taste—he preferred his women short, blonde, and full-chested—but she wasn’t bad. He doubted that the captain’s interest was strictly military.

    That was all right, though; a man had his own life to lead, as well as his duties. He went to call the next prisoner.

    

  
    

    Chapter Three

    

    “Ye shall hear of wars, and rumors of wars.” —Matthew 24:6

    

    John sat at the desk he had appropriated, frowning. He would have preferred to wait for word from Matthew Crowned-with-Glory, the man in charge of the party he had sent to Little St. Peter, before committing himself to the campaign against the Chosen of the Holy Ghost, but that did not seem to be something he could do. The Elders back in New Nazareth would never accept it. They would not believe the testimony of Miriam Humble-Before-God, or any other heretical prisoner, without good reason. They would surely insist that the machine gun had been found somewhere, not bought—or at best, that the people of Little St. Peter had lied about where they got it. God had allowed the knowledge of such weapons to die, and would surely not now revive it only to turn it against His own people.

    John was even willing to admit to himself that Miriam might have been yarning to try and distract her foes, but he could not be sure, and did not want to expend his people’s resources in a long, bloody war with the Chosen if the People of Heaven were a more dangerous enemy.

    True, the Chosen of the Holy Ghost were putting constant pressure on the trade routes of the People of the True Word and Flesh; they had publicly insulted and denounced the True Worders, and were vigorously proselytizing for their own false religion and its false prophet. Their conquests posed a growing threat to the security of even New Nazareth itself, and of course there was the great spiritual need to bring the light of the True Word to the darkness of the lands the Chosen held in thrall. Still, they were just another enemy, to be dealt with at any time; they were not manufacturing machine guns.

    If the report of his scouting party were to prove that the so-called People of Heaven were, in fact, a greater and more immediate danger to the People of the True Word and Flesh than the evil empire of the Chosen, then he could send that report on to the Elders and postpone the inevitable conflict with the Chosen. He was not certain just what action he would take in such a situation; a consultation with the Elders would be needed. He was sure that they would defer to their commander regarding the need to re-think the situation, since it was he, not they, who was here in the field and in possession of the facts, but he was also sure that they would want to do the re-thinking.

    The Elders would not, however, be willing to change their plans simply on the word of a captured woman; they would need some sort of convincing evidence. John had been hoping that Matthew would return quickly with that evidence.

    He had not been idle since Matthew’s departure; he would not have dared to be. His old main camp had been packed up and moved into the village, which was known to its inhabitants by the oddly secular name of Marshside. Some of the villagers were on their way to New Nazareth, under guard; others had been recruited as camp servants. Scouts had been sent out, not only Matthew and his men to Little St. Peter, but others to various points along the borders and even in the Chosen empire itself. The main force of infantry had arrived two days behind schedule, and getting the cavalry back into fighting trim after their post-battle debauch had taken time as well, so the campaign had been delayed already—but not seriously. Preparations had been made, the men were ready, the village’s resources were strained—the time had come when the first real assault on the enemy should be made. The plan called for a march up around the marsh and across the Little New Jordan, taking the Chosen on their presumably undefended southeastern flank with a series of harassing raids on outlying settlements by the cavalry, while the infantry drove straight toward Spiritus Sancti.

    The entire plan assumed that the Chosen had not discovered the True Worder troop movements in time to move their own main army; John had some doubts about that. He thought that he could win in any case, but knew that the victory would be very costly if the Chosen did, in fact, know that he and his men were coming. And if the People of Heaven were building machine guns, the People of the True Word and Flesh could not afford such a victory.

    If the Chosen were truly as ignorant and their southeastern flank as undefended as the Elders believed them to be, then the entire war would be relatively quick and painless and would do little harm to either side—excluding, of course, those who persisted in their heresy—but John did not believe that the Chosen, who had built a respectable empire for themselves, could be that incompetent. He sighed. He did not mind fighting a protracted war; he had anticipated it all along, and accepted the Elders’ plan to come around through the southern badlands because it was as good a plan as any, even if the much-vaunted element of surprise was unlikely to amount to much. The People of Heaven worried him, though—perhaps more than they reasonably should. After all, he reminded himself for the hundredth time, the People of Heaven had no known quarrel with the People of the True Word and Flesh, unless they took amiss the seizure of Marshside. Still, John wished that Matthew had returned. With no word from Little St. Peter he would have to start the march north at dawn.

    He was accustomed to operating without crucial knowledge; any military commander had to be. Misinformation about the enemy’s forces, inaccurate maps, lying informants, all of those he was accustomed to dealing with, but the possibility of an enemy armed with the incredible super-weapons of legend attacking from behind while he fought someone else was unsettling. A machine gun in Marshside—what if somewhere else he were to run across the super-bombs that destroyed entire cities?

    He pushed back his chair and arose, glancing one last time at the papers on the desk. Nothing there was really urgent, and he felt in need of distraction. He had been worrying about both the Heaveners and the Chosen for too long without a break. In the morning he would be moving again, leading his men around the marsh, and there would be plenty of minor problems to deal with, taking his mind off the major ones; why wait until then to let the burden be lightened? He was doing no good sitting at his desk and worrying. He had minor problems here in Marshside that he could attend to.

    He walked out of the room without consciously choosing a destination, but knew immediately where he was going—up the stairs to the room across from his own, where Miriam Humble-Before-God was kept.

    He threw back the bolt, swung open the door, and looked in, then immediately stepped back. She was not on her bed, which stood against the opposite wall. There was no other furniture in the room, nowhere else she would reasonably be—which meant that she was somewhere unreasonable.

    He had not bothered to post a guard here, since there were two at the door of the house; he did not feel he could spare the manpower, and the bolt had seemed adequate. Even had she managed to open or break it, where could she have gone? She might have escaped through the window, if she could find a way safe to the ground and avoid being seen by the people in the street below, or broken through the ceiling into the attic, but again, where would she go?

    It was possible that she had escaped, but he doubted it. He had had two weeks now to learn something of her personality, and guessed where she was. Almost amused, he flung out his arm and slammed the door back against the wall with his full strength.

    As he had expected, instead of the bang of nearwood against plaster, he heard the thump of the door hitting flesh. He strode into the room and turned.

    Miriam stood behind the door, clutching a long, jagged splinter she had pried from the bare boards of the floor; it would have served quite as well as a dagger had he simply walked in and allowed her to reach his back with it. He had not been that careless, and robbed of her victim she looked rather dazed and foolish.

    “If you had killed me,” John pointed out, “my men would have hanged you.”

    “Only if they caught me,” she spat back. She flung the splinter aside.

    “They’d catch you,” John replied as he stooped to pick up the fragment. “Where could you run?”

    “Little St. Peter, maybe—they wouldn’t follow me there.”

    “You don’t know where it is.” After a final glance at the crystalline edge he tossed the splinter out the window.

    “It’s three days afoot east of here—and your man’s been gone two weeks now, hasn’t he, and on horseback? Looks like something happened to him, I’d reckon.”

    “He’s taking his time to look around, I’d say—I told him to.”

    “You told him to be back in ten days!”

    “You heard that? Or did someone tell you? No, doesn’t matter, don’t say anything. Even if I said that—and I’m not saying I did—he might have had some trouble; could have been taken sick, maybe. We’ll see.”

    “No, we won’t; you’re leaving tomorrow.”

    “So are you; I’m taking you north with me.”

    “What?” Her mouth fell open for an instant; she snapped it closed. “What are you talking about?”

    “I’m taking you with me.”

    “Why, in God’s name?”

    “Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain,” he reproved her.

    “Why are you taking me with you?”

    “Because I choose to do so.”

    “But why? Why don’t you just rape me here and have done, get it over with?”

    “I don’t intend to rape you.”

    “You don’t?” She was plainly startled. “Why not? Your men did; I thought you were just waiting for the right moment. What makes you different?”

    “I prefer not to, that’s all.”

    “Are you queer, then? I’ve heard that some warriors are—that must be it.” Her mouth twisted unpleasantly. “Leviticus, Chapter Twenty, Verse Thirteen,” she said.

    “First Corinthians, Chapter Seven, Verse Thirty-Seven,” he replied.

    “Oh, so now you’re holier than the rest of us?”

    “Holier than you, heretic.”

    She spat in his face.

    He grabbed her arm with his left hand and backhanded her across the cheek with his right. “You’re coming with me because I don’t trust you out of my sight; is that reason enough for you? You’re the only person in this stinking village with brains enough to worry me.”

    She glared at him silently.

    He released his grip on her arm; she pulled away fiercely.

    “I came up here to see if you were ready to be reasonable, and to see if you would tell me anything else about the Chosen, or Marshside, or Little St. Peter, or that machine gun—and to tell you that you’re coming north with me, too,” he said. “Well, I’ve told you, and it doesn’t look like you’re feeling reasonable, so I’ve done what I came to do.” He turned and marched out the door.

    She slammed it hard behind him, as he had known she would; he turned back and threw the bolt, then went on down the stairs. He hesitated at the foot, then walked on out into the street, leaving the papers and plans on his desk for later.

    The guards at the door saluted, and he paused on the step between them to survey the scene.

    Marshside was jammed; his men were sleeping four to a room, the villagers themselves relegated to doorsteps and kitchens for the most part. The street was full of men and boys and horses—and a few women, both villagers and camp-following harlots. It was a safe assumption that these villagers, too, could now be called harlots—the women determined to remain respectable would stay inside until the main body of troops had moved on. John recognized several of the men; his own elite cavalry—what was left of it—had been kept close to his headquarters, with the vast horde of infantry filling the rest of the town.

    One face suddenly stood out, a man waving to him; John shouted, “Ho, there!”

    Faces all over the street turned to look at him; he pointed at the man he wanted. “Come up here!”

    The man obeyed, the crowd parting before him. He saluted as he neared his commander, and then stood at attention a yard away.

    “You’re Timothy Gates-of-the-City. I sent you to Little St. Peter with Matthew Crowned-with-Glory,” John said.

    “Yes, sir,” the soldier agreed.

    “When did you get back?”

    “Ah...about an hour ago, sir; I was on my way to report.” The man tried unsuccessfully to hide his embarrassment.

    “An hour ago?”

    “Yes, sir,” he said unhappily. “I was tired and hungry, sir, and I got a meal and took a bath. I rode here without stopping, sir, almost killed my horse.”

    “Well, darn it, soldier, next time, report to me first; another five minutes wouldn’t kill you.” John glared at the man.

    “Yes, sir.”

    “You’re here now, anyway. Come inside and report.”

    “Yes, sir.” Timothy relaxed slightly; he knew he was still in trouble, but the captain was apparently not going to hang him on the spot. He followed his commander into the headquarters building and on to his office.

    Timothy stood before the cluttered desk while John seated himself comfortably behind it. When he was settled, John demanded, “Report!”

    “Yes, sir; we made good time at first, sir, but Little St. Peter is further east than we had been told, sir. We reached it on March twenty-fourth, and found an inn, but it was late, so we just ate supper and went to bed there.”

    “Did you talk to any of the locals?”

    “No, sir; there weren’t any there but the innkeeper. Everyone was at home—they said it was Easter there!” Timothy made a show of astonishment.

    John shrugged. “Heretics,” he said. “Go on.”

    “Well, the next day was April first, and we didn’t know if they kept Fool’s Day, so Matthew wanted to be extra careful; he sent Barney—Barnabas Righteous-in-Wrath—out, while the rest of us stayed in the inn and talked to people there.” He hesitated. “Ah...we heard a lot of things, sir.”

    “Skip that for now.” John was becoming impatient. “I’ll hear the rest of the details later. For now you can answer some questions.”

    “Yes, sir.”

    “Did you see any more machine guns?”

    “Yes, sir—there were machine guns mounted on the village walls, five or six of them at least. Big ones, bigger than the one they had here.”

    “Any others?”

    “I didn’t see any, sir.”

    “Did anyone talk about them?”

    “Yes, sir—we asked. It seemed a natural thing for traders to ask about, so we did. They bought them from the People of Heaven—everyone agreed on that, sir.”

    John nodded. Miriam had told the truth, as he had believed all along; much as she obviously hated him and his men, he had not seriously doubted what she had said—including her motive for speaking. Five or six machine guns, bigger than the one in Marshside—an open attack on Little St. Peter would be a bloodbath. Her big mistake had been in assuming that John would be stupid enough to make such an attack.

    There were other ways of dealing with enemies than frontal assault.

    “Did you meet any of the People of Heaven, talk to them? Were there any of their traders or soldiers there?”

    “I didn’t talk to them, sir, but I think some of the others did. There were some of them in town, all right—very strange people they were. Tall, all of them, and there was something funny about their clothes, though I couldn’t say just what it was. They talked funny, too—didn’t pronounce things quite right.”

    “You think some of the others talked to them? Where are the others?”

    “I...I don’t know, sir.”

    “What?”

    Obviously miserable, Timothy repeated, “I don’t know, sir. I told you, Matt send Barney out that first morning; well, he never came back. So the next day—Tuesday the second—Matt himself and Joey, Joseph Mother-of-Mercy, went out together. Matt didn’t come back; Joey came back with a message, said that Matt was going on to the Citadel—that’s the homeplace for the People of Heaven—and that we should stay at the inn and wait for him. The next day Joey and Mark Blessed-of-Heaven went out and never came back. I waited at that inn for them, sat around for days; I went out looking a few times, but never found any of them. I’ll tell you, sir, I got scared after awhile. Finally I decided that I’d better come back, that they were all four gone for good, and here I am.”

    John sat silently for a moment, then asked, “What’s Little St. Peter like?”

    “Rich, sir—very rich. It’s sinful, it seems to me. Every bed in the inn had a mattress as thick as my arm. Clocks everywhere, people wearing watches, the women dressed up as bright as flowers. The food’s good, and the beer the best you ever tasted; a cushion on every chair! And guns, sir—there were men walking the streets with pistols on their belts. And other things that seemed like magic—you wouldn’t believe me if I told you about them.”

    “I’ll want to see for myself.” He leaned back. “I think the Elders better hear about all this. Our war with the Chosen of the Holy Ghost will have to wait. I think we have something more important to worry about.”

    “What, sir?”

    “The People of Heaven. I don’t know who or what they are—not for sure, anyway—but I intend to find out.”

    “Devil-worshipers, maybe?”

    John nodded. “That’s a possibility—or maybe they’re people from Earth, come to destroy us after all these years.”

    “Devil-worshipers all the same, sir, whether from here or from Earth.”

    “True enough,” John agreed. “True enough.”

    

  
    

    Chapter Four

    

    “I am a man under authority, having soldiers under me: and I say to this man, Go, and he goeth; and to another, Come, and he cometh; and to my servant, Do this, and he doeth it.”

    —Matthew 8:9

    

    The Elders were not pleased by the delay he requested; as John had expected, they doubted that the People of Heaven were actually a threat, or that Little St. Peter was actually guarded by machine guns on the walls. The letter answering his report suggested that Timothy might have been drinking, or that the guns on the walls were mere mock-ups intended to frighten the gullible.

    John thought he recognized his maternal uncle’s style in the letter’s phrasing; old Lazarus Speaker-of-Gospel had a way with words. It was obvious that he and the others wanted to get on with the war against the Chosen. They did not want to hear about any threat less immediate, however dire that threat might eventually prove.

    However, they had faith in their chosen representative, at least to some extent, and had not reached their current prominence by ignoring reality; they authorized him to leave his men encamped in Marshside, or wherever else he thought prudent, and get his scouting expedition over with as quickly as possible.

    If John was not back by the first of June, Habakkuk would assume command and lead the attack against the Chosen, as planned.

    He had to agree that that made a certain amount of sense, but it occurred to him that if the Heaveners were even more dangerous than he thought, then he might well not return—whereupon the attack on the Chosen would be more of a mistake than ever, quite aside from the unavoidable fact that the delay would give the Chosen more time to discover the True Worder plans. Still, he might be delayed by any number of trivialities; the Elders were assuming until shown otherwise that the Heaveners were harmless and that the attack on the Chosen should proceed, with or without Captain John Mercy-of-Christ.

    He doubted the wisdom of that assumption, but he knew better than to argue further. He had won his main point; the attack would be delayed while he scouted out the new enemy.

    He planned quickly. Matthew’s party had been dispersed, and all but Timothy had vanished; perhaps they had somehow aroused suspicion. He would need to be very careful, and to avoid any appearance that might suggest anything out of the ordinary. Matthew’s party had consisted of five men; that in itself might have drawn attention. His own expedition would consist of just three, not all men. He would go himself, of course; he would take Timothy, since he already had some experience of Little St. Peter; and he would need a woman to play the role of his wife. A family group would appear innocuous enough.

    He dismissed the possibility of taking any of the camp-followers. There were none he could trust on such an expedition. None looked like a trader’s wife, for that matter; all looked like what they were. Furthermore, they were the dregs of society, and were generally stupid and sloppy, quite likely to say the wrong thing at the wrong time. And he did not have time to send for someone respectable from True Worder lands.

    That left the prisoners captured in the attack on Marshside. He would, he decided, take Miriam. He already knew her somewhat, and was convinced that she was intelligent. She had a proud bearing that would not be out of place in a trader’s wife, and knew something of the area.

    She hated him, but that would be no problem. Wives often appeared to hate their husbands, despite the Bible’s teachings. She would nag at him, and if she got out of line he would beat her. She would not be stupid enough to expose the mission for what it was, since the Heaveners would surely kill her—if John didn’t manage it before being captured or killed himself—along with Timothy and himself. That would be common sense on their part, in case her actions were part of some elaborate scheme. She might claim to be willing to die if she took her captor with her, but John did not believe it.

    He would need to watch her closely, of course—but that, too, was in character for the role he intended to play.

    Timothy could pass for a brother, a younger brother brought along to learn a trade at the family’s behest.

    A child or two might make the act still more convincing, but John did not think he could trust any child to stay in character.

    Supplies—they would need supplies, both for the journey and as trade goods. Four horses, one for each of them and one for the packs. Good weapons—he would take one of the rifles and two, maybe three cartridges, as well as a good sword.

    He sat back in his chair and planned carefully. He got only three hours’ sleep that night, but the party set out at noon the following day.

    Miriam had made no protest, had not commented when John explained to her why he was taking her and why she could not afford to betray him to the Heaveners. She had simply stood staring at him, accepting it. She had said nothing at all.

    When the supplies were packed and loaded she was brought out by two guards; she came without protest and mounted her horse silently. Someone had found her a riding skirt—John had not wanted her to ride sidesaddle for so long a journey, particularly since she had admitted to having traveled very little. She would be sore enough, he was sure, without having to worry about sliding off, and most of the traders’ wives he had seen had ridden astride. After all, it was virgins and expectant mothers who were prohibited from riding astride, and a trader’s wife would be no virgin. Nor was Miriam, after the battle, though she had been before.

    Timothy put up more resistance than Miriam, oddly; he had obviously been badly frightened by his first trip to Little St. Peter and the inexplicable disappearance of his comrades there. John had considered leaving him behind, but finally decided against it. Although Timothy protested that he had learned nothing of any value waiting at the inn, John pointed out that he knew more than anyone else in Marshside—for example, just where Little St. Peter stood, and where the inn lay within the walls.

    The conclusive argument, however, was that John was quite willing to order him to go, whereupon a refusal would become desertion, to be punished by either flogging or hanging. Still visibly unhappy, Timothy re- packed his travelling clothes and followed the others up the hillside from Marshside.

    The journey was a slow one; Miriam was not an experienced rider, and although she did not complain, she kept slowing her mount, forcing the others to slow with her, and at times John caught glimpses of her grimacing in pain. She invariably tried to hide such lapses, such signs of mere humanity, and John made no comment on them. Timothy did not appear to notice anything amiss; he was only too glad to allow his own horse to dawdle.

    They camped early that evening, after covering so little ground that John almost imagined he could still see Marshside in the distance. He knew that was nonsense; they had gone up and down several ridges and across some badlands, and had put enough distance behind them that even on a plain Marshside would have been below the horizon, but still he had the feeling that all he would need to do would be to walk back up the slope of the last ridge and there it would be, just as he had left it.

    With that thought in mind, he considered the possibility of Miriam slipping away while he slept, and making her way back to Marshside. Even if his men there were to recognize her and demand an explanation—which they might not, as one female prisoner looked much like another to experienced soldiers—she would be quite capable of devising one. An ambush on the road, John and Timothy dead—that would do well enough until he got back himself.

    Or she might cut his throat while he slept and then return to Marshside, which would be safer for her.

    Accordingly, before he settled down to sleep, he wrapped the voluminous riding skirt around her, pinning her arms to her sides, and tied it securely in place. The trailing end of the rope he then tied to the handle of the cooking pot that hung from its folding tripod over the campfire. The skirt would keep the rope from chafing or cutting off her circulation. He thought she might well be able to work her way free in time, but her struggles, he judged, would bring down the pot and tripod with enough noise to wake Timothy and himself.

    She made no comment at these preparations, and in fact had not said a word since their departure, but when he had finished she sneered at him unmistakably.

    Timothy seemed puzzled by such excessive precautions, but knew better than to say anything that might be construed as criticism of his commanding officer.

    John was not bothered by Miriam’s derision or Timothy’s confusion. He knew that he was being more cautious than might seem necessary, but he preferred excessive caution to recklessness. Fewer men died of caution.

    The next morning Miriam was visibly stiff, and awkward in mounting, treating John and Timothy to a flash of leg before she got the riding skirt in place. John toyed idly with the thought of raping her after all—but morning was not the time, and Timothy was with them. Timothy would have no objections, John was sure, to anything his commanding officer might care to do, but his presence still acted as a deterrent. John mounted his horse and led the way.

    They camped that night on another undistinguished hillside, and by then John had forgotten his earlier lascivious interest in Miriam. For her part, she was utterly exhausted, her entire body aching, and John saw nothing particularly attractive about his disheveled and dirty prisoner. He wrapped her up once again, though less carefully, and took no interest in the feel of her body through the heavy fabric.

    The following day was similar, save that Timothy seemed to be growing ever more nervous. John tired of coaxing his companions onward, and they made camp early.

    As they were eating a sparse supper of dried mutton and beans, John asked Timothy, “How much further?”

    Timothy started. “How much further to what?”

    “To Little St. Peter, of course.”

    “Oh. Ah, not far, sir. A few hours.”

    “Good,” John said, lifting the meat to his mouth.

    “Yes, good,” Timothy echoed. He stared at the road stretching out to the east.

    After they had eaten and tidied up and taken turns in the bushes John attempted to chat, to get to know his companions better, and to question Timothy further about his earlier journey. Miriam would say nothing at all, however, and Timothy’s answers, which had to be carefully coaxed out of him, were brief, inconsequential, and often totally inappropriate to the question. John quickly gave up. He bound Miriam in her skirt for the night and went to sleep, leaving Timothy staring at the dying campfire.

    The next morning Timothy and one of the horses were gone; hoofprints were visible on the road westward, back toward Marshside. John stared after him in disgust.

    “He’ll hang for this,” he announced.

    Miriam, still tied in her skirt, finally broke her long silence with a great barrage of howling, derisive laughter.

    “Oh, the great warrior, such an inspiration to his men!” she called.

    John suppressed an urge to slap her; instead he simply left her bound while he prepared and ate his breakfast. When he was done he released her and handed her the leftover scraps.

    “Don’t think this changes anything,” he said. “We’re still going to Little St. Peter, and you still can’t afford to betray me.”

    “How can one betray an enemy?” she countered.

    He made no answer, merely lifted her into the saddle.

    It was mid-afternoon of that fourth day, the twentieth of April, when they finally reached Little St. Peter.

    The town sat atop a hill, surrounded by a wall of stone braced with heavy beams of nearwood; at each corner stood a tower, and atop each tower a machine gleamed dully in the amber daylight. Looking at them, John was uncertain whether they were, in fact, machine guns; they appeared ridiculously large. There could be no doubt, however, that they were weapons. As the two travelers rode up the highway toward the western gate the guns on either side were kept trained directly at them.

    Four soldiers were lounging at the gate; one called out perfunctorily, “In the Name of the Lord, Our God, state your business.”

    “Peaceful trade, by Christ’s mercy,” John replied.

    “Name yourselves, and your faith.”

    “Joel Meek-Before-Christ and my wife Miriam, of the Church of the Only God.” The Church of the Only God had been a small tribe comprising three villages along the westernmost extreme of the Upper New Jordan; John’s cavalry had obliterated all three two years before. Since no one had escaped, he doubted the news had reached Little St. Peter.

    “What are you selling?”

    John shrugged. “A little of this, a little of that; woolens, mostly.”

    The soldier asked one of his comrades, “Do you want to bother searching?”

    “Ah, let him go in,” the other replied.

    The first shrugged and pushed open the gate. “Pass, friend, into Little St. Peter, free in faith under the protection of the People of Heaven. Amen.”

    “Amen,” John replied, startled by the open renunciation of any claim to the One True Religion. He spurred his horse and rode into the town, Miriam close behind, the pack horse trailing.

    

  
    

    Chapter Five

    

    “A faithful man shall abound with blessings: but he that maketh haste to be rich shall not be innocent.” – Proverbs 28:20

    

    By the time they had made their way through the broad paved square inside the gate and found an inn John had decided that Timothy had grossly understated the opulence of the town. He had never seen such colors and textures. Almost every woman he saw seemed to be wearing a new color—every shade of green, blue, and yellow he could imagine, and a handful of daring young things in pink. Even a few men wore colors, blues and dark greens, and those who did wear the more customary browns and grays often used shades he had not encountered anywhere else.

    Strange green plants grew in tubs and windowboxes on every side, including some with brown-gray stalks that looked absurdly tall and thin; he saw no red plants anywhere, nor any of the more familiar green ones. Curtains hung in every window. A few rockers stood on porches, and as Timothy had said, every single one had a cushion—and some even had cushions on the back as well as the seat. Many were embroidered in vivid colors.

    Strange plants, rich fabrics, new dyes, and incredible weaponry—John was more certain than ever that the People of Heaven were trading with other worlds. Where else could they get such things? Those tall plants were certainly nothing that had ever grown on Godsworld before.

    The whole city was soft and decadent, he judged. What kind of warriors would men who sat on cushions make? Were it not for the weapons, he would have said Little St. Peter was ripe for plundering by men who still led the hard, clean life that God had intended men to live.

    The guns on the towers were not the only firearms in sight; as Timothy had reported, many of the men wore pistols on their belts or had rifles slung on their shoulders. John wondered how much ammunition they actually had. He remembered the machine gun in Marshside and its feeder belt with almost three hundred rounds left, even after the wasteful spraying of the hillside during the battle; if the People of Heaven were trading with Earth or one of the other Satanic worlds, then they could probably get all the sulfur they would ever need to make more than enough gunpowder to provide every man in Little St. Peter with cartridges.

    Were there any settled planets other than Godsworld that were not Satanic? John had never heard of any; he had been taught that all God’s chosen people, the enlightened and saved, had come to Godsworld, leaving the other worlds to the multitudes of the damned. The People of Heaven could probably buy sulphur by the pound or even the hundredweight.

    He reevaluated the town in that light; the people here could afford to be decadent. An open attack would be suicidal.

    They found an inn readily enough, just beyond the market square inside the gates; the traditional banner hung above the open arch of the doorway, proclaiming “St. Peter's Inn” at the top, the customary “St. Matthew Chapter XXV Verses 34-40” across the bottom, and “Zachariah Come-to-Grace, Prop.” in the lower right corner. A separate sign pointed the way to the stable entrance.

    John lifted Miriam down from her saddle, then held all three horses while she straightened her walking skirt and removed the riding skirt. When she was fit to be seen he exchanged the reins for the riding skirt and folded it neatly, following along as she led the animals into the stable-yard. A boy was waiting; John tossed him a coin and Miriam handed him the reins. John glanced at the baggage, then at the stableboy, then shrugged. Even among heretics there was honor, he supposed; the boy wouldn’t steal anything. Or if he did, if anything was missing later, John would know who to blame.

    Together, John and Miriam walked through the stable-yard arch into St. Peter’s Inn.

    The interior was in keeping with the opulence of the streets; the stone walls were covered with bright banners, lace curtains adorned the windows, and pillows and cushions were everywhere. A clock hung over the hearth, the expensive variety with a red hand to measure seconds, and although the room was relatively quiet and the red hand moving, listen as he might, John could not hear any ticking.

    Honor among heretics there might be, but he wondered how such a marvel could be in so public a place without being stolen. And the cushions, as well—surely a few of those would vanish each night!

    A score or so of customers were scattered at half a dozen tables, talking and drinking quietly; they paid the newcomers no heed. A nearwood bar stood in one corner, a man behind it polishing a tankard; John saw no one else, so he crossed to the bar.

    “What can I do for you, sir?” the barman asked, putting down his tankard and towel as John approached.

    “Are you the proprietor?” John asked.

    “No, sir, Mr. Grace is away at the Citadel of Heaven today, and he left me in charge. James Redeemed-from-Sin is my name.”

    “Joel Meek-Before-Christ,” John answered. They shook hands. “My wife and I are just in from North Dan, with a few yards of good woolens. We could use a meal and a room, but from the look of this place,” he swept his arm around to include the entire inn and perhaps the town beyond, “I’m not sure we can afford any.”

    “Your first time in Little St. Peter?”

    “Yes.”

    “Quite a fine little place, isn’t it? Don’t worry, though; our prices are reasonable enough. We won’t turn you away.”

    “We haven’t had a successful trip; forgive my bluntness, but what’s ‘reasonable’?”

    “What currency?”

    “True Worder dollars.” The money from any of the larger powers could turn up anywhere, so John saw no reason to hedge.

    “Don’t get those much here.” He pulled out a chart from beneath the bar and consulted it, while John admired the hard, gleaming finish on the countertop—he had never seen nearwood look like that—and read the little plaque on the wall behind the barman, “Be not forgetful to entertain strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels unawares, Hebrews XIII.2.”

    “Ah!” the barman said. “Here it is! One hundred and fifty for the room and bed, thirty for sheeting. House menu for dinner, forty-five dollars. The conversion rate for Heavener credits is fifteen dollars to one credit, if you want anything else.”

    John was surprised; the prices were reasonable—in fact were slightly less than he would have expected to pay in New Nazareth. “You use Heavener credits here? I don’t know them.”

    “The People of Heaven—Little St. Peter’s in their protectorate now, ever since St. Peter itself was sacked by the Chosen of the Holy Ghost last year. Best thing that ever happened to us, joining the protectorate—it was the People of Heaven sold us all these fabrics, that clock, everything! Here, look at this bar!” He tapped the countertop.

    “I was just looking at it a moment ago,” John said. “Never saw anything like it.”

    “It’s plastic! Do you believe that? Pure plastic! And all they wanted for it was an even exchange in raw nearwood!”

    “That’s crazy,” Miriam said from behind John’s shoulder.

    “Isn’t it? But they meant it, they did it! Traded even, no strings attached!”

    “They want nearwood that much?”

    “I guess they do! We’ve been swapping nearwood for everything you could imagine! Grain, too—I understand they’ll pay top price for wheat, higher than anyone else around. And those woolens of yours—they’ve been buying raw wool, anyway. I’m not sure about fabrics; they’ve got enough of their own, it seems. Beef, leather, mutton, fungusmeat, fish, and if your little lady there’s got nimble fingers, they even buy embroidery! The good Lord alone can know what they want with it all—begging your pardon, folks, my tongue ran away with me. It’s been mighty good for the trade here, all this stuff coming through, and what’s good for business is good for me—I’m paid on a share.”

    “What do they do with it all? And how do they pay for it?”

    “I haven’t the faintest idea what they do with it, sir, and that’s the truth, but they pay in credits, and their credits are good, solid money, good for everything they sell—plastic is just one little thing. They sell fabrics I never heard of, so fine that you can’t even see the weave and with textures like nothing on Godsworld—take a look at the curtains, you never saw anything like that in North Dan. Those cushions, too. And gunpowder—they must have found sulfur’s Mother Lode itself. You saw those guns on the walls, I reckon—the Heaveners put those up themselves when Little St. Peter signed on. I tell you, joining the protectorate was the best thing the town elders ever did here. Jesus must surely love the People of Heaven!”

    “I don’t know,” John answered. “It might not be Jesus. Seems to me there’s something sinful in all this wealth. Where’d it come from? It’s a lure and a temptation, that’s sure, but it’s not Jesus who leads men into temptation.”

    The barman, who had been leaning forward over the bar, stood back, his tone suddenly unfriendly. “Now, sir, I’m not right certain that I take your meaning. Are you saying you see the hand of Satan in this?”

    “No, I didn’t say that—I don’t know what I see. I do have my doubts, though. There’s an old saying, that what’s too good to be true isn’t true, and it seems to me that all this wealth might be false, might have the hand of Satan behind it—but I can’t say for sure. I’m just a trader in woolens, not a preacher.”

    “Well,” the barman said, his tone slightly more conciliatory, “I can see how one might wonder. But we do have our preachers here in Little St. Peter, and our doubters, too, and the preachers have answered the doubters. God has smiled on us, in reward for three hundred years of righteous living. If it were Satan’s work, now, what Satan does is to tempt men into sin; and while we might’ve been tempted by the riches of Heaven here, there’s been no sin, no one’s lured us into evil. It’s still honest work, cutting the nearwood or growing the wheat and trading it to the Heaveners, it just pays better than we’re used to. The laborer is worthy of his hire, though—you know the Bible says that. The customs say to charge what the market will bear—and it’s the Heaveners who set the prices, not us. Some of our folk have even told them, out of Christian charity, that they’re paying too much, and they’ve changed a few of their prices, but they still pay well, because they say they want our trade and will pay high to keep it.”

    “But how did they get so rich? What if their wealth is the wages of sin, and you’re sharing in it?”

    “The wages of sin is death, friend. What sort of sin could it be that would bring wealth like this instead? No, what I think is that they’ve discovered the lost knowledge of the ancients—maybe they found the Mother Ship itself, as well as the Mother Lode. One of our scholars says that they might have found something called a ‘communication sat-in-light’, or something akin to that—I didn’t catch the words, but it’s something that the ancients hung in the sky when they came that might have fallen since. It’s a strange and wondrous thing, certainly, but it’s a blessing, not a sin.”

    “Mr. Redeemed, I hope you won’t take offense at this, but I wonder if perhaps they haven’t been trading with sinners—trading with other worlds. Maybe with Earth itself.”

    The barman stared for a moment, then burst out laughing. John and Miriam simply watched until he had calmed down.

    “Other worlds? Mister, have you heard the histories? Don’t you know anything? First off, our ancestors came to Godsworld fleeing Armageddon, you know that—Earth was in its last days, and was surely destroyed long ago. And even if they escaped Armageddon as we did, the other worlds wouldn’t have starships any more than we do here, now, would they? They were settled by sinners and fools—they’re probably savages huddled around campfires cooking and eating each other.”

    “We can’t be sure Earth...” John began.

    “Mister, I wasn’t finished,” Redeemed-from-Sin interrupted. “I didn’t say my piece. The important thing is, that even if Earth is still there, even if the sinners and philistines still have starships, how far is it? It took our people one hundred and eleven years to cross the darkness to Godsworld! The scientists had to put them all to sleep, and the crewmen all died of old age on the way, leaving their sons to carry on until the folk were awakened. Now tell me, mister—you’re a trader—what sort of a trade can you carry on when every voyage takes one hundred and eleven years each way? Would you come all that distance just for nearwood and wheat?” He shook his head. “Even if Earth is still there, we won’t be hearing from them again.”

    John stopped and considered that argument. He had not thought about it before. He knew the legends of the Crossing, of course, and how the People had been put into plastic coffins and made to sleep for over a century, but he had failed to think through what that meant to his belief that the Heaveners were from another world. The People had come to Godsworld; why couldn’t others? And of course, they could—but why should they? Not for trade, certainly, not if the journey took a double lifetime each way. Not even for conquest—unless they had been driven off Earth and had nowhere else to go.

    That was foolish, though; the skies were filled with stars. Why pick Godsworld?

    Perhaps Satan’s empire had conquered all the rest, and was now after the only remaining bastion of righteousness; Satan was said to seek power and domination for its own sake, to hate all who opposed him. But even so, to send a conquering army out on a journey that would last centuries...

    But would it? Maybe some way had been found of shortening the trip. John was no scholar; he knew that the original People had supposedly traveled as fast as it was ever possible to travel, but he had no idea what the limit was. Might they have been wrong about it? They had been wrong about other things—they had thought their children would live in perpetual peace and harmony, all Christians together, yet the heretics had split the congregation within three years of the Landing, and only now were the People of the True Word and Flesh beginning to see the possibility of reunification within their lifetimes.

    No, that didn’t seem reasonable. The bartender’s explanation made more sense. John still thought, however, that there was something wrong about the entire situation, something warped and alien. Wealth appearing out of nowhere was acceptable—but for that wealth to be in gunpowder and plastic and other, less identifiable things, fabrics and strange plants and dyes, seemed threatening. A single find, however magnificent, should not produce them all.

    If not Satan’s people, perhaps Satan himself had decided to try new tactics on Godsworld. It was undoubtedly the Devil who had split apart the People and dragged most of the population down into heresy; perhaps he foresaw that the People of the True Word and Flesh, armed in righteousness, would soon bring the world back together if he did not find a new way to stop them. The wealth of the People of Heaven might come directly from Hell itself.

    John had never believed that Satan intervened so directly in human affairs; he had always thought of the Devil, when he thought of the Devil at all, as working entirely through the hearts and minds of men. Perhaps he had been wrong.

    The whole thing was a mystery, and John wanted to solve it. To do so, he knew he would need to get to the heart of it. Scouting out the military might of Little St. Peter was of only secondary importance. He had to find out who the People of Heaven truly were, and where they were getting their guns and wealth. To do that, he would need to see their homeplace.

    He had to get to the Citadel of Heaven, that was the simple truth.

    “You’re right,” he agreed. “I hadn’t thought about that, but of course you’re right. Even if you made the trip asleep, the goods might not be worth anything by the time you got back.”

    “That’s right,” the barman agreed, cheerful once again.

    “That must be some find they made up there.”

    “I guess it must be, all right.”

    “I’d like to see if I can get a little of it for my woolens, then—what’s the road to the Citadel like?”

    The barman eyed him dubiously. “It’s a mighty long walk, through some bad hill country—I don’t know if horses could make it.”

    “But you said Mr. Grace is there, and the traders come and go...” John was honestly startled.

    “They don’t walk, though; they take the airship over the hills.”

    “Airship?” John was no longer merely startled, he was astonished. After a few seconds’ confusion, he asked, “Well, then, why can’t we take this airship?”

    “I didn’t say you couldn’t; you asked about the road, and where you were worried about prices before, I thought perhaps you couldn’t afford the airship.”

    “Oh.” John was struggling to think about too many things at once. In the past hour he had seen weapons such as he had never imagined on the walls of an unimportant village, and wealth beyond believing—but had had his theory of offworld intervention severely damaged, leaving him with no good explanation for any of it. And now this innkeeper’s assistant was calmly talking about an airship’s fare as if it were an ordinary ferryboat. “How much is it?”

    “Thirty credits.”

    “Thirty credits—oh.” Well, John told himself, at least ancient scientific miracles don’t come cheap.

    “That’s each, if you take your wife—they don’t let women ride free—and one way. Same prices coming back. No horses—you’ll need to carry your packs yourself, or else pay another twenty credits to send them as freight.”

    “Oh,” John said again. He felt control of the situation slipping away from him, and grabbed it back. He had enough money—he had expected prices to be running rampant in Little St. Peter, and had brought enough for a three-week stay. He could not risk leaving Miriam behind, and the woolens would be needed to keep up his pose as a trader. That meant eighty credits each way. Eighty credits would be twelve hundred dollars; twelve hundred dollars each way would take a chunk out of his funds, but would be well worth it if it cleared up the mysteries once and for all and provided him with proof that the People of Heaven were the real threat to Godsworld. “When does it leave?” he asked.

    

  
    

    Chapter Six

    

    “Thou art to pass over Jordan this day, to go in to possess nations greater and mightier than thyself, cities great and fenced up to heaven.” —Deuteronomy 9:1

    

    The airship made its pickup at midnight, the entire loading and takeoff carried out in full darkness; it did not come into the town itself, but made its stop a few miles to the southeast, in a small valley, where men with dim lanterns escorted the passengers to an unlit waiting room.

    That seemed rather sinister to John. He was unable to get a good look at the airship—which, he realized, was probably the whole idea. It was simply a looming darkness surrounded by more darkness; no lights of any kind were allowed.

    John wondered at that. Quite aside from its evil connotations, and even given that the Heaveners wished to keep the ship’s exact nature secret, he was puzzled how anyone could steer an airship in the dark. He had only a very vague idea of what controlling an “airship” would be like, but he had pictured it as a high-speed craft, probably as fast as a galloping horse; he knew that he would not care to ride a galloping horse at night.

    John wished that Godsworld had a “moon,” as described in Genesis, to provide a little illumination. He had no clear idea what a moon was, only what the Bible said and that Earth had one and Godsworld didn’t, but even a “lesser light” would have been welcome.

    He and Miriam were not the only passengers; three others, all men, made the flight with them, all closed into a small windowless chamber with golden walls that appeared to be—but of course, could not be—plastic, furnished with benches upholstered in a strange, soft fabric dyed a vivid red. The other passengers ignored John, Miriam, and each other. One of them seemed to have a mild congestion of some sort, and could be heard breathing, but the others might as well have never been for all the companionship they provided.

    John debated trying to strike up a conversation, but decided against it.

    The two crewmen who oversaw the loading of freight and the embarkation of passengers were tall dark men armed with pistols, men who spoke slowly and in an oddly slurred manner; John guessed, from Timothy’s description, that these were People of Heaven.

    As he felt the airship shifting beneath him, John began to wonder if he were making a wise move. Perhaps he should have stayed longer in Little St. Peter, learned what he could there, before venturing on. The airship might be a trap of some sort—could there really be an “airship” on Godsworld? Such wonders were the stuff of old legends of Earth, not everyday reality.

    But then, machine guns and the luxuries of Little St. Peter weren’t exactly commonplace, either.

    Miriam fell asleep resting her head on his arm; judging by the man’s slumped posture and steady breathing, the congested fellow also dozed off. In the silent tedium, John lost all sense of time and was unsure whether he was still really awake himself.

    Just when he was becoming certain that he had fallen asleep, and that recent events were all a dream and he would awake to find himself back in Marshside, the door slid open.

    “Everyone off,” a voice called. “We’re here.” John noticed that it was a Heavener’s voice, with the odd slurring—the words were actually more like, “Ehwhuh awh, wuh heh.” There were some variations in speech among the various peoples of Godsworld, but John had never heard so extreme an accent.

    He stood up, letting Miriam’s head fall; she awoke, and muttered in mild confusion.

    “Come on,” John said, finding her arm and pulling her up. “We’re here.”

    Dragging a groggy Miriam and the bundle of cloth that had occupied a third seat, John stepped out of the airship and found himself in a corridor. Startled, he looked closely, and made out a seam between the corridor and the wall of the airship. He marveled that the pilot had been able to bring his ship in so close to the “dock,” or whatever it was, that the corridor matched up to the side of the vessel with less than a two-inch gap anywhere.

    He wished he were able to see something through that narrow slit, but only darkness was visible. The walls of the passageway were of the same substance as the walls aboard the airship, he noticed, the stuff that looked like plastic.

    Behind him the other three passengers were waiting impatiently, eager to be off the airship and on about their business.

    “Welcome to the Citadel of Heaven,” said a man standing halfway down the short corridor. He spoke with the Heavener accent; John looked at him closely and noticed that the buttons on his shirt were absurdly small, less than an inch across. The texture of the shirt was odd, too, and the cut of the collar was strange. The jeans seemed all right, though they were tighter than customary. He wore a gun on a singularly narrow and unobtrusive belt, a gun not like any John had seen before—there was no cylinder, no hammer, no slide, just a smooth breech and textured grip.

    “Have you been here before, sir?” the Heavener asked.

    “No,” John admitted.

    “Straight ahead, then.” He pointed down the corridor to a bright red door—hellishly red, John thought. He ambled slowly past the guard, or greeter, or whatever the Heavener was, toward the indicated door, taking in his surroundings and watching for any indication that he should take action somehow.

    Behind him he heard the Heavener ask the next passenger whether he had ever been in the Citadel before.

    “Yes,” the man answered. “I have a trade license.”

    “May I see your card?”

    John glanced back over both his own shoulder and Miriam’s and saw the passenger handing the Heavener something small and thin, something that fit comfortably in the man’s palm and gleamed silver. The Heavener accepted it and touched it to a spot on the wall that John had taken for decoration; letters appeared on the smooth surface of the wall above the spot, letters that John was too far away to read.

    He almost walked into the red door at the end of the passage. He fumbled for the latch as the Heavener said, “Thank you, sir—first door on the right.”

    There was no latch; instead he found a small button where the latch should be and pressed it. The door swung open and admitted him and Miriam to a good-sized room, again finished in golden plastic. John glanced around at it. How had that message appeared in the corridor? Was this stuff that the Heaveners used for their walls something other than a simple building material? Were there machines hidden on all sides? That was a frightening thought, reminiscent of nursery terror tales of the computers in the walls that watched everyone on Earth in the days before the Crossing.

    The corridor had been windowless—and, John realized, he had seen no lanterns or lamps of any sort, yet it had been brightly lit. On the airship light had come from lamps set in the ceiling; he had been unsure whether they were electric or something else. Certainly they were brighter than any lamps he was familiar with; flames or filaments, however, had been hidden behind frosted glass.

    This room he now found himself in, however, had a window—a very large window, taking up most of one wall in a single sheet of glass. John had never seen a single pane so large before. Beyond it the sky was still black—he had lost his sense of time and wondered if dawn might have arrived, but plainly it had not.

    In the center of the room a plain young woman, clad in a traditional brown dress, stood behind a sort of lectern. She smiled cheerfully.

    “Hlo,” she said, using a word John had never heard before. She continued, speaking with the Heavener accent, “Welcome to the Citadel of Heaven. May I have your name, please?”

    “J’sevyu,” he replied politely. “I am Joel Meek-Before-Christ, and this is my wife Miriam, from the Church of the Only God, in North Dan.” Miriam, still drowsy, nodded agreement. She had not spoken since boarding the airship.

    The woman drummed her fingers unevenly across the lectern, glanced down, then looked up again.

    “Mr. Christ,” she said, “I’m glad to meet you. None of your people have come here before; are you here as a private individual, or as a representative of your tribe?”

    Disconcerted by the peculiar mistake the woman had made in her abbreviation of his false surname—which would, of course, become “Meek,” not “Christ,” in conversation—John hesitated before replying, “Ah...as a private individual—but I’m sure that my family and friends will be interested in what I tell them when I get home.”

    She smiled. “I’m sure they will. I take it, though, that you don’t have the authority to make a treaty with our protectorate on their behalf.”

    “No, ma’am, I’m afraid I don’t.”

    “Well, that’s fine; we just had to ask.”

    “No, ma’am, I’m here to sell woolens. A fellow in Little St. Peter told me that I could probably get a good price for them here.”

    A flicker of doubt crossed the woman’s face. “Woolens? Not raw wool?”

    “No, good woolens—I’ve got a hundred and fifty yards of the best weave you’ll find, without kinks or runs, either raw, bleached, or dyed blue.”

    “Well, Mr. Christ, I’m not sure that you were well-advised, but since you’re here, you might as well see what you can get for them. I don’t know any buyer offhand; you’ll have to try the old town market in the morning.”

    “That sounds just fine.” The woman had gotten the name wrong again; he was unsure whether or not to correct her. No one had ever before gotten his name wrong—but then, he had never used the name Meek-Before-Christ before.

    “If you’ll take this booklet—you can read, can’t you?”

    “Ma’am, of course I can read; it’s the duty of every man to learn to read so that he can study the word of God, and my parents saw to it that I learned my duty!” John’s response was unplanned and completely sincere, a restatement of what he had been told almost every day of his life between the ages of six and ten, from his first learning the alphabet until he could recite back a chapter of the Bible after a single reading.

    “Of course, I’m sorry. If you’ll take this booklet, it will tell you about the protectorate that the People of Heaven operate—I’m sure that your family and friends will be interested.”

    John accepted the little booklet and looked it over. It was printed on tan paper in incredibly small black type, but still clear and legible. The title was simply “The People of Heaven“.

    “And if you’ll go through that exit,” the woman said, pointing to a brown door near one corner, “the stairs will bring you out on the main road into town. The market’s just inside the gate, and there are the usual inns and hostels.”

    “Thank you,” John said. He started toward the indicated door, but stopped when he realized that Miriam was not following. He turned, and saw that she was still standing between the red door and the lectern, staring at the woman.

    “Who are you people?” she demanded.

    “Excuse me?” the woman said.

    “Who are you people? What is this place? Was that really an airship? My dear Lord Jesus, what is going on?” She stared around. “Am I dreaming all this?”

    “Ms. Christ, I...”

    “What is that?” She pointed out the window.

    John had not really paid much attention to the window; he had been aware of its presence and of darkness beyond, broken by lights, but he had not really looked at them as yet. Now he turned and looked.

    They were on the second floor of a building, apparently, with an excellent view along a ridgetop road and of the peak at the end of that road. A walled town surrounded and covered the peak, lit by the usual miscellany of torches, lanterns, and an occasional incandescent lamp.

    At the far side of the town, however, was a building, perhaps a fortress, that towered over the commonplace houses and shops. Its sides sloped up for five stories, and in every story lights were ablaze, patterning the walls with the squares of light and dark windows; the uppermost floor John estimated at a quarter mile or so in length, the lower floors somewhat larger. In the darkness he could not tell anything about its construction, but in the light that poured from its windows it was clear that its sides were unornamented and plain, its roof flat and featureless. It dwarfed the town below it, and in fact even the mountain itself seemed to be forced down and subdued beneath that vast blank weight.

    Beside it stood something even taller, but narrow, something that gleamed silvery-gold where the light from the fortress reached it; John could not decide if the thing was another building, or a machine, or simply an object of some unknown sort. He could make out very few details, due to the distance and the darkness.

    “What is that?” Miriam repeated.

    “Do you mean our headquarters building?” the woman asked politely.

    Miriam turned to stare at her. “Building? That shiny thing?”

    “Oh,” the woman said. “Oh, that’s another airship—a long-range one.”

    John was certain she was lying; the tone of her voice had been wrong, somehow. That thing was no mere airship.

    Despite the impracticality of making hundred-year journeys, John was quite sure that the shining thing was a starship.

    Two hours later John sat on the edge of his bed in a small nameless inn and stared at the pamphlet the woman had given him. He had read it through twice.

    It said nothing about who the People of Heaven actually were, or where they came from, but only that they had “access to much of Earth’s technology lost by the rest of Godsworld.” They welcomed trade, and would sell weapons and ammunition to any group that joined their protectorate by signing a simple agreement. That agreement required that the member group never attack another group—not just other members, but any other group. The weapons were for defense only. Members were not to discriminate on the basis of religion or race—heretics, or even agnostics and atheists, were to be treated as equals. All member groups were equal in status except the People of Heaven themselves. Anyone violating this agreement would be cut off from all further trade and would have all weapons repossessed—by force if necessary.

    Anyone who wanted to was welcome to trade with the members for more common goods; only weapons and ammunition were restricted.

    Those more common goods included fabrics, dyes, plastics (John had never seen the word in a plural form before), medicines, and machinery such as clocks and alarms.

    He glanced over at Miriam, who was curled up on a chair in the corner. She had given no further trouble after he dragged her away from her frantic questioning of the woman at the airport (strange new word, “airport”—John was not accustomed to it yet and was self-conscious in using it even when only thinking). She had come along quietly to the inn, waited silently while John roused the innkeeper, and then settled in her current position when they reached the room.

    She had hoped that the People of Heaven would wipe out John’s own army, but judging by the pamphlet John concluded that, despite the fearsome appearance of their weaponry, the People of Heaven were pacifists, weaklings, decadent beyond all hope of redemption, with none of the steel of faith in them.

    That was the first really encouraging news he had had since the charge into Marshside.

    Of course, their weapons were formidable, even if manned by wimps. But believers in defense only, and toleration of atheists!

    There was that note that misused weapons would be repossessed by force, though—perhaps the Heaveners themselves were not weaklings, but wished their followers to be weakened, so that there would be no resistance when they exerted real authority. The “defense only” rule might just be to prevent some outlying village from involving the entire protectorate in an unwanted war against a major power, and the toleration edict might not apply in the Citadel itself.

    Oh, it was tricky, trying to figure out what these people were up to, what their true nature might be, but John was certain of two things about them:

    They were not from Godsworld.

    They represented Satanic evil.

    The former was clear from their vast alien resources—strange plants, plastics, and all the rest—even without that shining metal tower that could be nothing but a starship.

    And the latter was clear from their pamphlet; they were working to undermine and destroy the Christian faith on Godsworld by allowing people of differing beliefs to interact, and forbidding their followers to war against those they knew to be in error. How could a man know the truth, if he did not see its power proven in battle? How could he believe that he had the one saving way, and allow those around him not to follow it?

    He could bring this pamphlet back with him, and in itself it might well be sufficient evidence to convince the Elders that the People of Heaven were a greater threat than the Chosen of the Holy Ghost—but having come this far he was determined to venture a little further.

    He had been awake most of the night, and would want to be fresh when he scouted out the enemy headquarters; he tossed the pamphlet aside, lay back, and was instantly asleep.

    

  
    

    Chapter Seven

    

    “For the lips of a strange woman drop as an honeycomb, and her mouth is smoother than oil:” —Proverbs 5:3

    

    He thought it desirable to keep up the pretense of trade, so when he awoke, an hour or so before noon, rather than head directly for the looming gray fortress at the far end of town he gathered up his bundle of cloth and trudged down to the gate-side market. He left Miriam locked in the room at the inn; she was still asleep, and after her behavior the night before he did not trust her in public.

    An hour or two of attempting to sell his goods would be sufficient, he judged, and then he could go off to find himself lunch and work his way toward the Heavener headquarters.

    He had been in the market perhaps twenty minutes and turned down one insulting offer when he spotted a familiar face in the crowd. He paused and looked toward it, but it had vanished.

    He watched intently, and a moment later saw it again. This time he was able to place it. “Matthew!” he called.

    Several people glanced in his direction; Matthew was a very common name, after all. The one he wanted was among them. He waved.

    The man waved back, to John’s relief. He had not been mistaken; this was Matthew Crowned-with-Glory, one of his missing scouts. The two of them pushed through the crowds toward each other.

    They met in an embrace, slapping each other heartily on the back; John pulled Matthew out of the crowd into a quiet corner.

    “What happened?” John asked when they were alone. “Where are the others?”

    Matthew’s expression shifted from delight to despair with astonishing speed. “Joey’s dead,” he replied. “I’m not certain about the others. Didn’t any of them report back?”

    “Timothy came back, finally—but then he deserted when I tried bringing him back here with me. He’ll probably hang for it.”

    Matthew nodded. “Poor Tim didn’t much like the Heaveners.”

    “What happened to Joey?”

    “Oh, it was so stupid! He came out here to find me—I don’t know why, not really, as I hadn’t been gone that long. He didn’t worry about the return fare; I had brought enough money with me, but someone stole it, picked my pocket I think, so that I was stranded here, couldn’t afford the fare back to Little St. Peter, and I didn’t dare tackle the roads alone, without a map or guide—and I didn’t even have the money for a map any more. I’ve been working odd jobs, doing what I can, to stay alive; I was hoping to save up the fare eventually if nobody came and found me.”

    “What about Joey?”

    “Yes, I know, I was coming to that. Joey came here to see what was keeping me—disobeying my orders, I might add—and didn’t think to bring the return fare, so we were both stranded. He reckoned that if we’d been robbed by someone in Citadel, then someone in Citadel owed us that money, and he wasn’t picky about who it might be; so he tried to rob someone. He spotted this fellow with a bulge in his pocket that looked like a fat wallet, and a gun that looked like plastic instead of metal, without no moving parts that he could see...”

    “I saw a gun like that myself,” John remarked.

    “Well, Joey saw that one and figured it for a fake, a toy to make the owner feel like more of a man, and he tried to pick the fellow’s pocket.”

    Already sure he knew the answer, John asked, “What happened?”

    “Well, Joey was a good scout, but he wasn’t any sort of a pickpocket—that’s not something a soldier learns. The fellow felt what was happening and pulled his gun; Joey called his bluff, but it wasn’t any sort of a bluff at all. That funny plastic gun blew Joey’s head clean off and sprayed bits of it all over the street.” Matthew shook his head. “Dang fool thing to try. I watched the whole thing, but there wasn’t much I could do except claim the body and sign the petition for a Christian burial.”

    John nodded. “Sounds like you did what you could. And you don’t know anything about Mark or Barney?”

    “Well, not really. Joey told me something, but I can’t swear to it.”

    “What?”

    “Joey wasn’t always the most truthful of men, sir, and he might have been funning, but he told me that he’d found Barney, and that he came looking for me to tell me that Barney had gone over to the enemy. He’d been so taken with the way they lived in Little St. Peter, with those fancy clothes and cheap guns and all, that he’d deserted and settled down there—Joey had found him by accident, and Barney had tried to talk Joey into staying with him. So Joey left Mark in charge in Little Pete and came looking for me, and you know the rest. Mark was supposed to watch the airship place, but if you didn’t see him there I reckon he gave up and moved on.”

    “I didn’t see him.”

    “Well, then, he’s probably dead, deserted, or lost somewhere.”

    John nodded agreement.

    Heathen pacifists they might be, but the Heaveners and their followers were proving dangerous enough—out of a five-man scouting party they had killed one, trapped one, subverted one, driven one to desertion—and the fifth had vanished, and it had all apparently been done without anyone ever suspecting the scouts’ true nature.

    “So how long have you been here?” John asked.

    “I’m not sure,” Matthew admitted. “What day is today?”

    “Monday, April twenty-second,” John replied.

    “It’s been nearly three weeks, then, sir. I arrived on the second or third, I’m not sure which.”

    “Have you investigated that headquarters building?”

    “Ah...no, sir. I felt my first duty at this point was to return to Marshside with what I knew, not to risk getting myself killed.”

    “I can’t fault you for that,” John agreed. “Fools rush in where angels fear to tread—and you’re no fool, Matt.”

    “Thank you, Captain.”

    “Somebody has to get in there, though. I won’t ask you to go—after three weeks here you’ve done enough. I’ll go myself.”

    “Do you think that’s wise, sir?”

    “It may not be. Look, I’ll give you the fare back to Little St. Peter; if I’m not back by noon tomorrow you use it. I have a prisoner from Marshside, a woman, at the inn here—the Righteous House. She’s locked in an upstairs room. Take her back with you. We left three horses in the stable at St. Peter’s Inn, under the name Joel Meek-Before-Christ. You talk to a man there named James Redeemed-from-Sin, and he should let you have them. You ride back to Marshside and report to Lieutenant Habakkuk. Understand?”

    “Yes, sir.”

    “Good.” He counted out the money, then passed over his trade goods as well. “Here, take these darn woolens and see if you can sell any, and I’ll go take a look at that fortress.”

    “Yes, sir.” Matthew looked at the bundle. “What should I do with them?”

    “Sell them—here in the market. You should get at least fifteen Heavener credits for them.”

    “Yes, sir.” He accepted the woolens unhappily.

    “I should see you back at the inn around sundown, I think.”

    “Yes, sir.”

    John stepped back, then turned and strolled off in the direction of the headquarters building, leaving Matthew standing in the market looking confused and dismayed.

    To his surprise, there were no guards. The strange glass doors were not only not locked, they stood open invitingly. He wondered if he had been misled by the building’s massive appearance; perhaps this was not actually a fortress at all, despite the thick walls of smooth concrete. He ambled in, trying to look casual, as if he belonged where he was; nobody seemed to notice.

    He found himself in a brightly-lit chamber—too brightly lit, and in an oddly yellow-greenish light that seemed to come from the entire ceiling. Three passages led off in various directions, and half a dozen closed doors were located in the various walls. The floor was covered by thick golden carpet, more luxurious than anything he had ever imagined; the walls were tawny plastic, the doors a darker shade of the same color. There was no furniture, and no people were anywhere in sight.

    Puzzled, he chose a corridor at random and walked on into the depths of the building.

    The corridor led past dozens upon dozens of doors, across intersecting corridors, endlessly; whenever he thought he saw the end of the passage through the harsh glare of the yellow-green lighting it turned out to be merely a corner.

    His eyes adjusted to the odd illumination after a time, and he was able to notice details. None of the doors had handles, and there were no signs to indicate what might lie behind any of them; instead, a small red square of what appeared to be glass was set into the wall beside each one. The corners, he realized, were mostly to the left, so that he was actually following a large rectangle around and around; he had come in on one of the intersecting passages, but he could not identify which one. If he continued to turn only at the ends of the corridors, he would retrace his steps over and over forever.

    He had just reached this conclusion after almost fifteen minutes’ walk, and was about to pick a crossing passage at random, when a door a few paces ahead of him slid open and a woman stepped out.

    He stopped, prepared to salute a lady, but did not nod his courtesy after all; this woman was obviously no lady. She wore a garment of rusty orange that accorded well with the yellow-brown walls, and with her sallow skin as well; it covered one shoulder, but dipped down on the other side well onto the curve of her breast. The skirt was a respectable near-ankle-length, but slit up either side, and the entire dress flowed as she moved, shifting about her so that John had occasional glimpses of far more of her anatomy than he felt he had any right to see.

    “Hlo,” she said. “My name’s Tuesday; what’s yours?”

    “Joel Meek-Before-Christ,” he answered shortly, cutting off his natural tendency to add, “At your service.” He was not ready to serve harlots. She had used that odd greeting he had first heard at the airport; he guessed it was a Heavener peculiarity. She had also given a blatantly false name—John knew of no one in the Bible, not even in the Apocrypha, named Tuesday or anything that resembled Tuesday. He looked her in the eye, refusing either to gawk at her body or turn his gaze away in embarrassment, and noticed that her eyes, like her greeting, had a peculiarity of their own, a very strange one indeed; each had a fold of skin at the inner corner that made them seem unnaturally far apart and somehow crooked. Her hair was very black and straight, and her skin an odd color. Distracted by her outrageous garb, he had not seen at first that she was apparently a freak.

    “Joel,” she said. “Nice. Come here.”

    “I’m busy,” he said, and turned away, intending to retreat back to the last intersection he had passed.

    “Sure you are,” she said, “wandering around like a lost satellite. You’ve gone past my door four times now.” She had the Heavener accent even more strongly than most, in addition to her other quirks.

    “I have?” He turned back.

    “Yes, you have. Come on in, and I’ll tell you about it.” She motioned at the open doorway.

    John considered quickly. He had no idea who this woman was—though her occupation was certainly obvious, probably something she had been forced into as a result of her physical peculiarities, which would have precluded a respectable marriage—but he also had no idea of where he would find any useful information. He had expected to find the building full of people he could follow, signs he could read, and other indications of where things were; these empty, featureless corridors had thrown him badly off-stride. This whore might well be able to tell him something of what was going on. He had never had much contact with whores, but his impression was that most were not particularly bright, and could be manipulated readily.

    “All right,” he said. He followed her through the door; it slid silently shut behind him.

    

  
    

    Chapter Eight

    

    “But her end is bitter as wormwood, sharp as a two-edged sword.”—Proverbs 5:4

    

    The room was furnished in a degree of luxury John had never before imagined. The floor was broken into curving sections at various levels one step up or down from one another, all covered with thick red carpeting so soft and lush it seemed more like a low fog wafting about their ankles. The walls and ceiling were opalescent and softly glowing, and there were no windows. Velvet cushions in a hundred shades of red and gold were scattered about, ranging in size from puffs the size of his hand to pillows big enough for two to sleep on. Some were gathered together into couches, and John could not tell whether they were mounted on a frame of some sort, or merely arranged.

    Pearly tables of various sizes and shapes—all curved—floated at various altitudes; John looked for the wires that supported them, but could not detect them. Several held bottles, glasses, or platters of multicolored crystal that contained strange food and drink.

    There was not a single hard corner or rough feature anywhere in the entire chamber, no surface that was not either gleaming smooth or upholstered in rich fabrics. The woman, sleek and smooth in her flowing dress, fit in well with her surroundings; John, in his rough leather jacket and worn jeans, did not. It was all appallingly decadent.

    “Would you like something to drink?” she asked.

    “A little water, maybe,” he replied, to be polite.

    “Oh, no, you must try this!” She handed him a stemmed glass of something a very pale blue in color.

    Reluctantly, he accepted it and took a sip. He choked, gasped, and spat it out immediately.

    The woman giggled.

    He glared at her; when he had recovered his breath he asked, “What is that?”

    “Just a liqueur.” She saw his anger and forced herself to stop smiling.

    He stared at the glass in his hand. “Liquor? You mean distilled spirits?”

    “That’s right.”

    “I can’t drink that! Strong drink is sinful!” He started to fling the glass away, then caught himself and placed it gently on a nearby table.

    “You drink wine, don’t you?”

    “That’s different.”

    “It’s still alcohol.”

    “Only a little. That stuff—it burns!”

    “You’re not used to it, that’s all. It’s only about eighty proof.” She sipped deeply at her own glass, then smiled.

    He shook his head. “I’m sorry, I can’t drink that.” He was more certain than ever that the Heaveners were not native to Godsworld; he had never heard of anyone on Godsworld, not even the most radical of heretics, who condoned strong drink. God had given mankind the gift of fermentation, so that alcohol might ease the strains of life, but it was Satan who invented distillation, to turn the blessing into a curse.

    Not that distillation didn’t have its uses—alcohol made a good fuel for lamps or even some machines, but not for men.

    “Oh, I’m so sorry,” Tuesday said. “Against your religion?” The phrase seemed almost mocking, somehow. “Try this, then.” The new beverage she offered was richly red.

    John sipped it warily; it had a tangy, fruity taste and no alcoholic content that he could detect. “What is it?” he asked.

    “Just a fruit punch.” She smiled enigmatically.

    “Thank you,” John said, sipping again.

    His hostess raised her own glass, still half full of the blue liqueur, then sank back onto a pile of cushions. John had not noticed them there behind her; it was as if they had slipped into place as she descended.

    He found a large cushion of his own and seated himself gingerly. The thing seemed to shift about to accommodate him more comfortably, but he convinced himself that was merely overwrought imagination, brought on by the tension of being in the enemy’s headquarters and being confronted by these strange events and this strange, freakish woman. “Now,” he said when he was settled, “you said you’d tell me all about this place.”

    “Well, no,” she answered. “I said I’d tell you about being lost and going in circles.” She shifted, leaning to one side; her dress slipped back to reveal most of one thigh.

    “Tell me, then.”

    “You’re not from the Citadel, are you? No, I can see you aren’t. You came here from one of the other villages, probably one well outside Dawes’ little protectorate. You wanted to find out what was going on here—so you walked into this building, which is conveniently left open and unguarded, and then wandered about until I found you. Am I right?”

    “Yes,” John admitted.

    “Well, it’s not surprising. But there isn’t anything of any importance on this level, you know. You need to know which door leads up or down, to where everything important is.”

    “What is on this floor, then?” He sipped his drink.

    “Oh, a lot of storage rooms and meeting rooms and machinery, I suppose. Mostly it’s just corridors for people like you to get lost in, and a lot of hidden machines watching.”

    “Then what are you doing here? And all this?” He gestured at the room around them.

    “Oh, I had this whipped up for my amusement. I don’t really belong here, you know—I just came to see if there was anything entertaining on this world of yours. Dawes would have preferred to keep me out, but I’m a stockholder—she can’t.”

    John wondered what sort of a “stockholder” she might be; this woman did not look as if she had ever handled sheep or cattle. Another question came first, though. “Who’s Dawes? That’s the second time you’ve mentioned that name.” Dawes was not a real name, any more than Tuesday was, but he guessed it to be a nickname of some sort.

    “Don’t you even know that? Ricky Dawes—America Dawes, that is—is the executive officer of the entire operation on Godsworld.”

    “What does that mean?” He ignored the weird name for the moment; it was obviously pagan, but that was hardly surprising under the circumstances.

    “She’s in charge—she controls the People of Heaven.”

    “She does? She?” John, without really intending to, made his true question very clear with his emphasis on the feminine pronoun. He regretted it immediately; some women, he knew, were discontented with Godsworld’s recognition of the natural superiority of the male.

    “Yes, ‘she’ does.” Tuesday seemed more amused than angry, but John decided not to pursue that; arguing with women about the proper roles of the sexes was likely to get nowhere and provoke animosity that he would do better without. He drank the rest of his fruit punch as he groped for another question.

    “You know,” Tuesday said, “I’d rather talk about you—if we have to talk at all.”

    John shrugged.

    “Have you had many women?”

    Shocked at the bluntness of the question, even from a whore, John replied, “I don’t talk about that.”

    “You don’t?” She smiled.

    John was beginning to dislike her smiles. “No,” he said.

    “Do you do anything about it?”

    He said nothing, simply sat and frowned at his empty glass. He refused to say anything in reply to such direct obscenity.

    “No?” She grinned, openly mocking now. “Are you a virgin, then? Or do you prefer men?”

    This was the second woman to question his manhood within the past few days; he had dealt calmly with the first, but that was before the strains of his scouting expedition. He forced himself to put his empty glass down gently, then stood up. “I did not come here so that you might insult me.”

    Her grin broadened. “Oh? Where do you go to be insulted, then?” She stood up in turn, and reached up to the single shoulder of her gown.

    “I’ll go now,” he said. He turned, but the door was closed.

    She twisted something, and the dress fell away completely, leaving her naked. “I guess there’s no harm in this,” she said, still smiling, “since you don’t know what to do with a woman.”

    He turned back to face her, rage mounting within him. He tried to remind himself that anger and lust were mortal sins, but the woman stood mocking him with her stance, hips thrust forward, her hands out in a displaying gesture. He growled wordlessly.

    “Take it or leave it,” she said.

    He lunged at her; she fell back onto the cushions, laughing, and her hands groped for his belt, unbuttoned his pants. He no longer cared whether she was cooperating or not; he intended to prove his mastery over her. As he pushed himself between her legs she wrapped her arms around him, one hand on his back and the other on his neck; he felt a sharp prick where fingers brushed his neck, but ignored it.

    Only when he was finished did the possibility of poison occur to him. He pushed himself up and rolled off her, then felt at the back of his neck.

    There was a small stinging as he touched one spot; he drew back his hand and found a small smear of blood on his fingers.

    “What did you do to me?” he bellowed.

    “What?”

    “My neck—what did you do to my neck?”

    “Oh, stop shouting, it’s just a little prick.”

    “It’s not poisoned?” He calmed somewhat, and his voice dropped.

    “No, it’s not poisoned; why would I want to poison you?”

    “I don’t know; why did you prick me? What did you do it with?” He was genuinely puzzled.

    She held up one hand languidly and showed him the tip of her index finger; a thin metal wire, the tip sharpened like a needle, projected from it at a peculiar angle. He could not see what held it in place.

    “What’s that?”

    Her satisfied smile broadened. “It’s called an empathy spike. It’s wired into my nervous system—into my brain. When I used it to hook into your nervous system, I felt everything that you felt.”

    “You read my mind?”

    “No, stupid—it only picks up your physical sensations. I felt what your body felt, not your mind.”

    “Oh!” Once again, John was shocked—horrified, in fact. The concept was strange, but once he grasped it he loathed it immediately. It was the most obscene thing he had ever heard of. This woman had violated his privacy in a way he had never imagined, could never have imagined. It was bad enough that he had copulated so thoughtlessly with a freak, but it was infinitely worse, somehow, that she had felt his own sensations as it happened. He pulled away from her, instinctively curling himself into a semi-fetal position. “That’s disgusting!” he spat.

    “Oh, it’s fun!” She giggled, then rolled over onto one elbow. “It’s so much more fun with the spike!”

    “It’s disgusting!” he repeated.

    “You think so?” She grinned. “I’ll have to introduce you to Isao some time—if he lives long enough.”

    “Who is this Esau?” That was a name he could understand.

    “Not Esau, Isao—it’s Japanese, I think. He’s painwired. He has his pain nerves hooked into the pleasure center of his brain; he feels every injury as pure pleasure. One of these days he’ll get carried away and kill himself; he’s already had to replace all his fingers and toes—and a few other things.”

    “Oh, Jesus!” John was suddenly unable to accept his situation. This was not possible; God could not permit such things to exist. This impossibly luxurious room, this woman who spoke so casually of the unspeakable, this entire building and all the People of Heaven, were abominations. It all had to be a nightmare. He fought down nausea and willed himself to wake up somewhere else.

    “Hey, don’t take it so badly!” Tuesday said. “I just thought it would be interesting to try it with a Godsworlder, someone different—and don’t feel badly that you did it, because I put aphrodisiac in your drink; you couldn’t help yourself.” Her almost apologetic tone suddenly gave way to another giggle. “You were pretty good, too—awfully quick, but you put your heart into it, you know what I mean? And with the spike I don’t mind if it’s quick.”

    John said nothing; he lay there, unable to awaken and convinced that it was all real after all, trying to gather up the shattered fragments of his thoughts.

    “Hey, are you all right?”

    He did not answer.

    She said something totally alien; John was not even sure it was words. He closed his eyes, straining to think.

    “The computer says that you’re okay, just upset. I can’t wait around all day, Joel; that wouldn’t be any fun at all. I think you can find your way out if you try; I’ll leave the door open.” He heard her moving about, heard the rustle of clothing.

    “Wait,” he said.

    “Why?” she asked.

    “Where are you from?”

    “Me? Ho Chi Minh City. Why?”

    “No, I mean, where are the People of Heaven from?” He opened his eyes and saw her ankles; a skirt hung above them, cut like the one she had worn before, but this one was a different color, a deep rich brown.

    “Earth, mostly; they’re a wholly-owned subsidiary of the New Bechtel-Rand Corporation. It was fun, Joel.” She walked away; her ankles vanished from his field of vision.

    He lay there for a few seconds more, then uncurled and got slowly to his feet. As she had promised, the door to the corridor stood open. He walked unsteadily out into the passageway, chose a direction at random, and began looking for the exit.

    From Earth? As far as John was concerned, such monsters of decadence could only be from Hell, and he had every intention of destroying them before they could harm Godsworld any further.

    And the woman who had seduced him and used that infernal spike on him—if that whore was merely a “stockholder,” which he guessed to be something like the Satanic equivalent of a deacon, then this America Dawes could be no less than the Great Whore of Babylon herself.

    Could the spike have been poisoned after all? He felt weaker than mere emotional distress would seem to account for. But then, he had just...raped? Attacked? He had just had a woman, and he had been drugged; the unknown aphrodisiac might have side-effects.

    If he had been poisoned he would fight it off. He drew strength from his fury. His uncertain walk became his usual firm stride, and ten minutes later, after a few false turns, he found the lobby he had entered through. He left the building and marched toward the inn.

    

  
    

    Chapter Nine

    

    “Who is this that darkeneth counsel by words without knowledge?” —Job 38:2

    

    Lazarus Speaker-of-Gospel cocked his head sideways and stared at his nephew in annoyance.

    “You’re sure of all this?” he demanded.

    “Yes, Elder,” John replied, “I am. You’ve heard Matt’s testimony as well; I’m sorry that the heretic Miriam Humble-Before-God won’t speak, and that we couldn’t find any of the other surviving scouts, but you have the sworn word of two good men, good Christians, and good soldiers. Isn’t that enough?”

    “I’m not sure; by your own admission you were drugged by this woman, and Matthew never heard anyone claim to be from Earth, nor saw any of the shameful perversions you insist took place.”

    Hiding his own annoyance, John said, “He saw the guns, though, and rode this airship of theirs, and can swear that these people are strangers to Godsworld who live in sinful luxury and decadence. Three years ago the Citadel of Heaven was just another heretic community, up in the hills—now it’s the home base of this growing protectorate that uses Earthly weapons and preaches against evangelism. Even if these strangers aren’t Satan’s minions sent from Earth—and I believe that that’s exactly what they are—they are an evil force we’ve got to destroy.” Beside him, Matthew nodded agreement.

    Lazarus sighed.

    At the end of the council table Jacob Blessed-Among-Men barked impatiently, “Enough of this! These people are obviously a threat, and we have to destroy them; John’s right about that. So what are we going to do about it?”

    “Can’t it wait until after we’ve fought the Chosen?” Simon Called-to-the-Truth whined.

    “Their power is growing steadily,” John said. “Marshside was on the verge of joining their protectorate when we captured it; if we’d been a month later, we might’ve faced not just one machine gun, but a dozen.”

    “And that’s something that troubles me,” old Isaac Fisher-of-Men said, shaking his head unsteadily. “What could you and your men—fine as they are—do against the weapons you say these people have? John, you lost what—thirty men against that one machine gun?”

    “Thirty-one,” John admitted. “And two more who died later. But Elder, we were taken by surprise; we were charging down an open hillside, making ourselves perfect targets. We wouldn’t be doing that against the People of Heaven; we know what we’re facing this time.”

    “Do we? John, you may be a good soldier, but you don’t know everything; there were weapons back on Earth that make machine guns look like children’s slings. What if these people have them?”

    “Why should they? They didn’t come here to fight a war; they came to subvert us, lead us into the temptations of material wealth and sensual pleasure. If they have other, mightier weapons, why have they kept them secret? Why not let it be known, so that we would be more frightened than ever? Maybe Earth has lost some of its wonders, just as we have; maybe they couldn’t bring that much with them. I don’t know their reasons, but I don’t believe they have any of these miracle weapons.”

    “Still,” Lazarus pointed out, “you’d be leading men with swords up against machine guns.”

    “I would be leading men with swords and rifles and bombs and whatever shields we can devise up against machine guns—men armed with steel and with steel in their backbones, the steel of the one true faith, against guns manned by soft and decadent weaklings!”

    “We don’t need speeches,” someone muttered; John did not see who had spoken.

    “The men of Marshside fought well,” Lazarus said. “They weren’t weaklings.”

    “They weren’t the People of Heaven, either—they hadn’t even joined the protectorate yet.”

    “So you want to take all our guns and ammunition and men, all the explosives in New Nazareth, and attack the Citadel of Heaven with them, sneaking them in where the roads are so bad travelers ride this ungodly airship,” Simon said derisively. “Fine— what are we supposed to do if the Chosen attack while you’re leading your men up through these hills?”

    “I hope to have the armies of the Chosen with me,” John replied.

    “What’s he talking about?” Simon demanded, looking back and forth at his fellow Elders.

    Lazarus sighed again. “I hadn’t told them about that part yet, John,” he said. “I figured we’d best start with the easy part.”

    “Elders, I want to make a truce with the Chosen of the Holy Ghost. After all, they’re as threatened by the People of Heaven as we are; I think we should put aside our differences until this greater threat has been destroyed. You’ve pointed out yourselves that our army, fine as it is, might not be enough against these diabolical weapons the Heaveners use—but if we had the Chosen marching beside us, our numbers doubled, nothing on Godsworld could stand against us.”

    “I don’t like this,” Simon said, “I don’t like it at all. They’re heretics.”

    “They’re still Christians, though,” John insisted. “The People of Heaven aren’t.”

    Old Adam Bearing-the-Cross, who had sat quietly beside Jacob Blessed-Among-Men throughout the entire session until now, spoke up. “Our ancestors put aside their doctrinal differences in order to come to Godsworld in the first place,” he said. “They hoped for a miracle that would show them how to resolve those differences permanently, and that miracle never came—but can we do any less to preserve Godsworld than they did to create it? I don’t say that I believe every word John has said about these people—it’s hard to imagine offworlders sleeping a hundred years to come here and make trouble—but John obviously believes it, and he’s a good man, an intelligent man. If he tells us these people are a real threat, and that stopping them is more important than showing the Chosen the error of their heathenish ways, then he’s probably right. I say we make the treaty.”

    “I agree,” Jacob said. “After all, we can always take care of the Chosen later; this way we’ll know more about how they fight.”

    “And they’ll know more about the way we fight,” Isaac pointed out.

    “We know enough about how they fight now,” Simon said. “Can’t we deal with them first, and then attack the Heaveners?”

    “We need their strength,” John said.

    “Vote!” Paul Bound-for-Glory called.

    “All right,” Lazarus said, “All those who favor treating with the so-called Chosen of the Holy Ghost to form an alliance to attack the so-called People of Heaven, vote ‘aye’. Paul?”

    “Aye.”

    “Thaddeus?”

    “Aye.”

    “Simon?”

    “No.”

    “Isaac?”

    “I’ll abstain.”

    “Tom?”

    “Aye.”

    “Jake?”

    Simon objected, “You’re not taking them in order.”

    “I don’t have to,” Lazarus replied. “Jake?”

    “Aye.”

    “Adam?”

    “Aye.”

    “And reluctant as I am, I vote ’aye’, too,” Lazarus said. “That makes six for, and with an abstention that’s a majority. God’s will be done, amen. If you others want to go on record you can, but that’s all we need. Anyone?”

    No one spoke up; after a brief pause, Lazarus continued, “All right, then—someone get John a white flag and a cross, and he can head out for Spiritus Sancti right now.”

    “Thank you, Uncle Lazarus,” John replied.

    The party that had ridden full-speed from Marshside had been made up of John, Habakkuk, Matthew, and Miriam—John had brought Matthew and Miriam to support his testimony, and Habakkuk to report on the current state of the army at Marshside, reaffirming the soldiers’ faith in their leaders and their readiness to fight any foe. The party that gathered for the journey to Spiritus Sancti, an hour after the meeting of the Elders, included John, as spokesman; Habakkuk, as second; a civilian by the name of Peter Light-of-the-World to speak for the Elders; two soldiers as honor guard; and Miriam, because nobody had any better idea of what to do with her. Matthew was to return to Marshside with Lieutenant David Saved-By-Grace, who would be taking charge of the army there until John’s return—John and Habakkuk had left a mere under-lieutenant running things, and the Elders deemed that unsuitable.

    It was the third of May when the party reached Spiritus Sancti under heavy guard and was led into the presence of the Anointed.

    When Peter had run through the required formalities and made introductions, John came directly to the point. “We have come here in hopes that we can convince your people to forget, temporarily, their differences with the People of the True Word and Flesh, and join with us against a common foe.”

    The Anointed sat back on his cathedra; the chair creaked beneath his weight. “And who would this common foe be?” he asked.

    “The so-called People of Heaven, and their infernal pagan protectorate.”

    “I don’t know a thing about them; they’re on the other side of the New Jordan, and I don’t concern myself with anything over there.”

    “Well, sir, whether you know it or not, they’re a growing threat to all of Godsworld, on both sides of the New Jordan, from Asher all the way to Simeon.”

    “Oh?” the Anointed said politely.

    “Yes, they are! They’re from Earth, agents of Satan come to destroy us.”

    “Oh?” the Anointed said again. “What makes you think so?”

    “I’ve visited their capital, and they told me as much. They have the lost arts—they have an airship, they have machine guns, and they’re fabulously wealthy. They’re expanding rapidly; it won’t be more than two years before they start nibbling away at your own southeastern territories. They’ve already taken Little St. Peter, and St. Peter itself is a part of your domain, isn’t it?”

    “It is—but if I were concerned with Little St. Peter we’d have taken that, too. Still...agents of Satan, you say?”

    “Their women are wantons, their men cowards; their leader is a woman. The towns they ‘protect’ become soft and decadent. They have no faith—they insist their client towns accept any sort of heresy.”

    The Anointed nodded. “And your people intend to put a stop to these abominations?”

    “With your help, yes.”

    “You propose to put an end to your plans for a war against my people?”

    “We propose an alliance until the last of the People of Heaven is destroyed; I can’t promise any more than that.”

    “And if I accept such an alliance, whose command would our armies fight under?”

    John glanced at Peter and Habakkuk, then turned back to the Anointed. “That remains to be negotiated.”

    “I see.” He nodded again. “Is that everything?”

    The True Worders looked at one another. “I think so,” John said.”

    “All right, then. You folks can wait in the yard; I need to pray and talk to my advisors. I’ll let you know my decision before supper. God be with you.” He pushed his swollen body up out of the chair and plodded heavily from the room.

    The Chosen guards herded the True Worders unceremoniously out before they could protest, out to the yard in front of the Anointed’s house where rows of benches were available for petitioners.

    After a moment of rebelliousness, John shrugged and sat down. He was in the enemy camp; he had no say here. He could not even use the standard diplomatic threat of war to demand better treatment, since what he wanted most of all was to avoid a war against the Chosen.

    Miriam sat beside him, pressing up close; startled, John turned and looked at her, even as Habakkuk and the others, noticing her actions, discreetly took benches well away from the pair. She smiled winningly.

    “What do you think you’re doing?” he asked quietly.

    “Oh, I’m just enjoying myself,” she replied in a near-whisper.

    “You are?”

    “Sure—I knew you were a coward and a hypocrite all along, and it’s nice to have proof.”

    John felt his face going red, and glanced at Habakkuk. Habakkuk politely looked the other way; he had seen the red and assumed that his captain was blushing at something the girl had suggested.

    “A coward?”

    “Yes, a coward. You claim that you command an army of the Lord’s own men, the only followers of the true religion on all Godsworld, but before you go up against the Heaveners—men you called decadent weaklings—you want to make sure you’ve got the help of the biggest bunch of heretics around. The big brave warrior!”

    “They have machine guns,” he reminded her.

    “A lot of good that did Marshside!”

    Annoyed, he pushed her away and sat brooding silently.

    The sun was well down the western sky when a messenger summoned them back into the Anointed’s presence.

    “I’ve decided,” the Anointed said without preliminaries, “that I can’t afford to risk my people by getting them into a war that’s none of our business. You may be right about the threat these heathens present, but we’ll just have to trust in the Lord to protect us. We won’t join your alliance.” He paused, watching the True Worders’ faces for reactions, then went on, “However, since these ‘People of Heaven’ may be a real threat someday, we will swear to remain neutral in any war you poor heretics may wage against them; we won’t harm any of you so long as you fight the Heaveners.” He shifted in his seat and leaned forward. “In fact, we’d be glad to arrange a truce, whether you fight the Heaveners or not, so that our two peoples won’t be weakened by fighting each other, such that the Heaveners could wipe us both out later.”

    John said, “I hope you’ll reconsider...”

    The Anointed interrupted him. “Boy, when I speak from this cathedra, it’s final—I don’t reconsider. You got that?”

    John opened his mouth, then closed it again and nodded.

    “Good. We’ve got a couple of rooms for you down the street; you stay there tonight, but be out of the city by noon tomorrow. Got that?”

    John nodded again.

    “Good. Thanks for coming; tell your Elders to send me a message if they want that truce, and I’ll lay off you as long as you fight the Heaveners, truce or not. Now, get out of here, and God be with you.” He waved, then sat back and watched as the True Worders departed.

    The rooms were in a boarding house, but the matron refused to serve heretics, so that supper consisted of cold trail provisions. After everything was eaten and the food had had time to settle John, Habakkuk, Peter, and Miriam gathered in one room to talk—or rather, the three men were to talk; Miriam was just there.

    “I don’t like it,” Habakkuk said.

    “Which part?” Peter asked.

    “Any of it.”

    “The truce offer isn’t bad.”

    “It’s interesting, certainly,” John agreed.

    “It’s a trick of some kind,” Habakkuk insisted.

    “I don’t think so,” John said. “The Chosen have been careful about treaties; they don’t break them without provocation. I think that the Anointed means what he says.”

    “Why? A few months ago the Chosen were practically begging for a war, blocking our trade routes, taking hostages...why would they want peace now?”

    “There’s only one reason anyone ever wants to avoid a war, Hab; they think they’ll lose. A few months ago the Chosen didn’t know anything about our army; I would guess that they’ve learned a little since then. They may have spies, or maybe someone from Marshside talked to them. Or maybe it’s something here in Spiritus; maybe there’s been trouble in their army. Anyway, they think they’ll lose if there’s a war, that’s plain.”

    “You’re right, John—that’s got to be it. And that’s why they want us to fight the Heaveners—so they can take on the survivor while he’s still weak.”

    John nodded. “I’d say so.”

    “But in that case, we need to attack the Chosen first; after we’re done with them we can worry about the Heaveners. The Chosen are a lot closer to home, John, and truce or not, they’ve been our enemies for years, while the Heaveners don’t even know yet that we exist. If we take the Chosen now, then take a year to rebuild, we should still be able to take on the Heaveners; but if we take the Heaveners now, as soon as they’re defeated the Chosen will take us from behind, before we can get our men back across the New Jordan.”

    John shook his head. “I think you’re right about most of that, Hab—but I’m not sure that we will be able to take on the Heaveners after a year’s rebuilding. If we don’t get them now we may never have the strength.”

    “You don’t have the strength now!” Miriam spat.

    The three men looked at her.

    “You’ll never take the Heaveners on; none of you have the guts. They’d blow you all to bits, squash you like bugs.”

    “Oh, shut up,” Peter said.

    “Why? Will you hit me if I don’t? You’re all so brave against a woman, but when it comes to facing those machine guns you’d probably all turn and run! Where’s the strength of your faith now? I thought God was on your side!”

    “God is on our side,” Habakkuk said calmly, “but God helps those who help themselves. We mustn’t depend on miracles; that would be the sin of pride. We can only accept them when they come.”

    “And if they don’t come, you’ll just let these Heaveners walk all over you? You won’t defend Godsworld against the heathen unless you’re sure you can win? Oh, I am just overwhelmed by your integrity!”

    “Shut up, woman,” Peter said again.

    “Some defenders of the truth! You’re afraid of the truth when you hear it! Godsworld is going to be taken over by the Heaveners because you haven’t got the guts to fight them—and when they do run everything, and they don’t have to play nice any more, I’ll watch them skin you alive and I’ll laugh!”

    “Why would they skin us if we don’t fight them?” Habakkuk asked placatingly.

    “For your effrontery in claiming to have the true faith, when you won’t fight for it!”

    Peter slapped her; to his astonishment she responded by punching him in the belly with her closed fist. He doubled over as John and Habakkuk grabbed her.

    When order was restored and Miriam securely bound to one of the beds, John said quietly, “She’s right, you know.”

    “About what?”

    “We have got to fight the Heaveners. They’re the real threat to God’s way, and we all know that. Even if we don’t have a chance, how can we call ourselves Christians if we don’t fight for what we believe? We know the Chosen aren’t a real danger now, but the Heaveners are. We have to fight them. God will see to it that the Chosen don’t stab us in the back—or that if they do, we’ll triumph in the end all the same.”

    Habakkuk shook his head. “I don’t like it, John.”

    “It’s what’s right, whether you like it or not. And besides, if we wipe out the Heaveners we may capture some of those weapons they have—if we do that we can handle the Chosen even if we’ve lost half our army. I’ll send messengers out, see if we can recruit some allies other than the Chosen, but even if we can’t, by September I intend to be the lord and master of the Citadel.”
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