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 Part 1  Landing 
 
    1 
 
      
 
      
 
    He walked up to it and kicked it.  Paul’s frustration was borne from months on the ship followed by this, which threatened it all.  It was really nothing more than a square stone about a foot high.  But the metal ring, inlaid into the top, showed that it was utterly alien. 
 
    The bulldozer came towards him pouring out acid smoke as it ploughed away the grass, leaving deep tracks in the black earth.  This was the first machine down from the mothership and the earthmoving foreman had decided to drive it himself.  Paul ran towards it, shouting: ‘Leave that stone.  Work around it.’ 
 
    ‘Who put it there?’ 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    The man was leaning out of the door of his cab looking down at him in the rain, ‘You mean somebody's been here already?’  He paused to scratch his beard.  ‘Uninhabited planet.  That’s what you said.  Uninhabited.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what we thought.’ 
 
    ‘Does anybody else know it's there?’ 
 
    ‘I don't think so.  The surveyors are so useless they missed it’ 
 
    ‘What do you want to do with it?’ 
 
    ‘Have a good look at it.  Try to work out what it is.’ 
 
    ‘This isn't a bloody school trip.  It could threaten our bonus. If we can’t dig the mine here we could be going home with nothing.’  The cab door slammed shut. 
 
    Paul turned away. The rusty blade of the huge machine scarcely shuddered as it pushed the stone away.  It was soon buried in the pile of soil which would be moved by the fleet of dumpers that would be arriving when the shuttles had time to bring them down. 
 
    He couldn’t ignore the stone.  He crossed the muddy compound to the deserted communications office. The site offices were prefabricated huts with faded paintwork and scratched windows; tired relics bought cheap to be used one last time and left behind.   Logging on to the terminal, he checked the duty rotas.  Like everything else, they were in a mess.  Arranging a three-day period in the following week during which he would not be missed was easy.  
 
    His desk had arrived a few hours earlier and on its battered surface the smartly printed cover of his report, that had been prepared in the ship's print room, looked out of place.  The content of the report was, of course, complete guesswork.  From orbit the sensors could just about tell if there was a heat source as big as a steam train but, for almost everything else, all they had bothered to do was to look down with simple telescopes. The thick cloud cover obscured some areas, but the rest of it had looked clear enough. 
 
    The mission director had scarcely looked up when he had taken the report to his office. 
 
    ‘What’s this about?  I thought I told you not to waste time with the magnetic sensors.  They’re for the drives not the planet.’ 
 
    ‘We can land the Atlanta.’ 
 
    The man looked up, suddenly diverted from the papers on his desk.  His assistant was despatched to find the captain and first officer who arrived almost immediately. 
 
    ‘Your responsibility is down there; this is my ship.’  The captain was clearly annoyed by being summoned without notice. 
 
    Paul showed him the data. 
 
    ‘So, what’s causing this magnetic field?’ 
 
    ‘Eddy currents in a liquid core, like on earth.’  He tried to sound as if he knew it.  Nobody had time to ask how it could be so strong in just one place. 
 
    ‘Is the field strong enough?  Can we land?’  The mission director looked animated. 
 
    ‘Technically it looks as if it might be strong enough’.  The first officer replied.  ‘We could check it and do some detailed investigation and analysis.’ 
 
    ‘It’s either strong enough or not.  I assume that it is.  The shareholders will be delighted.  We shall land and load all the ore directly onto this ship.  This will be twice as fast as using the shuttles.  Paul, this was your idea, so making sure the landing field is safe enough for the captain will be your responsibility. And we want it quickly.  Time is money. You say it can be done in six months, any longer than that and every man on this ship will be wanting to know why’. 
 
      
 
    Setting out at first light, he drove through the gate and waved to the security guard.  Rules about staying in the compound except when working had been forgotten when the site had been established.  The guards were used to engineers who went out at all times to try to work in the quagmire of mud without being menaced by the machines. 
 
    He skidded along the rutted haul road to the exact centre of the field where the stone had been, and stopped the Jeep to look round.  Enough trees had been cleared to see the distant hills that surrounded the flat area around the landing field.  In some places they were lower, giving hope of a valley beyond.  He could see little of the terrain that he would have to cross to get to any of them, so he headed for the lowest point.   
 
    At first, the forest resembled the woods he had known at home, with ancient oak and beech trees blocking out the light and leaving the ground clear below them.  They seemed to have been planted in lines; leaving clear straight paths for him to drive along.  As he went further from the field, the familiar trees became less and less common and the enormous thickets of giant ferns were too big to go around.  He had to take the Jeep through them, trying to avoid the thickest stems.  The dense fronds hid everything, before bending down as he drove into them. 
 
    Suddenly they were gone.  He stopped.  Just a thin screen of a few leaves in front of him then nothing.  He walked up to the edge – a sheer drop into a pit – completely hidden by the ferns.  Pushing his way through, he worked along the edge.  It curved away.  He carried on round.  Minutes later he was looking across at where he had started.  He stopped and slowly realised what he was looking at.  The pit was perfectly circular.  At the bottom, he could see the ground in the centre was far higher than at the edges.  A meteorite or even a bomb could not have caused this.  A giant ring-shaped object had crashed here, shaped just like the giant torus that encircled the mother ship and held her fusion drive. This was far smaller.  The ship was two miles across and this was only twenty yards.   
 
    The crater was obviously old; there were some ancient oak trees in the bottom that must have been growing there for hundreds of years.  If the makers of the ship knew about fusion drives that long ago, where were they now?  He felt slightly reassured; if they had ships, perhaps they had used them to leave.  The planet was probably uninhabited after all.   
 
    Suddenly, he panicked.  A fusion drive had broken up.   Running back, he grabbed the instrument box from the back of the Jeep and threw the lid open.  His heart racing, he switched on the Geiger counter and frantically pointed it at the crater.  There was nothing.  No radiation.    Absolutely nothing other than background.  If the mother ship crashed the radioactivity would kill everything that lived and take thousands of years to decay.  This had never been a fusion ship; it was ring shaped but flew without fusion.   
 
    Whoever built it had obviously known about the magnetic anomaly, but, if they could build ships, surely they would have been able to locate it accurately enough to avoid crashing.  He pictured them arriving at the planet and relying on the magnetic field to slow their descent but just accelerating, and finally realising that they were not going to stop in time.  He looked for signs of the hub and saw nothing.  The hub was the heaviest part of the mother ship; everything was there except the drive.  If it crashed, the hub would make the deepest part of the crater and the giant struts that held it like spokes on a wheel would leave their own marks.  Here there was none of this; what had crashed was just a ring. 
 
    Driving around the edge of the crater, his determination to find the builders of the ship overcame his fear.  The terrain was flat, and the Jeep went across the open spaces quite easily; the difficulty was with the ferns which grew in thick patches.  He saw more craters, several smaller ones but none larger than the first.  All of them were the same shape.  Had a whole fleet of these ring ships crashed here?  Had the survivors from the crews carved the stone at the landing field? 
 
    Navigation in the Jeep was easy.  As he moved away, his compass pointed straight back to it the landing field.  By the end of the day, he was close to the hills and, in the fading light, he ate some food and lay down to sleep on the back seat. 
 
    Early next day, he came to an abrupt halt.  A massive trench was barring his way, extending in each direction as far as he could see.  It did not take him long to see what it was.  A ring ship had crashed here, but it had not come straight down.  It had come over the horizon and ploughed across the landscape for miles before stopping.  The mother ship would never do that; it would break up on impact.  He struggled to imagine the technology required to build one that would survive. 
 
    The Jeep could not cross the trench, so this was a good place to leave it.  He parked it under some ferns to make it less conspicuous, put on his backpack, and climbed down into the trench and up the other side. 
 
    As he moved closer to the hills, he saw stone structures lying low to the ground.  They were round and very large, some as big as the biggest craters he had seen.  Moving cautiously towards them, he saw more marker stones like the one in the centre of the landing field forming a line across his path.  Behind them there was a roadway paved with massive stones.  Deep ruts in the slabs marked the passage of innumerable metal wheels, but he had no way of telling if the last one had been hours or centuries before.  Just beyond the road there were the structures.  Their size was all the more impressive because of their simplicity.  They were circular troughs with surrounding walls rising a few feet above the ground.  As he approached, he saw that they had been dug deep into the ground.  They were full of debris; trees were growing through cracks in the stones, breaking them away and drawing the eye from the perfect shapes.  There was, however, no mistaking what they had been built for.  Each structure had held a ring ship.  The ships had not been passing visitors; they had either been built here or, had come and stayed a very long time. 
 
    He moved slowly from one structure to the next; all were spread out between the hill and the line of marker stones.  He came to the last one.  Climbing up to check it.  Then he saw the iron.  A great expanse of it, deeply pitted with rust, filling the trough.  He looked for a hatch, some way in, perhaps he could break it open, find clues inside.  There was nothing, just the same surface.   It fitted neatly into the trough, a colossal ring of heavily rusted iron without any sign of any features on it at all.  He found a large stone and dropped it on the surface.  Listening for an echo, some sign of how thick the shell was. But there was no hollow ring at all.  Just a dull thud.  This was thousands of tonnes of solid iron, far more than any drive he knew of could begin to move. 
 
    Moving a short distance away from the structures, he sat down with some food from his backpack to decide what to do next.  What he had found was obviously significant, but it probably did not represent a threat to anybody.  All the company wanted to do was to get in, get the ore, and get out.  If somebody wanted to start investigating this lot that was up to them but the people on his ship were not interested.  If he just checked a bit further to confirm that the owners of the ringships had really gone, he could go back and get on with his job.  He set off up the hills to get a view of the valley beyond.  He would camp there for the night and, with luck, get most of the way back on the following day. 
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    On the day Lynella was ten years old, the steward gave her the jewel.  It was as big as a walnut and felt heavy and cold in her hand.  It looked a dull red colour; but when she held it up to the window it had a golden glow.  This might have come from the setting, which was itself gold, but in the sunlight, she could see flecks of gold in the jewel itself. 
 
    ‘It came from the mountain’ he said as she took it.  ‘The mountain is full of jewels like this, but few have the gold threads in them, they are the key.’ 
 
    He showed her how to put a silk cord through the eyes in the setting and fix it around her head, so it rested neatly in the middle of her forehead. 
 
    ‘You should try to see if you can use it.  Your father could do some of the things you can do but he could not use a jewel.’ 
 
    ‘What things?’ 
 
    The steward smiled.  ‘There’s no need to be shy about it, at least not with me.  Your governess has told me.  Just the other day she said she saw you lift a coin off the floor to save having to reach down for it.’ 
 
    Lynella looked away.  She didn’t know why she always tried to hide what she could do. 
 
    The steward continued.  ‘One of the girls in that picture you like in the corridor is wearing this jewel.  She looks as if she was about your age.  You should try to see if you can find the pathways in it; but if you can you must promise me you won’t try to do anything with it until we have arranged for somebody to teach you how to use it safely.’ 
 
    She asked who would teach her, but the steward hesitated and never replied. 
 
      
 
    The picture fascinated her.  It showed three girls sitting in a small window alcove looking out over a city.  There were many pictures of the city; it had apparently been at the source but was gone now.  This picture showed so many different things - lots of people and horses and even a great ringship in the sky.  But what fascinated her most of all was at the edge of the window, a doll's house.  It was far nicer than the one the carpenter had made for her to play with.  The one in the picture looked like the wooden houses in the city outside.  Everything was there: doors and windows and even little lights inside.  The lights weren't just there; they were actually glowing. 
 
    In the corridor, next to the picture there was a door.  It was an ordinary looking door, but nobody ever used it.  She tried to open it.  It seemed to be locked.  There was no keyhole or bolt. She turned the handle and pushed as hard as she could until her governess turned and scolded her.  She didn't know why, but she was sure that the doll's house was in the room behind the door.   
 
    She never told anybody about the jewel.  It was her secret with the steward.  He was the steward of the castle and second only to her father the King, so she was sure she was meant to have it; but it looked so special, so precious, so deep.  She would wake at first light on her own and quietly put it on without disturbing her governess in the next room.  From the start she could see the patterns, she couldn’t imagine how her father could have missed them.  At first all she could see was pathways in all directions but then she could tell that somebody had been along them before and arranged them, so they joined together reaching down.  She tried to find the bottom but each time she went deeper it seemed harder to get out and left her drained and exhausted.  But the jewel was soon part of her.  She couldn’t tell the steward about it.  He might take it away until the teacher was found.   
 
    In a small wooden box in the bottom of a cupboard she found a set of iron rings.  They were a few inches across, about an inch thick, and so heavy that she couldn’t move the box at all, but she could pick up the rings one at a time.  With a bit of practice, she found that she could use the jewel to move them and once she made one fly across the room and crash into the wall; bringing her governess running in to see what had happened. 
 
    With the jewel it wasn’t just easier to move things about, it also helped her see things.  Under the polished veneer surface of the wooden dressing table opposite her bed she found she could see rings.  Lots of them, in patterns she couldn’t understand.  When she probed out from her room she could see more and more different patterns waiting for her to explore and understand.  The power of it scared her.  She knew that she was seeing things that had not been seen for hundreds of years and nobody knew what they were.  Even moving things with the jewel was frightening with its uncontrollable power.   
 
      
 
    One night, soon after the harvest, she waited until all the sounds of movement had gone quiet and crept out of her room; wearing the jewel.  She didn’t need a light; she could sense the walls around her from the patterns in them.  Along the corridor everything looked so different.  In-stead of rugs and wooden boards the floor was made up of pathways and nodes.  In-stead of blocking her view, the walls seemed to help her understand what was behind them.  Just ahead, she could see the faint star light from the window illuminating the picture but, as she crept towards it, she sensed an image that fitted exactly with her jewel.  It was the door.  Each of the pathways she had found was precisely matched by one in the door.  She found a mechanism behind the handle.  She tried to control it, to take her time to see what it was and then just to give it the slightest push to make it work.  Minutes passed.  Standing alone and motionless she finally felt she could do it.  A small pulse.  No response.  Now just a fraction more, she steadied herself with a hand on the carved door-frame.  With a loud click that echoed away down the corridor, the door was open.  She stepped quickly through and tried to close it, but she had damaged the intricate mechanism and it would not latch. 
 
    Standing in the room looking at the doll's house in her thin night-dress and bare feet in the cold room, she began to play.  The two dolls that she had brought with her were her favourites; she thought that they looked like the girls in the picture.  With beautiful porcelain faces and fine soft dresses, they went everywhere with her.  She often spoke to them and now she was telling them about this wonderful new house.  As she moved them from room to room, she found that, if she wanted it, the lights came on.  They were minute glass spheres, each one hanging from two silver wires.  They gave a good bright light; her dolls loved them. 
 
    Totally absorbed she never noticed her father come into the room.  Finally, he touched her shoulder.  She jumped up in fright and turned as he spoke, ‘Lynella, in God's name!’ 
 
    ‘It's lovely, I want it for ever.’ 
 
    ‘You can't.  I'm sorry, you don't understand.’ 
 
    ‘But I want it!  Look, my dolls love it.’ 
 
    ‘I know but it's not good for you.’ 
 
    ‘I don't care, I want it!’ 
 
    Saying this she turned back to it.  The lights glowed more brightly than ever.  They seemed to want to go out; something was trying to put her lights out.  How would her dolls see?  With a surge of anger, she pushed back to keep them alight.  They were trying harder to go out now and she threw all her energy into one enormous pulse.  The jewel on her forehead flashed and the lights flashed with it.  It took control; draining energy from her.  Now the room was full of people, trying to take it off her forehead.  In the ruins of their house, her two dolls lay twisted and broken; their shattered faces could never comfort her now. 
 
    She never saw her father after that.  They told her he had died but would never say any more about it.  It had just been an accident. 
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    Lynella’s energy returned slowly, and two days later she was out of bed, finding the other children playing outside.  As she approached they stopped what they were doing and gathered into a tight group against a wall. Her cousins Edward and Henry stood in the centre, watching her walking across the empty courtyard.  She stopped where they had left their frayed leather ball a few paces in front. 
 
    ‘What’s wrong?  Why have you stopped the game?’  They were so quiet she could hear them breathing.  One of the younger boys in the middle looked as if she was about to reply but a hand went up to silence him. 
 
    She picked up the ball. 
 
    ‘We’ll find another.’  Henry looked around to make sure the rest were with him. 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean to hurt anybody’. 
 
    ‘Neither shall we.’  He took just one step forwards.  She dropped the ball and ran.  When she was at the far side she turned to see them, all watching her.  She saw them re-start their game from an overlooking window alcove three floors above. 
 
      
 
    Her mother had removed the jewel and left her alone with her governess, but the governess left the castle the following day.  The steward made sure the servants brought her food and clean clothing, but they scarcely spoke to her.  
 
    The castle was enormous, and only one wing was lived in.  Several doors from the area she knew appeared to lead away into other parts, but they were always locked.  Choosing a time when she hoped there would be nobody about, she tried to probe one of the locks. Without her jewel she could see nothing apart from the vague outline of what appeared from the keyhole to be a simple mechanical catch. The next time she took one of the iron rings with her.  It was just small enough to hold in the palm of her hand but still felt heavy in the bag on her shoulder.  Holding it firmly on the door she pictured the parts that a key would move and used it to push against them. Hearing people in the distance she decided to ignore them and keep trying.  With a faint click from the old worn mechanism, the lock opened, and she rushed through, slamming it shut just as the group appeared around the corner. She waited. The voices came closer. Some she recognised.  But the footsteps never stopped.   
 
    A long corridor led on with doors she couldn’t open, dimly lit by high, narrow windows.  The pathways and nodes were tantalisingly close but unreadable without her jewel.  She even tried lying on the worn dusty carpet but being close to them made no difference. 
 
    At the far end there was another door with a keyhole.  Completely alone, she took her time to try the ring in different places.  This lock was less worn but by putting the ring directly below it, and pushing as hard as she could at anything that would move, she managed to make it open with a loud click. 
 
    Beyond was the old keep.  Rough stone walls, uneven floors and a smell of damp.  But there were the signs that the mages had shaped it for themselves.  Intricate glass lighting spheres hung down on golden wires.  The doors had runes inlaid into the surface of the wood. She could sense the ancient power all around her.  Ahead there were no windows, but she could feel something drawing her on.  The darkness closed in. She moved over to feel her way along a wall.  The floor was sloping downwards.  She heard water dripping ahead.  The image became clearer and more familiar, but it was not by the wall.  Moving away she stepped tentatively into the void, only to find herself going down into a pool of water.  Soon it was up to her knees, but she ignored the cold as she was drawn into it.  Each step was challenge on the rough floor.  Slipping on loose stones in the darkness.  The regular sound of the falling water was all around now, never changing, never stopping.  She went on. Up to her waist with tendrils of unknown plants catching her dress, pulling her down.  Deeper, until what was hers was immediately below her.  She had to dive down to feel with her hands.  The stones were piled up here, but she knew where to reach.  Moments later she was gasping for breath, holding up a handful of them – but she knew which one was hers.  Shivering by the side of the pool she used it to light up the globes, so she could see the size of the vast cavern carved into the rock. 
 
      
 
    The steward spent many hours telling her stories about the great age of the mages.  He would send for her and read aloud from one of the books that were kept in the library.  The stories were very exciting with heroic mages flying ships and fighting bravely for their kings.  Somehow, however, they always had sad endings with the mages getting killed, going mad, or even betraying their kings.  All the magic and the power that went with it never seemed to do any good in the end.  Despite this, she enjoyed hearing the stories.  They had bright pictures which she could see as she sat beside him, and they were written in a way which was easy for her to understand.  She also had a sense of pride at being chosen by the steward to hear them.  He was the most important man in the kingdom until her brother came of age and became the next king. 
 
    Now that she had shown beyond any doubt that she had some power, these sessions were organised on a more formal basis. The stories now only took part of the time.  He insisted that they should look at the compact.  It was several pages long and full of ideas she could not understand about what mages were and were not permitted to do.   
 
    When they were studying the section about the source, he took her to have a look at the markers.  She had seen them on a few occasions before when they had travelled along the old road which ran along outside them, but she had never paused to think about them; she just knew that nobody was allowed to cross them.  Now they were sitting on the hillside looking at them, down across the crucibles.  It was a hot summer day and a horse and cart was struggling along the road with a load of dressed stone.  Passing the crucibles, it did not turn to go along the road to their Southern Kingdom; it was going all the way from west to East.  The driver and his horse were suffering in the bright sunlight. 
 
    ‘Do you know why he has to go all the way round the source?  It would be so much easier to go straight across.’ 
 
    Looking at him, puzzled by the obvious question she replied, ‘Because we're not allowed to, it's forbidden by the compact.  Of course, I know that.’ 
 
    ‘But do you know why it's forbidden?’ 
 
    ‘Because otherwise we would have more battles and people would be killed.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know why?’ 
 
    She stopped to think.  He occasionally started with questions like this and never let them go until she at least guessed an answer. 
 
    ‘It's because that's where the ships could fly.’ 
 
    ‘Yes - I suppose so but why fight about it?  Why not just fly the ships?’ 
 
    ‘That's because mages always do fight, don't they?  And one day there will be mages again won't there?’ 
 
    By now, the cart was directly below them; they could see the white streaks on the horses’ flanks.  The driver saw them and waved as he urged the horse forward to the stream that crossed the road a mile further on.  He never once looked towards the source. 
 
      
 
    Lynella's mother had forbidden her from using her power in any way at all.  When she had asked the Steward about this, he had hesitated and then replied that she certainly should do nothing until she had learnt the rules in the compact.  She had now learnt the rules and could recite them fluently, she waited for a good moment and asked, ‘Can I start learning how to use my power now?’ 
 
    This time the hesitation was longer. 
 
    ‘I know I said you could when you had learnt the rules, but I just don't think you're old enough yet.’ 
 
    ‘But I ought to learn sometime, shouldn't I?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Yes you should.  After all, what's the point in all this if you never learn?’ 
 
    ‘So why don't I start now?’ 
 
    ‘Your mother doesn't want you to.’ 
 
     
 
    Two particular incidents had set the tone for this part of her life: the first summer festival after her fourteenth birthday and the visit by the monk a few months later.   
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    The annual festival was a major event which was held at each of the castles in turn.  With no cause for the High Council to meet, it was the only occasion when all the royal families gathered together.  Now that she was sixteen, she would be permitted to mix freely with the sons of the other families, a prospect she looked forward to it with considerable hope mixed with a good measure of trepidation.  These were people whom she had only seen previously at brief formal presentations.  The steward had explained her position in his usual pragmatic way, ‘The idea was that you should be proud of what you are.  When the last of the mages was gone everybody desperately wanted more to be born.’ 
 
    ‘So why don't I just tell them?’ she had asked bemused. 
 
    ‘Times have changed.  It's the monks; they have slowly changed the way we think about things.  The great legends of the deeds of the mages are now seen as something to be ashamed about.’ 
 
    ‘What am I supposed to do?’ 
 
    ‘I don't know.  Perhaps you will be lucky and find someone you can trust enough to tell.  Perhaps things will change again, and people will be glad to welcome you into their families.’ 
 
    Her memory of the festival itself was mixed and confused.  After travelling to the Eastern Castle, they had spent a day resting and getting ready.  A brief visit to the town had increased Lynella's curiosity far more than it had satisfied it.  In the small community near her own castle, she knew every face and every name.  This town was so much larger that she couldn't imagine how anybody could even know all the streets.  There were crowds in all directions and enormous numbers of young children.  The sights, sounds and smells confused her but, above all, she could not understand why it was so different.  At home, the families were small and many of the houses were half-empty, but here there were new ones being built in every available space.  The town seemed to be visibly bigger than it had been when the festival had last been in it three years previously.  Their hosts had shown them round with considerable pride, insisting that they should sample the enormous range of produce that could be seen in the shops.  At one point, she heard one of them say pointedly to the Steward, ‘It was a stupid antiquated system which was obviously leading nowhere.  Look what we have achieved, just two generations after abandoning it.’ 
 
    She resolved to find out what this meant and, when they had returned to the castle, she went to the steward's room and knocked on the door. 
 
    ‘Come’, came the steward's familiar shout from the room.  ‘Hello my dear.  Are you all right?’ 
 
    ‘Quite all right, but nobody's telling me what's happened here.  Why is it all so different?’ 
 
    ‘And you heard them boasting about it didn't you?  I thought that would trouble you.  Sit down and we'll talk about it.’ 
 
    She sat in one of the large comfortable chairs and waited.  The Steward refilled his ever-present wineglass, sat in a chair facing her, and asked directly, ‘Do you understand what the compact says about inter-marrying?’  
 
    ‘Yes, I think so’ 
 
    ‘Well what it says is that the Royal families should not marry commoners.  It's not a rule; we can't complain if someone else does it.  It's just a suggestion.’ 
 
    ‘Are you saying that they don't obey it here?’ 
 
    The steward lowered his glass as if to reply but said nothing.  She continued, ‘I thought we all had to.  Don't they want to have any mages?  The compact promised us that if we waited long enough, we would have mages again.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it did.  It's just that was written hundreds of years ago.  Then about 50 years ago, the Abbot at the time came around trying to persuade people to abandon it.  I can remember it clearly.  I was a young man then.  He told us we could have large healthy families if we gave it up.  As you can see he was right.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn't we give it up?  Don’t we trust the monks?  ‘ 
 
    ‘Because we could see the power was getting stronger in each generation.  Your power is very strong.’  He stopped and drank slowly.  ‘They do make excellent wine here.  Yes, you are right.  We don’t trust the monks, well I don’t.  They have their limited power and they keep working on it and I don’t think they want anybody else to have any.’ 
 
    ‘Does this mean I can't marry anyone from the Eastern Kingdom?’ 
 
    ‘I don't know, I just don't know at all.  Perhaps some of them have kept to the true lines.  You ought to talk to your mother.  She may know somebody from the Western kingdom.’ 
 
    They both knew that, since her father's death, this had become progressively more difficult.  She let the conversation drift and decided to wait and see what the evening would bring.   
 
    The royal family of the Eastern Kingdom went to enormous lengths to impress their guests for the festival.  Every inch of their Great Hall had been cleaned and polished for the occasion.  The steward noted in passing that this would have been somewhat easier than achieving the same result in his own castle because this hall was noticeably smaller.  Lynella, however, was overwhelmed by the noise of the crowd and the smell of the food which met her when she entered. 
 
    The meal seemed to last forever.  She sat, looking out across the room at the strange faces, wondering who they were.  Almost all the other children had managed to sit in groups, and were talking and laughing ever louder as the meal progressed.  Lynella was between her mother, who just scolded her for not eating her food, and the steward who seemed to be finding it difficult not to fall asleep. 
 
    Finally, it ended.  The servants moved the tables away, and the real social event began.  Lynella had seen this each year throughout her life.  The girls were escorted across the room by their mothers and introduced to suitable families.  Lynella's mother, however, refused to move and told her firmly to go away and not to interrupt a conversation with an elderly relative.  Wandering aimlessly through the crowd, she saw the dancing start.  The other girls wore all kinds of jewellery and this was flashing in the bright light from the many oil lamps hung from the rafters.  She felt in her small leather purse for the comforting cool of her own big jewel. 
 
    She had guessed that this would happen but never quite been able to admit it.  Her dreams of meeting new people were shattered.  She had been looking forward to a new life in which she could be accepted as an ordinary person, but now she stood out as the only person in the whole hall who was alone and felt as if everybody was watching and pitying her.  All the groups around her seemed closed, impossible to enter.  Without an introduction, she was not supposed to talk to anybody except the others from the Southern Kingdom, and they didn't want to talk to her.  She finally sat down on a chair in a quiet corner and hoped that nobody would notice her and that next year things would be better.  Her solitude was interrupted by two boys.  They were standing a short distance away, looking at her.  Lynella had seen James before with her cousin Henry.  
 
    ‘Look Marcus. That's the Princess Lynella from the Southern Kingdom.  I saw her trailing around the town earlier.’ 
 
    ‘What's she doing sitting there?  She should have been launched into the thick of it by her mother.  Doesn’t she look great.’ 
 
    ‘I saw her mother over the other side.  I don't think they get on.’ 
 
    ‘So, she's completely stuck,’ Marcus laughed.  ‘Look at that, sticking to a load of stupid ancient conventions instead of having any fun.’ 
 
    ‘Don't laugh too much,’ James cautioned him.  ‘I remember now, rumour has it that that one can do some tricks.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘She's got some of the old powers.’ 
 
    ‘What?  Like the old mages?’  
 
    ‘It's just what I heard.’ 
 
    They thought about this for a few moments until Marcus asked, ‘Do you think that she would mind if we went and talked to her?  Perhaps she'd do some tricks for us.’ 
 
    He was already walking towards her before James could stop him.  He started talking to Lynella and, after some hesitation; she joined in a conversation about the castle and all the work he had done preparing for the party.  She was not sure whether this was really permitted but anything was better than sitting alone, being stared at.  James was quieter than his brother and generally stood in the background, smiling appropriately and appreciating the warmth of Lynella's smiles that she gave in return.  Eventually, Marcus found the chance to ask, ‘They were saying earlier that you have the old power.  Could you show us?’ 
 
    Lynella's heart sank.  She suddenly looked serious and tried to duck the issue. 
 
    ‘Who said that?’ 
 
    Marcus looked at James who made no move to respond.   
 
    ‘You said you'd heard it, didn't you?’ 
 
    James replied to Lynella, ‘I think that my little brother's getting a bit mixed up.  This is the first I'd heard about powers.’ 
 
    Marcus's face went red and he turned and replied, ‘You did.  You said it just then when we were over there.’ 
 
    He turned to Lynella and asked directly, ‘Well, can you do tricks, move rings and things?’ 
 
    Lynella was close to tears.  James saw this and decided to cut in. 
 
    ‘Stop being rude.  How dare you talk like that to a guest!’  He smiled at Lynella.  ‘My little brother was just leaving.’  His little brother made no move to leave so he was propelled towards he door with such force that he almost crashed into a servant entering with a tray of cakes.  James and Lynella went to join the dancing.  A number of people saw them and rushed over to tell her mother.  Finding, however, total indifference to the situation, they left the couple to dance. 
 
    James was an excellent dancer.  He was very quiet and scarcely spoke, but he was obviously enjoying her company, so she was happy to enjoy his.  She knew his background but decided that she could worry about it on another occasion.  When they tired of dancing, they walked out towards the courtyard to get some fresh air.  They were met by Marcus and some of his friends.  Lynella was dismayed to see her cousins, Edward and Henry, who appeared to be the centre of their attention.   
 
    Marcus looked defiant.  ‘Show us some tricks.’ 
 
    ‘Go away and play somewhere else.’ 
 
    James felt as if he was trying to prevent the inevitable.  He was enjoying being with Lynella.  Why had he made that remark to the wretched boy?  They were backing away from the taunts and soon found themselves in a corner, facing the group of about ten younger boys.  Edward and Henry were now breaking all the steward’s rules and telling the others about the incidents in the Southern Castle.  They were obviously drunk and were enormously enjoying being the centre of attention.  James was trying to field the questions. 
 
    ‘Won't any of the proper girls talk to you?  She's strange.’  Marcus wouldn't give up when he knew he was winning. 
 
    Lynella knew that lying would offer her an easy escape.  It would simply be her word against her cousins and they had no proof at all.  James was obviously expecting her to deny the accusations although he did not actually know whether they were true.  Lynella was struck by the loyalty he was showing by supporting her and had fleeting thoughts of what it would be like to have a partner like him.  In the end, however, her pride took control.  The steward had said that she was nearly a mage and he had said she should be proud of it.  Suddenly she stepped forward and stood straight upright facing her tormentors. 
 
    ‘Enough.’  Her command brought silence.  Seeing the signs, her cousins backed away.  None of the others were at all impressed and the taunts continued.  Thinking what would happen if her power could not produce any visible effect, Lynella panicked.  She saw her duty as a mage to defend herself, never seeing the reality that, if nothing happened, her tormentors would do her no harm and simply go and find something more interesting to do.  In her mind, there were images of ancient battles in which the power of the mage was critical for survival.  In that instant, she cursed herself for not practising the controlled use of her power.  The stories of the rigors of the training of the mages had never seemed to be relevant to her own life.  Nobody had ever encouraged her to train, but nobody understood who or what she was.   
 
    A small boy was pulling at her dress and shouting, ‘Come on witch! …  Show us some tricks!’ 
 
    There might be a way out if she presented her powers as a sort of simple conjuring trick.  She looked at the boy. 
 
    ‘If I show you a trick, will you leave us alone?’ 
 
    The boy hesitated, confused at first, but then nodded. 
 
    ‘Will your friends leave us as well?’ 
 
    The boy looked around.  One by one, they nodded agreement and formed a circle around her to watch.  She was not at all sure whether her trick would work but she hoped that, even if it failed, they might go anyway.  She took two plain gold rings from her fingers and placed them on top of each other on the ground in front of her.  Standing back slightly, she looked down at them and managed to make the top one jump up into the air slightly and hover for a few seconds before falling back down.  It was not at all spectacular, but the boys had to admit that it was a sort of a trick.  They were just turning to leave when Edward shouted out, ‘She can do far better than that.  Come on, let's have a proper show.’ 
 
    One of the other boys tried to calm him 
 
    ‘Be fair; it wasn't much but it was a trick.’ 
 
    A small group gathered around him, but he managed to throw a coin towards Lynella.  She did not see it come.  It hit her on the head.   
 
    The crowd had changed.  They were persecutors hunting for mages.  She was in a corner.  She could not flee but she knew how to defend herself.  Her hand was already on the jewel.  She grabbed it and held it against her forehead.  Edward threw another coin.  He threw it hard and accurately, but it only made it halfway.  The jewel flashed with blinding intensity.  The outer rim of the coin disappeared into a glowing plasma.  The remainder was driven straight back and through his head.  It hit others and went on.  In a shower of sparks, it flew into a wall far behind them.   
 
    The report echoed round the courtyard.  With it came the smell of ozone which follows a lightning strike.  Edward collapsed slowly.  His look of terror masked by blood pouring from his forehead. The castle guards shouted the alarm. 
 
     Lynella staggered back and stood terrified as the crowd moved away, carrying its dead.  James remained still, unable to summon the courage to support her.  Soon a group of guards formed around her, swords drawn, standing well back and watching for any movement.  She had no idea what to do.  Too terrified to speak, the drain of energy from her body had left her close to collapse. 
 
    The crowd was watching, waiting in silence for something to happen.  Lynella looked at the ground, not daring to look back.  The king of the Eastern Kingdom came out from the hall and spoke to the guard Captain, but nobody tried to speak to Lynella.  Nobody from her own castle came to help.  She tried to form words to explain but could say nothing.   
 
    The silence was broken by a dog barking.  Looking up to see where it was, her eye was caught by a girl standing just behind the ring of soldiers.  As their glances, met Lynella saw none of the hatred and anger she expected.  All she could see was compassion mixed with admiration.  Having seen the whole incident and realising that Lynella was not going to hurt anyone who did not attack her, the girl impulsively pushed forward past the soldiers, walking up to Lynella just in time to catch her as she fell. 
 
     
 
    The guard Captain seemed visibly relieved to find someone he could trust, who would stay in Lynella’s room with her.  Having helped Maria carry the limp body; he stopped only long enough to confirm that she was still breathing and withdrew.  Maria hurried around with pillows to make her as comfortable as possible but soon found that there was nothing more to be done.  When, many hours later, Lynella finally opened her eyes she saw Maria sitting motionless on the window seat. 
 
    In a quiet voice Lynella asked Maria’s name and then her age.  They found they had the same ages.  More silence followed. 
 
    ‘Are you all right?’  Maria’s question was hesitant. 
 
    Lynella smiled the smile of a friend.  ‘I’m exhausted.’ 
 
    ‘Are you hungry?’ 
 
    ‘That’s a good idea.’ 
 
    They sent for food and slowly got to know each other.  Neither of them had the courage to talk about the display of power that they had experienced.  
 
    The door opened, and the guard announced, ‘The steward of the Southern Kingdom will see you now.’ 
 
    Maria looked worried but Lynella reassured her, ‘It's all right, he's a friend - my only real friend, I suppose, except my brother and he's too young to help.’ 
 
    The guards were hesitant, trying to be careful but at the same time trying not to appear aggressive towards the two girls.  When they arrived at the steward's room, he was shouting at one of the senior castle servants, ‘Why wasn't I woken up?  I should have been told!  I don't care what she did; she's a royal Princess.’ 
 
    The servant looked terrified and backed away as the two girls entered.  The steward looked at them as they walked across the room.  He looked tired and unshaven, having obviously drunk excessively the night before.  He was, however, in full command of the situation and noted with pleasure the obvious friendship between Lynella and her companion.  Addressing, Maria he said, ‘You must be the girl who saved Princess Lynella from the crowd and looked after her.  We really are grateful to you for what you have done.’ 
 
    Maria blushed and stammered, ‘I have done my best, Sir.  Nobody else seemed to care.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, so I hear.  The rest of the family don't want to know.’ 
 
    ‘None of them have even come to see us.’ 
 
    She paused and continued, ‘It's not as if she meant to hurt anybody.  It was an accident.  She was goaded into it.’ 
 
    Lynella added,‘I couldn't help it.  What's going to happen to me?’ 
 
    ‘You'll be all right.  I promise you we'll be able to sort this out.  We could quote the old laws which were written to protect mages from just this sort of thing.’ 
 
    Maria looked up, ‘A mage!  You mean Lynella really is one?’ 
 
    The steward was surprised by this reaction but continued, ‘Yes, as far as I can tell Lynella will have all of the powers of a true mage one day and there are old laws which protect mages from punishment when they use their power in self-defence.  Of course, in the old days, they didn't get attacked anyway.’ 
 
    Seeing Maria's look and realising what had happened, he added, ‘That's why you helped her isn't it?  You wanted to help the first of the new true mages.’ 
 
      Maria nodded so the steward continued, ‘Then you must return with us when we go home.’ 
 
    Maria nodded again as he asked, ‘Now tell me the whole story.  You too, Lynella.  I must know every detail.’ 
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    The visitor from the monastery came a few months later. 
 
      
 
    ‘Tell me, what are those little buildings in the valley?  Do they keep their cattle in them?’ 
 
    ‘No sir, they live in them.’ 
 
    ‘But what happens if the dragons come back from the South?  They are completely undefended.’ 
 
    ‘I don't know, Sir.’  
 
    Brother Andrew looked down through the gaps in the trees. The castle looked substantial enough.  Indeed, even from this distance and largely obscured by trees, it looked magnificent with its tall battlements and massive towers, but the other buildings would surely not withstand the dragons.  He was still contemplating the matter as the two men passed through the dense lower forest.   
 
    Emerging onto the cleared farmland, he saw the keep, a short distance ahead.  Around the smooth stone walls was a collection of chicken runs, pig sties and vegetable garden.  A rotund and jovial looking middle-aged man was standing outside it as they approached. 
 
    ‘Hail, strangers!  It's a long time since we have seen visitors from the Holy Order.  What brings you to the Southern Kingdom?’ 
 
    The guard from the monastery took this gentle challenge with contempt.  The man looked hopelessly unfit and was not even armed. 
 
    ‘Let us pass.  We have come to see the Royal Family in the castle.  We have been on the road for many days and do not wish to waste time here.’ 
 
    He started to push forward.  The monk reached out and stopped him but before he did the man called out, ‘Angus!’ 
 
    There was a sound of running and two young men appeared.  The larger of the two was tall and very well built and carried a massive broadsword.  He did not carry it in a military fashion but, from the way he held it up in front of him, he appeared well practised at using it.  His companion was slightly smaller but was similarly armed and looked equally dangerous.  They moved forward and the larger one asked, ‘Who are they, father?’ 
 
    ‘I don't know, but anything from the monastery means trouble.’ 
 
    Brother Andrew looked on in despair.  ‘I must apologise for my guard.  We don't wish to offend anyone.’  
 
    He glowered at his guard who glowered back but, none the less, stepped back a few paces.  The older man facing him repeated his question. 
 
    ‘What is your business?’ 
 
    ‘We would like an audience with your steward.’ 
 
    ‘What about?’ 
 
    He silently cursed his guard. ‘We have come to offer help to a member of the Royal Family.’ 
 
    ‘And what help would that be?’ 
 
    ‘We have come to offer assistance to the Princess Lynella.  We understand that she was in difficulties at the recent festival.’ 
 
    This remark brought a moment of silence from the man facing him.  They all knew about the incident at the festival.  When the next question came, it showed far more genuine interest. 
 
    ‘How can you help her?’ 
 
    ‘I have come to offer to take her for training with her power.’ 
 
    ‘Very well, you may proceed but please ensure that your companion behaves himself.  My son Angus will escort you.’ 
 
    The guard looked up with disgust as they proceeded towards the castle. 
 
      
 
    Lynella sat looking out of one of the windows of an anteroom to the dining hall.  Since her return from the festival, her life had been very different.  Killing her most persistent tormentor had the obvious effect of driving all the others away, so none of the other residents of the castle now spoke to her at all.  Maria was, however, her salvation, always there to support her and very easy going, rapidly forming a circle of friends among the servants and guards.  Angus was one of these and he had come to tell them about the visitor.   
 
    ‘The monk seemed harmless enough, but the guard was rough.  If there's one like that, there are probably lots of them - really grim’ 
 
    ‘I don't know,’ Maria replied.  ‘The trouble is that at the rate we're progressing, it'll take years to get anywhere’ 
 
    Lynella looked round. ‘You see, I'm scared of hurting anyone else.  I feel I can't learn without letting go, but I don't dare.’ 
 
    ‘You should come out to the keep,’ Angus replied half seriously.  ‘If we all shut ourselves inside, all you could hurt would be my father's chickens.’ 
 
    ‘I thought he had a pig,’ Maria added. 
 
    ‘Oh yes, you might hit the pig.’ 
 
    Lynella smiled.  The thought of practising the use of her power in the company of some chickens and a pig appealed to her far more than the idea of these sinister sounding visitors. 
 
    ‘I don't want to go,’ she said.  ‘Not now.’ 
 
     
 
    Brother Andrew could not fault the hospitality he had received.  He had had some time to wash and rest and then an excellent meal.  Now he was sitting at the table with some manuscripts in front of him.  His presentation had gone well.  He had described his scholarly learning and that of his fellow monks, which made them the only true source of guidance on training a mage.  His description of the care and comfort which would be provided for the girl had been almost poetic.  The steward had listened attentively and was warming to his case.  All the others, including the girl's mother, looked very keen on any plan to get rid of her.  The girl herself was a stumbling block. 
 
    ‘I'm not going,’ she repeated. 
 
    ‘It really would be best for you,’ Brother Andrew replied smoothly. 
 
    ‘I'm still not going.’ 
 
    ‘Go on, go and learn how to control it,’ her mother butted in.   
 
    Brother Andrew followed this up.  ‘It seems that your mother and the steward are going to send you.  I'm sure that it's for the best.’ 
 
    Lynella searched desperately for friends, but even the steward seemed undecided.  Before she could stop it, the discussion moved forward, and arrangements were being made.  She was to depart with the monk in just three days.  Brother Andrew insisted that a total training period of three years would be the minimum required.  Everyone seemed so relieved to be getting rid of her that she held her head in her hands, and started to cry.  This finally brought her some sympathy.  Her mother looked genuinely concerned for her for the first time since the festival. 
 
    ‘It's all for the best,’ she said.  ‘We all know there's no future for you carrying on the way you are here.  We'll all miss you, but you must learn to use your power to help people, not hurt them.’ 
 
    ‘I don't want to go and live in a cave,’ Lynella replied.  ‘I'm already learning how to control it.  Maria's helping me.’ 
 
    ‘Maria will come with you,’ Brother Andrew assured her, ‘and we shall give her instruction on how she can assist you.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you want me to stay all of the time?’  Lynella asked him.  ‘Couldn't I go for a few days each month?  There can't be that much to do.’ 
 
    ‘There is plenty for you to do.  You will be busy all of the time.’ 
 
    ‘Doing what?’ 
 
    Brother Andrew hesitated at this direct question. 
 
    ‘You would have lessons for much of the time and then as a member of our community...’ He hesitated again and Lynella cut in, ‘You're not saying that I would have to help in the kitchens or digging new caves, are you?’  Even her family looked shocked at this. 
 
    ‘No, certainly not.  You would be the most honoured member of our community, and would take part in activities totally fitting to your station.’ 
 
    ‘Doing what?’ 
 
    ‘As I have said, we are experts on the control of power like yours.  You would help us to extend our knowledge.’ 
 
    At this point, the steward became interested.  ‘What do you want that for when you admit that you have no mages among you and all such practices are forbidden by the compact anyway?’ 
 
    Brother Andrew smiled at him and tried to look reassuring.  ‘All of our activities are aimed at innocent work permitted in the compact like the lights that you have here in this castle.  Lynella would get practice at such things and, on her return, would be able to make your lights glow brightly at any time.’ 
 
    This caused a buzz of excitement and Lynella saw that her case looked lost.  As the discussion continued, Lynella joined Maria at the back of the room.   
 
    ‘I could stop them if I wanted to,’ she said. 
 
    ‘How?’ asked Maria. 
 
    ‘With my power, of course.’ 
 
    She was holding a ring in her hand.  It was slightly larger than her fist and felt cool and heavy as she idly turned it over and over. 
 
    ‘If you did that, they'd send you away and never let you back.  Anyway, monks have protection.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘It's in some of the old stories.  They developed devices to protect themselves.’ 
 
    Lynella wished, yet again, that she had taken as much time as Maria to study all of the detail in the stories.  After a few seconds she asked, ‘Do you think that's what's in the little wooden box on the table?’ 
 
    Maria stood up to see the box.  It was made of dark polished wood with a fine silver inlay and looked like some illustrations she had seen in the old books. 
 
    ‘Yes, I think it might be.  How about that!  He certainly came prepared.’ 
 
    ‘What does it do?’ 
 
    ‘The stories aren't very clear, I don't think any of them were written by monks and nobody else seemed to know.  They called the thing it set up, a protective aura.’ 
 
    ‘What?  It protects him against anything I can do?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently it protects him against almost anything that gets thrown at him: your rings or even arrows and swords and things.’ 
 
    ‘So, there's nothing I can do to him at all?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing at all.  Only the most powerful mages could overcome the auras.’ 
 
    ‘How did they overcome them if they couldn't get through them?’ 
 
    ‘They got inside them in some way, I think.  Please don't try it.  You'll only make things worse.’  
 
    ‘No, don't worry.  But I must ask the steward what he knows about it before I go.’  She smiled reassuringly at Maria and then turned to look more closely at the box. 
 
    ‘Please don't,’ Maria repeated, but she knew it was pointless.  As quietly as they could, Maria and those around her moved away. 
 
    Brother Andrew was not looking at Lynella but, as soon as she probed the box, he knew what was happening and turned to face her.  Years of careful practice had enabled him to establish his delicate mind link to the intricate mechanism and the clumsy intrusion was very unpleasant.  Immediately, he set up his defensive aura and everything around him stopped moving.  A housefly near his head fell to the ground with its wings frozen.  Lynella's probe was thrown out, very firmly. 
 
    ‘I see that you can do more than I expected.  You must learn not to do that.  This will be one of the first lessons you learn, how to avoid intruding on other individuals.’ 
 
    This comment to Lynella confused everyone else, so he explained, ‘Lynella was probing this device which I use for my defensive aura.  It was a natural thing for an ignorant young girl to do and I have stopped her, but it emphasises the need for her training.’  He smiled patronisingly at Lynella.  Comments were made about how they had at last found someone who could control her.  Before anybody noticed, Lynella was standing wearing the jewel on her forehead.  Brother Andrew turned to see her, alone at the far end of the room with the jewel already glowing gently. 
 
    ‘Where did you get that from?’  He turned back to the others.  ‘You never told me she could use a jewel.’ 
 
    ‘Do you challenge me?’  Lynella's voice sounded distant.  She was standing motionless with her feet slightly apart and her hands by her side.  After a long silence, Brother Andrew replied, ‘I don't want to challenge you.  I want to help you.’ 
 
    ‘Then leave me alone!  Leave me here!’ 
 
    ‘No, I can't do that.  You need us, and we need you.’ 
 
    ‘What if I refuse to go?’ 
 
    ‘Then,’ he paused, ‘I must challenge you, but I warn you that you will hurt yourself.’ 
 
    The jewel started to glow more brightly.  Maria shouted, ‘Don't, Lynella!’  
 
    Some of the others at table started to move.  As the glow increased, one of them stood up and moved towards the door.  Others followed and fled in panic, leaving Lynella facing Brother Andrew across an almost empty room.   
 
    ‘I have had over thirty years of practice at this,’ he warned.  ‘Why fight me?’  Lynella scarcely heard him.  She was blind to everything around her, except the mechanism in the box.  Somehow, she was able to sense the power in it.  She could not make out any detail but was just able to discern a point to focus on.  She pictured it as one of the rings she had been practising on and pushed at it.  It seemed to give slightly but then rebounded on her, causing searing pain.  Brother Andrew spoke again, ‘There, you see.  You can't get through it.  Why make a scene?  Why not just come?’ 
 
    Lynella was swaying.  The jewel was dull now.  She felt her mind being drawn into the aura.  This was quite different from projecting power into it.  This was a form of captivity in which Brother Andrew's aura would control her power.  It seemed easy; there would be nothing to worry about.  As he took control, she was able to feel his personality; she had the sense of a good man working for something he believed in.  This gave her confidence.  It was something he believed in with a total, blind and overpowering faith.  Then, at last, the realisation came to her.  He was not here to help her.  He was here because he needed her for the plan.  She would become a tool, like the box on the table, in a plan she knew nothing about.  She would never become a mage this way.  She must fight before the trap closed. 
 
    She found pathways like those in the jewel.  But each one followed an exact geometric route.  There was nothing beautiful about it like the jewel, it was just a machine with a job to do.  Its job was to store energy in rings that were set all around it and the energy it was storing was hers.  The jewel was now dark.  She found herself watching Brother Andrew was leaning over the device.  Her hands felt cold, even the pain in her head felt cold.  She sensed somebody walking towards her, reaching out to her and holding her.  She saw Maria looking at her, trusting her, believing in her. Believing in her power, her future. 
 
    Brother Andrew was caught off guard. By the time Lynella regained consciousness, he was on his way back to the monastery.  The guard had collected the ruins of his device. 
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    ‘I'm bored with this and I've still got a headache!’  Lynella's voice rang out across the Great Hall.  ‘Every time that ship passes overhead, it gets worse.’  
 
    As she finished speaking, one a pair of fist sized iron rings resting on the table beside her flew up against the wall, sending shards of stone onto the floor.  The old steward looked terrified.  He had never seen her use her power like this before. 
 
    ‘We're doing all we can, as fast as possible.  Please be patient for a bit longer,’ he replied.  
 
    ‘But how fast is ‘as fast as possible’?  Why can't we just go and ask them to fly it somewhere else?  I know all about what the compact says about going to the source, but nobody ever thought this would happen when they wrote it.’ 
 
    The steward looked horrified.  ‘Dear girl, after all that I have taught you!’ 
 
    ‘I insist that you summon the High Council to change the compact.  I know how long it takes but we've got to do something.’ 
 
    The meeting was at an end.  He let her have the last word, and grabbed the large pitcher of wine with such speed that much of it spilled down his woollen cloak.  He had thought that the heavy cloud would be enough to hide the castle and, if they found nothing, the aliens on the ship would get bored and go away.  They were obviously not going, and he had no idea what to do.  He drank the last of the wine, and wished for peace and quiet and a clear sky with no ships in it. 
 
    She walked out through the anterooms to the courtyard.  The rooms were beautiful, and she had loved the way the sun came through the windows to light up the patterns on the rugs.  But today there was no sunshine; everything was dim and overcast.  Across the courtyard to the stables even the horses seemed agitated and her own, a powerful grey mare, was no exception.  She fought to control the animal as they crossed the drawbridge, and then drove it forward as they galloped along the great road that went in a perfect straight line across the farmlands to the Northern keep, which would soon be visible at the edge of the forest.  The wind in her hair made her feel better; the sound of the hooves beating on the flagstones drove away the pain from her head, but the clouds still oppressed her. 
 
    The Captain of the keep saw her coming and, knowing who it was, dusted off the chaff which always seemed to get on his tunic when he fed his chickens, and ran over to the stables. She would resent the escort that she had to have when she went to look at the crucibles near the source, but regulations were regulations so, as always, he would go.   
 
    The small party, the girl, the Captain, and his six men set out.  He allowed Angus to take Lynella well to the front. They set a brisk pace as the road rose out of the valley, curving only slightly with the contours of the land.  Now they were past the farmlands they were riding through a clearing, scarcely wider than the paved surface of the road.  Quite suddenly, as they came close to the highest point, Angus stopped his horse, calling out to Lynella as he did so.   
 
    ‘What is it?’ she asked, coming to a halt beside him.  
 
    ‘I saw someone,’ he replied.  ‘They ran into the forest.’ 
 
    By this time, the others had caught up.   
 
    ‘Probably just a traveller,’ the captain suggested, ‘scared of soldiers.’ 
 
    ‘Not looking like that.’  Angus turned to face them.  ‘I managed to get quite a good look at him.  His clothes were close fitting, smooth and neat looking.  He looked like a city man.  From a very strange city that is.’  He jumped down from his horse and ran ahead into the undergrowth. 
 
     
 
      
 
    ‘Why are you hiding here waiting for us?  Planning something, are you?’   
 
    Paul looked out from the thick fern where he was hiding to see Angus looming over him.  Seeing the shoulder length hair and beard to match he knew in an instant that this man was not from the ship.  He was holding an enormous sword, held high with a gleaming polished blade. 
 
    ‘Stand up and come with me.’  
 
    He stood and stumbled out to the road. 
 
    ‘Down there.’  Angus pointed with the sword. 
 
    Paul saw the group of horsemen.  They wore leather tunics and all carried swords.  But their swords were not drawn.  They were staring at him and looked quite as shocked as he was.  He stopped, and the man came up beside him, the big sword now held lower. 
 
    Two of the horsemen moved forward.  Then he saw, one in the group behind was not a man, it was a girl, long blonde hair tied back at the base of her neck.  Her tunic looked different, possibly woollen, belted at the waist with no scabbard hanging from it.  She was slim and slightly built, much smaller than the men, but riding a massive horse, which made her seem to dominate the group.   
 
    ‘I am the captain of the northern keep.’ One of the men in front of him leaned forward in his saddle to talk to Paul.  ‘You have met my son Angus.’  He looked down at the big man with his sword drawn and then turned to the group behind him. ‘And this is the princess Lynella. What is your name?’  
 
    Paul looked up at him suddenly wondering what would happen if his name was reported back to the mission director. The captain was studying his dark blue uniform which felt slightly ridiculous on this road in the forest. 
 
    ‘If you're innocent, you have nothing to fear.  Tell me your name’  
 
    ‘Perhaps he can't speak,’ Angus suggested. 
 
    ‘Perhaps he's from the ship and doesn't speak our language,’ Lynella added.   
 
    ‘The lady is right. I have come here on a ship’. He finally replied in an accent they seemed to struggle to follow. ‘My ship, the Atlanta, is in orbit around this planet.’ 
 
    ‘Ask him how he landed while the ship is still up there.  Ask him why he speaks our language.  Ask him why they came, and how many of them there are on the ship’ Lynella was still speaking when the Captain interrupted her to address Paul again.  She turned sharply to look at him but showed a trace of a smile as he spoke. 
 
    ‘So, what is your name?’ 
 
    ‘My name is Paul Evans.’  Something about these people made him want to be honest. 
 
    ‘At least, ask him why the ship gives me a headache and how long they plan to stay.’  
 
    Paul couldn't help looking up and watching her move on her big horse as it pulled restlessly on its bridle.  She was staring back at him.  He wondered if he was the first person she had ever seen clean shaven with a regulation crew haircut. 
 
    The Captain spoke to Lynella; ‘We must take this man to the steward.  We have many questions to ask him and he may have many to ask us.’  Turning to Paul, he said: ‘You must come with us and explain yourself to the steward of this kingdom.’ Lynella smiled.   
 
    Paul had not ridden a horse since childhood but managed to get his foot in the stirrup and pull himself up without loss of dignity.  Once he was up they set out right away, he had little trouble persuading his mount to follow the rest. 
 
     The sun was setting as they came to the edge of the plain, stopping briefly at the keep to rest the horses.  Then they rode fast along the road to the castle.  With no moons and few nearby stars, the darkness on this planet came suddenly and blanketed everything.  Faint pinpricks of light ahead were all they had to guide them, but still the soldiers drove the horses on, confidently finding the line of the road across the plain.  
 
    Flickering oil lamps hanging from the chains on either side of a drawbridge suddenly revealed a structure which appeared to be well maintained but seldom used.  Entering the courtyard beyond they were met by men who helped him dismount and took the horses.  The Captain spoke with one of them and hurried into the building ahead to announce their arrival.   
 
    Paul assumed that there would be a Great Hall and he was not disappointed.  The room he was escorted into was beautifully decorated, and similar to some he had seen in old castles on earth.  Oil paintings and an assortment of swords, spears and shields hung from the high walls.  Above a fireplace in the wall facing him, the largest of the pictures showed a single man, apparently unarmed, facing a large green dragon rearing up on two of its six legs.  There were many doorways to either side and from one of these an old man entered.  Lynella smiled broadly and said, ‘This is Paul Evans from the ship.  He’s here so you can explain to him why they have got to go away.’ 
 
    The man smiled absently at her and turned to the Captain. 
 
    ‘We think he really is from the ship, Sir.  We found him by the road to the source.  His clothing and accent seem very strange.  He tried to hide from us.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I see,’ the man replied.  He looked at Paul carefully, ‘I am the steward of this kingdom.  Please excuse the Princess and be welcome here.  It is true that your ship has caused certain difficulties and we should discuss them later.  We should be honoured if you would be our guest here for the night.’ 
 
    Paul thanked him and accepted.  Angus was assigned to show him to a room.  They crossed to one of the doors.  Its entire surface was metal; from the colour, he guessed it was copper or some form of brass.  All of the upper half had been worked into a design which showed another dragon, this time confronted by a line of spears.  Through the door, a corridor led to a flight of stairs.  Along another short corridor at the top of the stairs, he was shown to a room.  Once inside, he found it pleasant, if a little cold.  A bed, table and chairs all looked to be of relatively familiar design but were once again all made of metal, albeit with generous leather and fabric upholstery.  The door was closed behind him but opened almost immediately for a maid who lit the fire and apologised for not having it ready for him.  She returned with a bowl of water but then stood transfixed when she saw him using the electric razor from his backpack. 
 
    He caught his elbow on the top of his pack and it suddenly fell over and his gun slid out onto the table with several clips of spare rounds.  The maid took absolutely no notice and clearly had no idea what it was.  He put it back, not wanting to even think about using it in this place. 
 
    Soon a footman came to escort him down to the dining room.  Just two gold candelabra lit one end of a large table.  The steward ushered him towards a chair next to Lynella.   
 
    ‘Permit me to introduce the royal family of the Southern Kingdom.  You have, of course, met the Princess Lynella.  This is her mother.  I am her great Uncle.’ Another girl, who seemed to be of similar age to Lynella, was not introduced. 
 
    After a moment of silence, Lynella's mother said a lengthy grace and they sat down.  However, the other girl remained standing behind Lynella’s chair where she remained virtually motionless and silent throughout the meal. 
 
    Lynella turned to him, ‘Now, tell us all about your ship and why you came here.’ 
 
    ‘Let the gentleman enjoy his meal without all of your questions,’ her mother scolded her. 
 
    ‘Perhaps you could join me in my study afterwards?’  The steward continued, ‘and perhaps Lynella might like to join us and hear your account?’ 
 
    At that point, servants entered with soup.  Paul was relieved to identify carrot and other familiar vegetables in it as it was served into his plate from a tureen, both of which appeared to be made of solid gold.  He turned to see Lynella looking at him and said, ‘It would spoil this excellent meal to tell you the whole story just now.’  This earned him an approving look from her mother.  Having said it, however, he could think of nothing else to make conversation.  They ate in silence as a tender roast, served with a strong red wine, followed the soup.   
 
    After the meal, the steward took Paul to his study, and they sat in comfortable chairs by the fire while he explained why Lynella had said that they had to go away.  The area around the landing field was apparently known as the source.  This was where a Great War had been fought and it was marked by a single standing stone at the centre and a ring of similar stones around the perimeter, and it was absolutely forbidden for anyone to go there.  This was why it was essential that they should leave, if people went back to the source there would be wars again.  The ship was, apparently, also upsetting the population even while it was in orbit and was not welcome.   
 
    The steward paused as a servant entered with fresh glasses and another bottle.   
 
    ‘It seems that we are giving the Princess a headache.  We certainly have no wish to do that,’ Paul said, remembering her remark from earlier and trying to lighten the mood.  To his surprise, the steward took him absolutely seriously. ‘Yes, she has experienced severe pain since your ship arrived.  That was how we first noticed you were there’  
 
    He made no attempt to explain this before carrying on with his original subject.  He emphasised that the ship would have to leave as soon as possible but indicated that, now he knew that the crew was human, he would welcome it if a few of them decided to stay, especially those who knew how to fly it.  Paul could not possibly imagine what use a knowledge of nuclear engineering would be on the planet but made no comment.  He tried to give a brief account of the mission, ‘We have only come here to mine ores.  We do not plan to stay or to disturb your lives here.  We have chosen a site which is special because it has something called a magnetic field which will enable our ship to land.  This will mean that we can load the ore faster than carrying it up in our shuttle craft, and will mean that we can get away quicker.’  
 
    The steward seemed to understand what he was saying so Paul went on to ask about the old ships that he had seen.  The old man paused and Lynella took the opportunity to tell Paul about the other castles and the festivals. She was still describing the Eastern castle when her mother entered the room, ‘You are spending too much time in here Lynella, you must leave the men to their discussions’  
 
    Lynella ignored her and said to Paul, ‘Since you have to hurry back in the morning, there will be no time to look round the castle.  Would you like to see a bit of it now?’ 
 
    ‘Out of the question,’ her mother cut in. 
 
    ‘You can't stop me,’ Lynella replied 
 
    ‘Technically not, but the steward of the kingdom can.  You may be able to call yourself an adult now, but he can still stop you.’  She glared at the steward. 
 
    Paul felt uneasy as the steward looked from one to the other, before addressing the older lady.  ‘In this matter, I must consider both the benefit of the Princess and that of the family.’  His soothing tone was met by a menacing scowl.  ‘It may be somewhat unconventional for this visitor to be escorted around the castle by the Princess.’  He paused to think of suitable words.  ‘But it would certainly bring considerable benefit to the family if she was to associate with a gentleman who can fly ships.’  
 
    ‘You're saying we should let her just wander about with him?’ the lady's voice carried a biting scorn which showed the signs of many years of use. 
 
    The steward was unconcerned.  ‘Yes, in effect, I am.  You prevented her from meeting men from the other families and you even tried to send her to the monastery.  I am not going to stop her.  She is, as you said, an adult now.’ 
 
    Lynella grinned triumphantly as her mother left the room.  She turned to Paul and, when asked again, he agreed to go.  But they were not alone.  The girl from the dining room followed them like a ghost.  Lynella called her and introduced her as Maria.  She smiled with a melting warmth but said nothing, withdrawing but never leaving. 
 
    The other rooms of the castle were cold and poorly lit but still magnificent.  In each they found footmen and maids hurriedly lighting lamps.  Finally, they found themselves on their own in a small anteroom with doors at both ends and a long window.  The lanterns in the courtyard outside cast flickering shadows on the opposite wall.  He suggested that they sit on a seat by the window and to his surprise, she accepted. ‘I'm sorry you've got to go back so soon.  When can you come again?’ 
 
    ‘I'll try and sort out the rota and come back in about four days.’ 
 
    ‘I have a little gift for you to take with you.’  Maria emerged from the shadows and passed her a soft leather purse.  She carefully untied it produced four intricately decorated semi-circles made of a bright metal that looked like silver.  She passed one of them to him and he held it up to the light to admire the workmanship.  It felt heavy, hard and utterly cold.  The patterns of the design on it resembled those he had seen on the marker stones.  She smiled at him. ‘They're bracelets, it is a tradition that people here wear them’ 
 
    ‘But how?’  There was no sign of any way of joining them.  The ends we plain and flat. 
 
    ‘Let me show you.  Hold out your wrist’ 
 
    He held it out.  First, she produced a thin flexible strip of wood from the purse and wrapped it round his wrist.  Then she took two of the semi-circles, placing them around it.  Taking two more small strips of wood to hold against them, she held the two halves together with the ends pushed against each other.  She then paused and concentrated on the ring.  He felt a pulsing warmth from it.  In a moment, she let go and he saw that the bracelet was now a continuous silver band with no sign of ever having been in two halves.   
 
    ‘How did you do that?’  He asked 
 
    She touched her finger to his lips. 
 
    He might look a bit of a fool if someone found him in the fitters' shop cutting them off, but apart from that, they seemed harmless.  He let her put another one on his other wrist in the vain hope that he might work out how she was doing it.  When they were both on, he noticed scorch marks on the wood. 
 
    A few moments later, he glanced at his watch.  It had stopped. The display was completely dark. 
 
    ‘Please don't tell the others about them,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Why not?  You haven't stolen them for me, have you?’ 
 
    ‘No.  Just please keep them hidden for a bit.’ 
 
    She stood up and they walked slowly back to join her family. 
 
    The next morning, the sounds of the castle woke him early and he immediately felt the strange metal bands round his wrists.  In the early light, he was able to look at them more closely.  From the colour and weight, he guessed that they might be solid silver.  There was absolutely no sign of how they were joined together.  When he stood up and walked about they seemed to tremble slightly as if they noticed what he was doing, but when he stopped moving they were cold and lifeless. He pulled the sleeves of his shirt over them and went down to breakfast. 
 
    The steward was already at the table.  ‘Good morning, I hope you slept well.’ 
 
    ‘Very well thank you,’ Paul replied sleepily. 
 
    The steward went on, ‘I am glad to hear that you will be returning.  I shall tell the other members of the High Council that you and your crew don't plan to remain permanently at the source, and I hope that a compromise may be reached.’  
 
    Paul mused that if they never went into the source area then they would not notice the lack of five hundred thousand tonnes of titanium, zinc and other metals, and the environmental catastrophe that would be created by strip mining and smelting them.  The idea of staying on this planet was, however, growing on him and the thought of the deception made him feel very uncomfortable. 
 
    Soon they went out to their horses. He looked up to the side of the courtyard and saw the window where they had been sitting the night before and wondered what the secrets were that were being kept from him. 
 
    The soldiers rode with them as far as the edge of the source.  Paul then went on alone and on foot to find his Jeep.  He felt a sense of betrayal as he set out in defiance of their compact but Lynella seemed to understand his position and to know that he would return. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was still early in the day and Lynella liked to sit alone by the one remaining ship in the crucibles, so she asked the soldiers to move away up the hill and wait for her.  On this occasion, she decided to climb over the low wall and sit right on the vast iron ring.  The superstructure had been gone for generations, so this was as close as she could get to imagining what they had been like to fly on.  As the sun grew hotter, she daydreamed about the stories of the ancients.  Then suddenly the pain was back in her head.  The alien ship must be overhead.  In a surge of anger, she held her jewel to her forehead. She let her mind enter the iron below her and fought back. Now the searing torture that was engulfing her.  The iron could absorb her anger and reduce the pain. She drove harder.  Suddenly, she felt it move beneath her. It was rising up, trying to fly as it had for the ancient mages. She tried to hold on to the rusting surface, losing her concentration.  It fell back with a crash that echoed across the valley. 
 
    On the Atlanta, a technician cursed.  The routine orbital adjustment manoeuvre had not worked as planned.  An unusual magnetic pulse from the anomaly below had interfered with the pulse from their own drive, and meant that they would have to do it all again next time around or the Captain would start complaining that they were at the wrong altitude.               
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    While Paul had been gone, chaos had spread across his site.  An air of desperation had spread like wildfire.  A bearing in one of the big scraper units had failed and, rather than run it back down hill and empty it, the foreman had decided to try and push it up with two bulldozers and unload it on the spoil heap.  Now it lay on its side, having skidded off the road.  The cab was pointing almost straight up into the air.  The oil had run out of the engine in front of it, splashed on the enormous tyre and spread out on the grass below.  The articulated joint had been bent right back on itself as the weight of the load had driven it down into the earth.  The steering ram on the side he could see had been forced in on itself and the hose had burst spraying the area with hydraulic oil.  All of the structure around the joint was bent and buckled.  The unit had been abandoned; the crew had simply tried to work the others harder to make up for lost time.  The machines had worked faster, and with less care.  Many of the setting out posts had been lost and a second unit was now stuck on the far side of the field, having moved out too far onto the bad ground. 
 
    ‘I don't care how long it takes to unload it.  Dig it out by hand if you have to.  I have arranged for a rough terrain crane to come down from the ship tomorrow to get it out.’  He looked at the foreman, wondering what would happen if he just refused. 
 
    ‘You're seriously going to try to get the fitters to mend that, are you?  It's a write off!’  The man was obviously too stupid to understand that, for the next two years, this plant was all they had.  If he had been brighter, he would probably not have been on the planet in the first place. 
 
    ‘It's going back to the ship.  They can fix it up there.  You get the bloody thing back to the compound and let me worry about the rest.’  And worry he would.  If he could not deliver this plant to the mines in working order when the landing site was completed, he was in deep trouble. 
 
    They drove across to the other machine.  The setting out engineers were working at replacing the posts that showed the outline of the site.  Three concentric circles.  The inner one was half a mile across and showed the extent of the great hole that they were digging for the hub.  The other two were quite close together and two miles across.  They marked out the trench that would take the torus. 
 
    The other excavator was easier.  It had moved off the area where they had removed the boggy topsoil, but it was not on a haul road, so it could be unloaded where it was.  It all seemed quite simple to him, but the foreman was obviously not up to it. 
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    Across the flat, windy grassland he saw Lynella in the distance, walking alone towards the edge of the source.   
 
    By the time he reached he she was waiting for him by one of the marker stones. ‘I've come back, just like I said I would, but I can't stay for too long.  It was chaos back there.’ 
 
    ‘I would like you to meet some important men in this kingdom,’ she replied, sounding tense and turning to walk towards the crucibles, leaving him to follow a few paces behind. 
 
    He suddenly saw a group of people moving quickly towards him from one side.  He guessed that they had stayed out of sight behind some bushes.  They were behind him almost immediately, cutting off his retreat.  He turned to face them and stopped in surprise.  There were six of them.  The steward was there but he was the odd one out.  The other five were wearing brown hooded cloaks and had crucifixes hanging from chains around their necks.   
 
    The steward presented the leader of the party followed by the others, ‘I am so glad you could come.  Let me introduce the Abbot of the Monastery of St Christopher and these fellow members of his order.’ 
 
    The Abbot was clearly different; his crucifix was more ornate and there was a total stillness around him; his robes were not moving in the wind and even the grass near his feet was perfectly still.  The man stared at Paul with an intensity which might have terrified him but, on this occasion, it gave him a great inner strength. 
 
    ‘I am more pleased than you can imagine to meet you.  My faith is very important to me and there are few on my ship who will share it with me.  I hope that we can spend some time in prayer together.’  The Abbot’s well-rehearsed stare faltered; even his aura now appeared uncertain.  One of the other monks, an old and gentle looking man with a pleasant smile and a walking stick to rest on, replied, ‘It would please the Abbot greatly if you could come to the monastery with us.  It is only a few days ride from here.  You would find peace there for your prayers.’ 
 
    ‘Quite so’ the Abbot added. 
 
    ‘Unfortunately, I cannot go that far today.  As I was saying to Lynella, I have urgent duties to attend to.  In a few months, though, my workload will drop off a lot and I would love to go.’  They did not look as if they had come all this way for this type of response.   
 
    ‘Perhaps, you could all come to the castle?’  Lynella suggested. 
 
    ‘No,’ replied the Abbot and this time, his stare, directed at her, worked perfectly and she moved nervously across to stand next to the steward. 
 
    ‘You shall come to the monastery and repent your sins.  The needs of your immortal soul are greater than the needs of your duties at the source.’  The monks moved towards him.  Two of them were large and looked exceptionally fit.  Horses were brought and Lynella and the Steward stood helplessly as he was ordered to mount one of them. 
 
    Paul had only arranged to be away for two days this time.  He had to return; the consequences of dereliction of duty on this mission were loss of pay and imprisonment.  Starting to sweat he reached into his backpack and pulled out his gun.  He knew from his last visit that nobody would know what it was, and the Abbot just looked with amused interest as he loaded it. 
 
    ‘What is that?’  He asked 
 
    ‘Watch,’ said Paul and he fired it at a small rock.  The bang made the horses start and the rock flew backwards.               
 
    ‘This is a gun.  It can kill you,’ he said pointing it at all of them. 
 
    ‘Now, let me go back to my ship.’  They all moved back, except for the Abbot who just sat on his horse, a look of confidence on his face. 
 
    ‘I mean it, I cannot let you take me prisoner.’  But the Abbot simply moved his horse to block Paul's path and prevent him from escaping.  In complete panic, Paul fired at the Abbot's leg.  He hoped that the wound would not be too severe, but he had to get away.  The leg jerked back but showed no sign of injury and, in front of it, suspended in the air, Paul saw a small black object.  The Abbot smiled and leant down to pick it up.  The smile immediately left his face as he touched it.  The bullet was almost red hot.   
 
      
 
    After a considerable argument, the Abbot had persuaded Lynella and the Steward to return home and, for the first hour Paul and the monks rode in silence.  At last, he summoned the courage to try to find out what was going on.  He moved up to ride beside the Abbot. 
 
    ‘What is it you want from me?’  He asked. 
 
    ‘Your ship brings evil to us.  We must exorcise the devil from your soul.  Then you will work with us.’ 
 
    ‘I accept that the Devil is at work in our world.  Events in my life have given me a clear picture of his influence, but what can I do about it?  Taking me away from my work will simply get me into trouble and prevent me from doing anything to help you.’ 
 
    The Abbot paused, seeming unable to think of a reply. 
 
      
 
    They moved east following the marker stones at the edge of the source.  Paul had seen the terrain from the ship, but it was still difficult to work out where they were.  To the left there was the edge of the forest which grew in the source.  There was no sign of the familiar trees from earth.  The giant ferns were a far paler green than any tree he knew, and they formed a solid line, concealing all that lay beyond them.  To the right, the steep hillside behind the crucibles had given way to rolling hills of coarse grassland.  Gradually, the open country gave way to forest and it covered the land ahead.  They were soon moving through a clearing where the ferns had been cut back to keep the road clear leaving a solid wall of dense growth to either side obscuring any view of the landscape. 
 
    After some time, he saw a horse and cart approaching them in the distance.  Having seen the way in which the Abbot had forced the steward to leave him, Paul had no hopes of escape and simply watched with curiosity as they passed by. 
 
    In the middle of the day the party stopped to rest.  Paul almost fell to the ground and only stood up with considerable difficulty. 
 
    ‘What's wrong with you?  You've only been riding a horse!  If you want anything to drink, come here.’  The Abbot looked at him with disdain.  Paul decided that he was in no mood to argue so he staggered towards him.  He was given an earthenware mug with water in it.  He sat down on a fallen tree trunk and was joined by the older monk who had spoken to him earlier. 
 
    ‘I am Brother Andrew.  You must accept that the road to salvation is often long and hard.  But this road seems to be much harder for you than it is for us.  Are you not used to travelling on horses?’ 
 
    ‘No, I'm not.  You see, the world that I come from is completely different.  Please go and persuade the Abbot that I can't do anything for him.  Taking me away like this won't do anybody any good and will get me into a lot of trouble.’ 
 
    The old monk smiled at him in an understanding way.  ‘I'm sure that it will all work out all right in the end.  Perhaps he will go and talk to your superiors and explain to them about the needs of your soul.  They must understand....  You say that you don't use horses.  We know that you can fly ships.  You mean to say that you go everywhere in them and don't need the horses?’ 
 
    ‘No, we have things like cars and planes that you don't have here.’ 
 
    ‘What are they?  Do they work in the same way as the ships?’ 
 
    ‘If you want to find out how our machines work, I shall be happy to tell you some other time, but right now, I want to go back to my ship.  If you really want me along for some sort of religious ceremony, let's get on with it.’ 
 
    ‘Saving your soul is not as simple as you think.  I have been assigned to you as your mentor and it will take many hours of discussion and meditation.  You must trust me to guide the discussion.’ 
 
    ‘Look, who says my soul needs saving anyway?’ 
 
    ‘You have flown ships in direct and open violation of the compact.’ 
 
    ‘If that's a sin in your religion, then you are just going to have to accept that I didn't know about it.  Anyway, the crew fly the ship, I don't have anything to do with it.’ 
 
    ‘You have much to understand.  We are not fools.  We saw you coming across the plain in a ship and you were the only one in it.’ 
 
    ‘That was just a Jeep, not a ship.  Now go and tell the Abbot that I frankly don't believe that he has the least interest in my soul and, if he wants technical information from me, this is a stupid way of getting it.  None of it would be any use to him anyway.’  
 
    Brother Andrew returned to the Abbot and a heated discussion followed. Soon, the horses were brought, and they moved on in silence.  They passed a few other travellers.  One was clearly a messenger, riding a large horse with saddlebags but most were carrying farm produce on packhorses or in carts. 
 
      
 
    They continued until sunset and ate a meal in the fading light of the evening.  The days on the planet were longer than earth-normal and Paul was too tired to contemplate escape before he lay down to sleep on a rough blanket. 
 
    They set off again in the early morning and eventually emerged from the forest again.  He saw another set of the big stone structures that he had guessed were used for constructing the ships and Lynella had called crucibles.  As they rode by he saw that they were all empty, and large trees growing up next to them had dislodged some of the stonework.  A road lead up the hillside away from the source and he guessed that there must have been another settlement beyond the hills.   
 
    They proceeded in silence for the rest of the day.  After a few hours riding on the following morning, they could see a large hill ahead of them which Paul estimated was almost due north of the centre of the source.  At the foot of the hill, there were just two stone crucibles.  They were smaller than most of those he had seen before, but he could see that one had a ship in it.  They turned towards the hill, following a narrow path of well-worn flagstones which led around the edge of one of the crucibles and seemed to disappear into the trees at the foot of the hill.  Moving into the trees, he saw a small paved clearing ahead with a group of men in it.  There were some monks among them but most of them appeared to be servants and, when the party dismounted, some of these took the horses.  Walking on, they turned sharply towards the hill and abruptly entered a cave. 
 
    The path was still smooth and paved and flickering lanterns revealed places where the rock had been cut back from it.  In other places, there were carvings in the rock.  Some of them were simple; others were highly ornate but all of them showed symbols of Christianity, crucifixes and figures of the Virgin Mary.   
 
    After a short distance, they came to a substantial stone doorway.  The thick wooden door was opened as they approached. 
 
    ‘Take him to a cell to contemplate his sins.’  The Abbot addressed the two large monks who had been guarding him. 
 
    ‘What about that weapon he used?  We have no auras to protect us from him.’ 
 
    ‘All right.  Search him while I wait, but be quick.’  Paul's pack, jacket and the contents of his pockets were rapidly removed, and he was thoroughly searched.  The monks were particularly interested by the bracelets that Lynella had placed on his wrists and showed them to the Abbot.  Soon satisfied that he was no longer a threat, they took him through the door.  Collecting a lantern from a rack just inside, one of them lit it from a candle which was provided for the purpose and they went through a maze of dark corridors deep into the hill.  Along some of them, strange spheres hung from the roof, reflecting the light from the lantern as they passed.  Finally, Paul was pushed through a doorway.  He heard the door slam shut and a rusty bolt being pushed home. 
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    Slowly, as Paul’s eyes adjusted, he realised that it was not completely dark.  Above him, there was one of the glass spheres, and it was glowing.  By its dim light, he could see the limits of his cell which contained nothing but a straw mattress.  It was hot and stifling; the only source of ventilation appeared to be a small grill in the door.  He lay down in exhaustion and soon fell asleep. 
 
    He awoke to find that some food had been slid through a small hatch at the bottom of the door.  It was only bread and cheese, but it was fresh and tasted good and there was a metal mug of cool, clean water with it.  After eating, he checked every inch of the cell but found that it had been roughly hewn out of solid rock and offered no chance of escape.  By listening at the door, he could occasionally hear the sound of distant footsteps but, apart from that, he could neither hear nor see anything. 
 
    Some time later, he became aware of a gentle humming noise which seemed to come out of the rock from all directions at the same time.  The noise slowly built up and began to pulse with an increase and decrease of intensity every few seconds. As it pulsed, the brightness of the sphere above him pulsed with it. The sound came and went like rain drops from a summer shower landing on a roof. Over a period of a few minutes, it grew and then receded, hesitating at times and building again but then fading.  Shortly after it had stopped, he heard his door being opened. 
 
    ‘The Abbot would like to see you.  Please come this way.’  The guard looked almost friendly. 
 
    Soon, he saw a brighter light emerging from a doorway ahead and was taken in.  The room had clean straight walls hung with oil paintings, every one of which showed a monk in a brown robe. He was shown to a comfortable chair facing the Abbot who was behind a large, beautifully carved, writing table.  The room was lit by two ornate oil lamps hung from brackets to either side.  Glass globes hung from the ceiling, but these were not lit.  
 
    ‘I hope that you have now considered the needs of your soul, and will be more helpful with me than you were with Brother Andrew.’ 
 
    ‘It so happens that I have indeed considered the needs of my soul and would still appreciate an opportunity to pray here; that is, if you do pray.  This is a monastery, isn't it?’ 
 
    The Abbot replied in a firm but level voice, ‘There are many things that you do not understand about our Lord, and the first is that you should show due respect and deference to those whom he has chosen to speak his word.  You see that I have an aura?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it's a bit obvious isn't it?’ 
 
    ‘Then you must realise that it is a sign from God and shows that I have been chosen by Him.  Since the time our landing on this planet, there have been just a few in each generation who have been chosen in this way and they have become the senior members of this order and held in respect by all.’ 
 
    ‘Looks more like some kind of Psi power being used to control a high frequency electromagnetic field to me.  Very clever how it stopped the bullet but not a lot to do with religion.  Is that what you use to make the lights work?’  He looked up at one of the unlit globes and added ‘When they do.  Come to think of it, it's just a variant on the trick Lynella must have used to put these bracelets on - is she supposed to be Holy too?’ 
 
    Once again, the Abbot kept his voice level, only showing his anger in his eyes.  ‘Brother Andrew will see to the needs of your soul and ensure that you study the ways of obedience in due course, but for now the Lord has given me strength to suffer your irreverence in order to pursue his work.  Tell me about Psi power and electromagnetic fields.’ 
 
    ‘I keep telling you that I can't help you.  You probably know more about Psi power than anybody back home and I don't know anything at all about it, except that nobody has ever proved that it actually exists.  I suppose I could teach you some basic electromagnetism, but it would take hundreds of years to develop the technology to build a ship like ours here and I don't know how most of it works anyway.’ 
 
    The Abbot looked at him carefully, and methodically rearranged some of the papers on his desk, pausing to read a few lines of the neatly handwritten text.  Paul looked back and wondered if the interview techniques taught in management studies had been invented by a man like this.  He was not fooled.  The Abbot had no more important business.  Trying unsuccessfully to sound somewhat bored, the Abbott continued, ‘You were saying that I know about this thing you call Psi.’ 
 
    ‘You seem to use it for your aura.’ 
 
    ‘My aura is a miracle given to me by the Lord.  Is that what you call Psi?’ 
 
    ‘No, quite the opposite.  It's a way of describing things that are not miracles but cannot yet be explained by science.’ 
 
    The Abbot looked pleased.  ‘So, if you can't explain it, how do you know that it's not a miracle?’ 
 
    Paul paused.  He had a point. ‘My religion is based on faith, a sort of instinctive understanding.  If your power came from it, I would know.  Anyway, how do you explain Lynella's powers?’ 
 
    ‘Lynella is using the ancient powers of evil which have been forbidden by the compact for generations, and were believed to have died out with their perpetrators.’ 
 
    ‘Who says that she is evil, and you are good?’ 
 
    ‘The powers of evil killed and maimed thousands of innocents in the wars of the great mages.  Your faith will show you the good and the evil.’ 
 
    He looked at the floor and replied almost apologetically, ‘That's just the point.  It doesn't tell me what you're telling me’. 
 
    Carefully leaning back in his chair and folding his arms, the Abbot gave Paul his full attention.  ‘Why were you chosen to be sent on this mission?  What special skills do you have?’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t sent. The regulations said that nobody should leave the site.  I broke them.  I saw a marker stone and decided to investigate to see if the beings that made it were still here.’ 
 
    The abbot smiled.  ‘Yes, I can see you breaking regulations.  But I actually wanted to know who sent you to this planet.’ 
 
    ‘Nobody sent me that time either.  There were a lot of risks, but it looked like a great opportunity with good pay.  You see this is the first ship from earth ever to go to another planet and I wanted to get away to somewhere new.  Hyperspace travel was only discovered a few years ago.’  He suddenly stopped.  ‘Except….  except how did your families get here?’ 
 
    ‘Our families were brought here by the power of their faith.  What were you running away from?  What regulation was it this time?’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t running away from anything.  I plan to go home and enjoy my bonus when I get back’ 
 
    Above the desk, one of the glass spheres began to glow, pulsing slightly as before.  By the light of the oil lamps Paul noticed two fine wires leading from the top of it. 
 
    ‘So that power you are using for the lights.  That can’t be used for your ships can it?  Is that what you think I can do for you?  Make it powerful enough.  You have no idea.’ 
 
    ‘What were you running from?  Was it another girl, like the princess?’  He leaned forward looking Paul straight in the eye.  ‘An enraged family, father and brothers?  She should be warned.’ 
 
    ‘No, you can’t threaten me with that.  I wasn’t running away from anything.  Why are you so keen to make ships fly?  Where do you want to go?  The magnetic lift system will only work over the anomaly at the source.  You can’t use it to fly around this planet.  Our ship has to use regular jet engines to speed up or slow down in orbit.’ 
 
    ‘It is the duty of every person of our faith to be a pilgrim.  We must all strive to be pilgrims even if it cannot be done for many generations.  But now the time may be near.’ 
 
    ‘Where do you want to go on this pilgrimage?  Where are the shrines?’ 
 
    ‘Jerusalem of course.  Has the earth forgotten?’  
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    George Henry Turner III came from the nearest anybody had ever been to a spacefaring family.  His father and his grandfather had worked for NASA and he wore his immaculate white overall with the Stars and Stripes and the NASA emblem on it with pride.  The Mission Director scowled at it.  Captain Turner scowled back at the space on the wall where the presidential emblem had been.  The large Great River Mining company logo made him angry every time he saw it.  He remembered the bitter day when he had been told that hyperspace technology had moved forward so fast that his ship would be obsolete as soon as they finished building it. He still couldn’t accept the idea of selling it like a used car. 
 
    ‘The first piling rig is working well,’ the Director announced.  ‘How soon will the rest be ready?’  
 
    ‘They'll be ready by the end of the week, just like I told you.  I'll give your man Evans that much.  He may be a patronising jerk, but he certainly did some good design work on them.  How is he getting on down there?’ 
 
    ‘He's gone’ 
 
    ‘He can't have.  He's the only one there with any idea.  This isn't a helicopter, you know.  You can't just land it in a field.  It's over a hundred thousand tonnes of very delicate spacecraft.’ 
 
    ‘You have accepted that you can't find anything wrong with his calculations and landing will halve our time here, so let's get to the point.  Do you know where the piles have got to go?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I do.  I did the drawings showing the support points for the ship, didn't I?’ 
 
    ‘Right.  I want you to go down there and make sure they go there.’ 
 
    ‘No way.  I'm not going down into that lot.  Anyway, what happened to him?’ 
 
    ‘We don't know and it's none of your business anyway.  The point is that in exactly six months from today, your precious ship is going down there, whether you like it or not, and if you don't go down there to get it right, then it will just be too bad, won't it?’ 
 
    George remembered the first time he had met the Director.  They had been in this same cabin, only he had been behind the desk.  The Director had walked in and spelled out what was going to happen, and added that the Captain's cabin was now going to be the owner's cabin.  He hated these meetings every time, but every time there was nothing he could do about it. 
 
      
 
    He left the room with as much dignity as he could manage, walked to the end of the corridor and looked out of the viewing port.  The planet below was a mass of swirling clouds and did not look at all inviting.  It was difficult to watch any part of it for any length of time because the rotation of the ship made it appear to turn around every 40 seconds; this was just sufficient to give the effect of normal earth gravity at the outer edge of the hub.  He stood watching for some time, looking at the storms clouds below. 
 
    He took the lift up to the shuttle bay, holding on to the grab rails to counter the gyroscopic forces that pulled him across it, and the progressive weightlessness as he moved towards the centre of the hub. 
 
    ‘Good morning, Captain,’ his officer on watch in the bay greeted him. 
 
    ‘I'm going down to the planet.’  It hurt to say it.  Time and again he had reassured his crew that none of them would have to leave their ship.  The officer looked shocked but made no reply. 
 
    ‘Shuttle 25 is prepared for flight.  Sir.  Depart in 5 minutes’ 
 
    Descending through the clouds, he saw the rich green of the forest below him with the great circular scar of the landing field now clearly visible.  The shuttle hovered over some clear ground and finally came to rest near some site huts.  He looked out of the window in horror.  He had seen the mud on the landing gear of the shuttles in the mother ship but never, in his worst nightmares, had he imagined it was as bad as this.  The other shuttles were scattered around in no particular order.  One was even leaning at a dangerous angle, almost down to its belly in the mud.  The whole area was covered in massive deep ruts with pools of water in the bottom.   
 
    Just as the door opened, there was a crashing thump which made the ground shake.  He looked up to see where it had come from.  Another followed it.  Every three seconds, it came and now he could see the pile driver driving the test piles on the far side of the compound.  It looked like some great medieval monster hanging from the hook of the crane.  The great piston rose slowly up and fell with a crash to rise up again in a cloud of black diesel smoke as the machine fired.  Underneath it was the pile.  They had no concrete and not much steel, so it was timber, most the trunk of a massive oak tree.  Each time the piston fell, it was driven less than an inch into the ground but, as he watched it, he could see it slowly moving down.  He could see now that this crazy scheme might just work, but that was just one pile.  They had to drive ten thousand of them and they had just six months to do it.   
 
    He walked over to the site huts and opened the door to the one with ‘WORKS MANAGER’ painted on the door in irregular letters.  Inside, he saw a large man sitting behind a desk eating some stale looking sandwiches. 
 
    ‘Hello, you're the ship's Captain, aren't you?’ 
 
    ‘I am Captain Turner.’  
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing down here?  I thought that you lot refused to come down?’ 
 
    ‘Did you?’ 
 
    ‘I was told that a new site manager was coming on the shuttle.’ 
 
    ‘That's me.  I've got to run this site from now on’ 
 
    ‘Says who?’ 
 
    ‘The Mission Director.’ 
 
    He paused to drink what appeared to be weak coffee from a chipped mug. 
 
    ‘If that's the case, I wish you joy.  Wait till you see the idiots I've been given to do the job.’ 
 
    ‘I'll bring some of my own men.  At any time, I can spare about 50.  They may not be experienced in this type of work but most of them helped build that ship up there.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Attention all personnel on the ship.  This is the Mission Director.  At noon on Thursday; that is in exactly 48 hours from now, we are going to launch the first data bullet back to earth.  Because of the strong magnetic fields in this part of space, using the accelerators to launch it will jolt the ship with 5 g moving to ship north for 5 seconds.  Then we shall have to get it back into its proper orbit by pulsing the drive over the anomaly using 2 g to ship south the next minute or so.  Everything must be secured, and I mean everything.  If anybody lands up in the sort of bloody shambles that happened all over the ship when we came here, the full cost of the damage will be deducted from their pay.  Is that clear?’   
 
    ‘All personal messages for earth must be in the ship network for optical encoding by 18.00 today.  I remind you that any messages containing technical information and any longer than 5 kilobytes will not be sent.  Thank you for your attention.’ 
 
    The Director switched off the microphone and looked up at the Division Heads seated around the large mahogany veneered table in the conference room.  ‘Ok, so now I need to finalise the report to the main board.  I want you to have your detailed reports ready for me to read by tonight and I want a verbal update now, so I can write the summary.  We'll work round the table.’  He looked at the head of the survey division seated on his left. 
 
    ‘I've roughed out a summary - I'll read it out.  Surveying is proceeding exceptionally well.  We have now drilled 200 boreholes in an area of five square miles just north of the landing field.  The results confirm the aerial survey results and confirm that there is sufficient high-grade ore there for a full cargo.  We are especially pleased with the high potential yield of platinum.’ 
 
    The head of mining looked up.  ‘Sounds all right, but I've got nothing.  They’re using all our men to prepare the landing site.’ 
 
    ‘OK but make it sound a bit more positive.  This lot's for the shareholders.  We can put in a bit about those plant modifications you did to suit the terrain,’ the Director replied.   
 
    It was now the turn of the ore processing division.  ‘We can tell them that we're well on with doubling the capacity of the processing plant to cope with the extra load.  It really is going to make a hell of a difference not having to put it all in shuttles.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds a bit better.  Anything from personnel?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing apart from a few injuries at the landing site and you said not to mention them.’ came the reply.  ‘I presume that we're not going to tell them about Paul.  Did I tell you that we've now found out that he cleared off for a few days once before, but managed to cover it up?’ 
 
    ‘Don't worry about that.  We can get along fine without him and I'll sort him out when or if he comes back.  Now then, Mr First Officer, anything to report about the ship?’ 
 
    The First Officer looked up sharply.  ‘In the absence of the Captain, I can report on his behalf that all systems appear to be in full working order.  However scheduled checking for the bullet launch has not been possible since all the teams were sent down to the planet.’ 
 
    He paused, and the mission director looked up from the papers he had been scanning. 
 
    ‘Anything else?’  
 
    ‘The hydrogen separation plant at the landing site is now in full operation with air from the planet, so we are self-sufficient in shuttle fuel.  We have been unable to find any major errors in Paul Evans's calculations for landing the ship.’ 
 
    ‘That’s more like it.’ 
 
      
 
    At 10 AM on the day of the launch, the bullet was fully prepared.  It consisted of a series of large powerful rare-earth magnets with a small detector and navigation coils around the perimeter, and a small pod in the centre which contained the navigation computer and the precious optical data discs.  It was a cylindrical device measuring two feet across and it was placed in the launch tube which extended the full height of the axis of the hub in the exact centre of the ship. 
 
    At 11.55 AM, the Mission Director was sitting in the padded seat in the centre of the control room.  He had fastened his inertial restraint webbing and was looking at the bank of seven monitor screens in front of him.  Six of them showed images from cameras on the outside of the ship. Some had the planet in the background as a large disc of green, blue and grey clouds. 
 
    The last screen carried a large NASA logo and the message: DATA BULLET LAUNCH SEQUENCE.  COUNTDOWN MINUS FIVE MINUTES.  This screen was repeated on monitors throughout the ship.  He made a mental note to ensure that the logo was removed next time the programme was used and looked around the room feeling bored.                 
 
    At the other side of the room, Captain Turner was studying the screen in front of him and looking nervously at the officer sitting next to him.  There were many more screens with seats facing them, but several of these were empty. 
 
    FINAL COUNTDOWN 5 - 4 - 3 - 2 - 1.  Big numbers on every main screen. Deuterium plasma was accelerated simultaneously from six sources on the side of the ring and focused on a stream already in it.  The resulting fusion drove the particles around the ring and threw the bullet up the launch tube and the ship recoiled towards the planet.    
 
    SUCCESSFUL LAUNCH.  BULLET ENTERED HYPERSPACE AT 12 - 00 - 04.6 
 
    PREPARING ORBITAL CORRECTION SEQUENCE 
 
    But then it froze.  Three seconds. Another.  Nothing moved. 
 
    ‘What the hell does that mean?’ the Mission Director shouted.   
 
    ‘System's down!’ 
 
    ‘Can't we fire manually?’  
 
    ‘No trajectory calculated.’ 
 
    ‘You must have planned.  You spend your life doing it.’ 
 
    ‘No chance.  Been fixing your bloody pile drivers.’ 
 
    Silence - except for the sound of typing at keyboards.  The flight officer looked up. 
 
    ‘Elliptical orbit.  Clear the planet but in the ionosphere for about 5 minutes’. 
 
    The director looked at the screen showing the hub.  The planet looked bigger, threatening. 
 
    The Captain reached for the microphone in front of him. 
 
    ‘This is the Captain.  There has been an orbital correction failure, but we are not, I repeat not, in severe danger.  We shall, however, be spending a few minutes in transit in the ionosphere so you must remain safe in your seats because it could be bumpy.  We may also have to fire the altitude jets to correct our orbit when we are clear.’  He switched the microphone off. ‘I wish I believed that.’ 
 
    The planet filled the whole of the screen.  They were shuddering.  Shaking images on the cameras showing glowing trails of ionic gas streaming behind ship.  The spokes were glowing.  Angry patches of red on the leading edges.  Spreading towards the hub.  Then they were rolling, side over side.  They were thrown against their seats. The cameras showed the planet sweeping past.   Gaps in the clouds showed forests and mountains rushing by. 
 
    ‘Look at the top screen. The roll is spreading the heat.’  The Captain shouted. ‘We might make it!’ 
 
    The red patches were larger now, but lighter shades.  Then the vibration started to ease, and the planet receded and as quickly as it had started, it was over.  They were drifting free in orbit, out to the end of the elipse. 
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    It was a warm humid night.  The Southern Castle had an air of festival.  Throughout the day, groups had been arriving from the kingdoms and the monastery, and the courtyard was full of the retainers.  A footman appeared at the door to the Great Hall and walked towards a barrel of ale that had been set up near the stables. 
 
    ‘Any word on what's happening?’ A young soldier asked, sitting on the ground, close enough to the barrel to fill his tankard without standing up. 
 
    ‘Nothing yet.  Looks like it's going to be a long one.  They've just called for some more to eat.  You've got yourselves well set out here.  Where did you find the ale?’ 
 
    ‘The steward left word that we could have some from the cellar. This stuff's excellent.  Just because it's a meeting of the High Council and not a real festival doesn't mean that we can't have some fun.’   
 
    The footman sat down next to him and poured himself a drink.  Noticing the crest of the Southern Kingdom on the soldier's tunic, he asked, ‘Did you see what happened to the ship?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it was a sight to see.  Looked just like a huge shooting star, even in the sunlight.  I could even see the ring shape quite clearly like a great wheel with a big axel in the middle.  Pity the poor folk inside it.’ 
 
    ‘Apparently, they're supposed to be all right’ 
 
    ‘How have they worked that out?’ 
 
    ‘The Abbot say's that he's been talking to the man he's taken prisoner, says that if the damage had been bad enough to hurt anybody, the whole thing would have fallen apart. He seems to have been really helpful.  Everybody's angry with the Abbot for keeping him, and I must admit I can't see what's supposed to be wrong with him.’   
 
    ‘He actually stayed here for a couple of days; seemed quite friendly.’  The soldier replied, looking around to see who was listening.  ‘Princess Lynella's really upset; word is that she likes him a lot.  Mind you, there's nothing anybody can do about the Abbot; with those auras the monks have nobody can touch them.’  
 
    ‘The theory is that if they all vote against him, he’s got to release the man.  But he’s saying that he’s holding the man for his own good - something to do with saving his soul and it is up to him to decide how long he has to stay.’ 
 
    The soldier paused, drank deeply from his tankard and shrugged his shoulders.  ‘It doesn't seem right to me, but I suppose he is an alien after all and there's nothing anybody like us can do about it, anyway.  I’m just worried about Princess Lynella, I was in the castle courtyard a couple of minutes before we saw the ship glowing overhead and I heard her scream.  I ran over and she had collapsed on the ground. She looked really bad, there was a lot of blood, she must have cute herself when she fell.  Her maid Maria took her inside, but nobody knows quite what had happened.’ 
 
    Returning to the High Council chamber, the footman saw that little progress had been made.  He nodded silently to the other servants and took his place standing against the wall.  Looking around, he could see that many of the plates which had been brought in, laden with the best food that could be found in the Kingdom, had scarcely been touched.   
 
    The chamber was magnificent, with ornately carved stone walls and a beautiful roof formed of intricate metal arches.  On three sides, the seats were reserved for the royalty of the three kingdoms.  The footman had always found it amusing to see the slight resentment on the faces of the Abbot and his monks at having to sit at seats which had obviously been added later on the remaining side. 
 
    The Council members looked worried and angry.  Their anger was directed at the Abbot.  The steward of the Southern Kingdom was speaking in a manner which made him seem quite unlike the mild personality that they all knew so well. 
 
    ‘What he has told you is correct.  I did tell him that we would remove the ship by force if they did not go but I never in my wildest dreams imagined that we would do it.  The powers to fly our ships have been lost and are, in any event, forbidden by the compact.’ 
 
    The King of the Eastern Kingdom looked up in surprise 
 
    ‘Why did you do it then?’ 
 
    ‘These people seem quite determined to get what they have come for and I thought that, if they felt a little less secure up there, then they might go away sooner and not come back.’ 
 
    The Abbot cut in, ‘That's a lie.  You have been experimenting with ships.  You have been violating the compact’ 
 
    ‘That is not true.  You know it isn't.’ The steward stared back in anger 
 
    ‘Then, how come your Princess Lynella could put marker bracelets on him then?’  This remark had the desired effect.  Everyone in the chamber looked stunned and turned to look at the Princess.  To their surprise, she stood up and answered in a calm, clear voice, without a trace of apology. 
 
    ‘You know that I possess some of the old powers.  It's nothing that I am ashamed of.  I have actually looked at the wording of the compact in the original text and it specifically permits marker bracelets.’  She looked around for sympathy and added, ‘I admit that I never told him what they meant.  I see them as a token of friendship and I stand by that, whatever you may say about him being evil.  You must let him go.’ 
 
    ‘You should remember this,’ the Abbot said, ignoring her pleas.  ‘I shall soon be putting a proposal to this Council that we take all measures in our power to destroy the ship and the evil people who came with it.  Any person who fails to aid the Council in their properly agreed business is banished from the area of the Three Kingdoms for life.’ 
 
    ‘I'm sure that we can reach a compromise,’ The steward reassured her.  ‘And just ask the ship to leave.’ 
 
    Lynella looked around.  The leaders of the other two kingdoms did not look nearly so sure, and their votes would be critical.  She felt isolated and unwelcome.  She stood up and walked to the door.  As soon as she was through it, she stopped and turned.  Looking around the chamber in angry frustration, she noticed that the Abbot was wearing a conspicuous ring on one of his fingers.  She focused on it briefly and intensely.  The Abbot jumped up and cried out in pain as the ring glowed red.  By the time he realised what had happened, she had closed the door and gone. 
 
    In her rooms, Lynella opened the window to listen to the music coming up from the courtyard.  Looking down, she saw the lanterns hanging around the walls, the group of musicians by the gate and the large area in front of them, which was being cleared for dancing.  Smiling, she turned to Maria and said, ‘Let's go and join the party.  If you could lend me some clothes that won't stand out and I put my hair up, not too many people will recognise me.  Too bad if they do.  I don't care what anybody thinks.’ 
 
    Moving into the courtyard, she suddenly hesitated as she saw the scene in front of her.  The party was rapidly getting out of control.  Over a hundred people had now arrived and more beer had been brought from the cellar.  A large fire had been lit near the stables.  She dreaded to think what they were burning on it but the carcass of a pig over the shoulder of one of the men near it was obviously what was going to be cooked on it.  Seeing all of this, Maria looked at her with concern. 
 
    Lynella leaned towards her and said quietly, ‘Not my problem tonight.’  Grabbing her hand, she rushed into the crowd. 
 
    ‘Head for the eastern tower.  I think my friends are over there,’ Maria shouted back. 
 
    They pushed and stumbled, trying to get through the dancers but the pace of the music was increasing, and they were swept up by it.  Suppressing the urge to tell them to stand aside for the Princess, and the stronger urge to flee in terror from the unfamiliar sensation of the press of the crowd, Lynella moved with the music.  It never stopped, and as each dance moved into the next, she felt herself being swept along; soon losing sight of Maria. 
 
    Suddenly, she found herself under a lantern face to face with one of the footmen who normally served her at table.  He recognised her and looked shocked.  Smiling broadly, she looked at him and said, ‘If you don't tell, I won't either.’ 
 
    ‘You must go,’ he stammered 
 
    ‘Don't be silly.  It's only a dance’ 
 
    ‘You don't understand.  You are in danger.  You must come with me’ 
 
    Sensing that he was serious, she followed him, pushing through the crowd towards the eastern tower.  By it, she saw a small group of people and recognised Maria and some of her friends. 
 
    ‘Thank God, we've found you’ said Maria. 
 
    ‘Why?  What on earth is wrong?’ 
 
    A footman replied, ‘I have been serving in the meeting and heard what has happened.  They have approved a resolution to attack the ship.’ 
 
    ‘So, I'm going to have to stay out of the way for a bit.  That's not the end of the world.  What makes you say that I'm in danger.’ 
 
    ‘The point is that they haven't banished you.  They have summoned you.  They sent men to your rooms and found you had gone.  Now they think that you have fled from the castle and have sent men out to look outside.  Luckily, nobody ever thought that you would be down here.’ 
 
    ‘So, what if they find me?’ 
 
    ‘You should see it in there.  The Abbot's got the Kings from the Eastern and Western Kingdoms absolutely terrified.  He's got them to approve a resolution placing you in his custody.’ 
 
    Lynella was shocked into silence.  Finally, she looked around the small group. 
 
    ‘Will you help me?’ she asked.  They nodded in agreement. 
 
    ‘Will you help me free Paul?’  This time, they paused and looked at each other nervously before slowly agreeing. 
 
    The moved around towards the castle gate.  Some of the Abbot's men were standing under a pair of lanterns hanging from chains next to them, checking everybody who was leaving. 
 
    ‘That does it.  We're stuck,’ said Maria. 
 
    ‘Don't you believe it,’ Lynella replied.  She stood looking at the lanterns.  The Abbot’s men saw her.  Her friends tried to pull her back, she stayed, not moving.  Suddenly the lanterns fell, crashing onto the flagstones, spraying burning oil.  The men shouted and ran, their tunics bursting into flames.  Lynella led her friends out, through the gate, the melted links of the chains still hanging above them. 
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    Lynella stumbled and fell. They had been running for too long.  They were past the farms now and the ground was rough with a mass of fallen branches in the coarse grass, catching her feet in the dark.  She couldn’t go on.  But then they saw the riders again.  Silhouettes against the fire.  Gathered on a ridge. 
 
    Some of them turned.  ‘Perhaps they’ll go back to help.’  Angus said. 
 
    ‘We should help.  We should be there.  If the stables have caught it may spread to the armoury.’ 
 
    Angus helped her to stand up again.  ‘They would imprison us for arson.  Except you.  They would send you off with the abbot.’ 
 
    The riders were moving, spreading to form a line, leaving the fire, coming after them.  Angus led them up, away from the bottom in the valley.  There was a faint outline trees ahead. 
 
    ‘It’s thick enough.’  He said.  ‘We can’t make it to the forest, but I’ve been round this copse a few years ago and there’s nowhere for a horse to get in.’ 
 
    Minutes later they were in it, pushing through the undergrowth as it tore at their clothes and skin.  They could hear the riders now.  Calling to each other to keep the line. 
 
    Then they stopped. 
 
    ‘What now?  We’re at the forest.’ The voice seemed almost on top of them.   
 
    They heard more horses. 
 
    ‘They could be in there.  We have orders to catch them’. 
 
    Another horse – moving fast.  ‘I have been around it Sir.  It is just a copse but a big one.  It would take a hundred men to search it.’ 
 
    ‘Very well.  We shall return tomorrow with more men and search the whole area.  Let’s go and help those fools with the fire.’ 
 
    They hear horses riding away. 
 
    ‘Don’t move.’  Angus whispered.  They waited.  Half an hour later they heard more horses leave. 
 
    ‘There may still be another.  Be silent.’  Angus ordered.  ‘We stay here for the night.’  
 
      
 
    Lynella awoke with first light, hearing the others already moving about.  They fell silent when she approached.  She looked at each in turn.  There were nine of them, including Maria.  She knew Angus and was especially pleased that her old friend James from the Eastern Kingdom was with them.  From his uniform she, had seen that he was now a soldier.   
 
    Except for Maria, the rest were basically strangers, although she knew some of them by sight as soldiers who worked with Angus.  The two youngest of these looked extremely nervous.  They were looking at her.  They had followed her.  Now they expected her to lead.  Trying to clear her head she said, ‘I know you all gave your word last night to help me free him, but we had all had a lot to drink so…’ she paused trying to think how to say it without causing offence.  ‘There will be no loss of honour if any of you decide to go back.  You won't have been missed yet.  It must be chaos back there with all of the clearing up.’   
 
    There was silence, so she went on, ‘You must understand that you have honoured me by your willingness to come, but some of you may have families to support and we may be gone a long time.  We may even be banished for life.  These troubles are mine and there is no need for you to get involved.’ 
 
    One of the young soldiers was quick to reply, ‘No that's just the point.  Didn't you feel the mood at the party?  Everybody there wanted to welcome the strangers from the ship and the changes they would bring.  Our communities are dying out; this may be our only hope.  It's only the Abbot who wants things to stay the same, but you seem to be the only person who is prepared to stand up to him.’ 
 
    ‘I don't feel as if I can stand up to anybody right now, but I suppose you may be right.  I don't remember ever deciding to do it, but I seem to have been swept along.’ 
 
    The discussion broke up into groups and a few minutes later, a girl came over to Lynella and said that she, and two of the men, wished to return.  They decided that the best way was for the others to move on for an hour or two so that they were well away, in case the three were seen returning to the castle.  With an unspoken consensus, they decided to leave any further discussions about their long-term plans until the groups were separated.   
 
     
 
    They climbed fast, into the forest. Soon, they had a commanding view across the valley below to the Southern mountains.  Suddenly, Maria shouted out and pointed down.  Riders were coming across the fields, heading straight for the copse.  Most of them were wearing monks’ cloaks. 
 
    ‘How do they know where to go?’ asked Maria 
 
    ‘Look!’ said one of the soldiers.  Running through the long grass ahead of the riders was a pack of dogs, vast creatures, the size of small ponies, loping through the tall grass, tails outstretched, racing ahead of the horses. 
 
    Three figures ran out from the copse.  They could make out the girl now.  Blonde hair streaming behind, hands waving.  The riders stopped, conferring, the dogs hesitating, turning.  Then riders moved forward, distant shouts carried on the breeze.  The dogs were running again, forwards, urged on.  The three had no time to turn. 
 
    Lynella watched the slaughter with stunned horror. Soon the dogs were gathered up to be put back on the scent. But they had lost interest.  Crimson bloodstains covered their massive jaws. They milled around, sated, their work done. 
 
      
 
    Angus broke the silence.  ‘Our best chance is to move up into the thicker forest where they won't be able to ride the horses.  Then they can only move as fast as we can.’ 
 
    Lynella looked up at the hills rising into the distance.  ‘Have you got any idea what's up there?’ 
 
    ‘Afraid not.  I don't think anybody has been this way for years.  The track is in the valley down there.  There shouldn't be anything too bad.  Let's move.’ 
 
    They climbed fast, moving further south and higher into the hills, driven on by the fear of the dogs.  It soon became clear that she was by far the weakest member of the group.  Her sheltered life in the castle had left her soft and unfit.  Nobody was in good shape.  They had been on the move for most of the previous night and were hungry, thirsty and exhausted.  Nevertheless, they found the energy to help her up and to climb further into the forest. 
 
    This far from the source, there was no sign of terran plants.  All the vegetation was native to the planet.  It was not, however, the thick lush ferns from the lowlands.  Here, there were tall trees with straight smooth trunks.  There was no possibility of climbing them.  They had a hard flat surface which reflected the sunlight in the few places where it penetrated the canopy above.  Between the trees, the ground was covered with smaller versions of the same plant.  Standing about twice the height of a man, their leathery foliage with vicious spikes on it was densely packed around the full length of their thin trunks. 
 
    ‘Keep going.’ Angus told them.  ‘Find some branches, use them as clubs to clear a pathway but make sure you fill it in behind us to stop the dogs and horses.’ 
 
    Finally, they came to a stream and stopped to drink and wash the cuts that now covered their arms and legs.  They were swelling up and the skin around them was turning red.  Angus said the poison would wear off, but nobody was going to be able to go much further. 
 
    ‘Try going up the stream.  It may throw off the dogs.’  He didn’t sound convinced. 
 
    ‘Why not try going down it a bit.  They won't be expecting that,’ Maria suggested. 
 
    They heard the dogs barking in the distance and ran down the stream towards the valley.  After a short distance it flowed into a deep-sided ravine, and suddenly they saw a bridge across it in front of them.  It was a massive structure, built with long sections of thick tree trunks which had been laid across the width of the gully.  The bridge was incomplete and, when they stopped, they could hear logs being worked on the road above.   
 
    ‘God knows who's building this.  Nobody lives anywhere near,’ Angus mumbled. 
 
    ‘I doubt they'll kill us but when they work out which way we went, the dogs will, so let's risk it,’ Lynella replied. 
 
    They ran up the bank.  There was a clear, wide road, the trees cut and gone, the undergrowth freshly cleared.  Then they looked across the bridge and saw its builder.  It was standing in front of a pile of logs.  As they watched, it picked one up, lifting with the strength of ten men.  It needed no saws and chisels. It cut the log in its enormous mouth.  Massive sharp teeth tore through the solid wood.  The head and body were covered with huge metallic scales. 
 
    They looked on in stunned disbelief.  They had never seen any before but they all knew what it was.  All of the castles were full of pictures and tapestries of them.  It stood on four massive legs and was using two more to hold the trunk that it was working.  Suddenly, it looked up and saw them and was obviously as frightened as they were.  Its roar was so loud that the earth seemed to shake.  Moments later, several more appeared, advancing across the bridge.  The smell hit them, blood, not rotten and putrid but fresh, raw, metallic. They turned to flee, but saw that the road ended after a few yards.   
 
    They started moving back.  Angus shouted, ‘Look into their eyes, Lynella.  You have the powers of a mage.’ 
 
    Now she remembered.  Stories told to every child on their mother's knee, the story of the Blue Dragons, how in ancient times they terrorised the colony, but the great mages had killed them by just looking them in the eye.   
 
    Lynella looked up.  Yellow eyes glowed on the top of long thin heads.  Great leathery upper and lower eyelids blinked continuously.  Then she saw it.  Around the eyes, the metal which covered their scales was formed into a continuous ring.   
 
    She focused on the leading dragon.  It looked back at her for an instant and then let out a piercing screech and fell back, one eye now black and ruined.   
 
    Two groups stopped and looked at each other.  The dragons had reached the end of the bridge but were going no further.  The humans had their backs to a wall of thick forest. They heard barking.  The dogs ran up the edge of the ravine, following their scent, right into the middle of the group of dragons.  One jumped up, grabbing a scaled leg in its huge bloody jaw. The dragon tore its throat out.   
 
    A man emerged on a horse, following the dogs. He looked at one of the dragons.  The dragon stepped back, hesitated. But there was no screech of pain, the man could not hurt it.  It moved forward again, fast on four powerful legs.  A single foreleg descended on the horse’s neck, tearing off its head.   
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    She knew she had to run.  Run away from the soldiers, the dogs and the dragons.  But she was exhausted, in that instant her energy had been drained.  She kept running.  But the outline of the trees was fading.  She was being carried, trying to hold on as her limp body seemed to be slipping from a man’s arms – Angus’s arms. 
 
    ‘I won’t let you fall.  We’ll stop soon.’ 
 
    They stopped.  Listened to the sounds of the forest.  No pursuit.  They ran again.  Steadier this time.  The light was fading.  They stopped running, moving around preparing as best they could to spend a second night in the open.  Laying her on a bed of dry leaves. 
 
    She looked at the group who had come with her.  Angus seemed happy enough.  She thought he would have gone along with any adventure to take him away from the routine and regulations of life in the keep with his father. 
 
    James was looking a lot less comfortable.  His uniform was already dirty and torn and he looked as exhausted as she was.  He had changed a lot in the four years since the festival and had grown a small beard.  He looked down at her, ‘What will your family think?’ 
 
    ‘They won't care,’ she replied.  ‘What about yours?’ 
 
    ‘With a bit of luck, they'll assume I've gone with the Abbot.’ 
 
    ‘What about your officer in the army?’ 
 
    ‘I am the officer,’ he smiled, ‘and my commander is back at the Eastern Castle.’ 
 
    They gathered wood for a fire.  One of the men she didn't recognise had caught some rabbits and was quietly preparing them for cooking.  As she watched, she saw that not a movement was wasted as he used his long scarred fingers and small hunting knife to skin and clean the meat.   
 
    ‘Where are you from?’ she asked.  ‘I am honoured that you are risking your life for me.  Why have you come with me?’ 
 
    ‘My name is Adam,’ he replied, ‘and when I tell you where I have come from, you will see why I have come.’ 
 
    Adam spoke while he cooked the meat.  He came from a fishing village on the coast far to the north of the monastery.  He had lived a quiet life until the time when he had sailed back towards the coast and seen crowds of people on the quayside in the harbour.  They were standing in groups all along the old stone jetty.  They were tall and wore brown tunics with hoods to protect them from the freezing wind.  He had never seen so many people before; he had heard stories of crowds in the great kingdoms away to the south but had never been there.  He was worried at first, but they looked peaceful and, as he came closer, he saw that they all wore crucifixes on chains that hung down the front of their tunics.  He saw that they were like the itinerant preacher who passed through the village in spring, taking time to explain passages from the Scripture before moving on.  Now he was joyful and hurried to moor his boat and fetch his wife and child to see these messengers of God. 
 
    Adam interrupted his story to take some of the meat which now looked well cooked.  The others joined him. 
 
    ‘Lucky it's rabbit,’ Maria said cheerfully ‘The Princess can't eat most of the animals around here’ 
 
    ‘It was not luck,’ he replied without emotion.’  I leave nothing to luck’ 
 
    They ate the rest of the meal in silence.  When they finished, he continued with his story. 
 
    The people of the village had all stood in silence on the open ground in front of the cottages.  There were too many of them to fit into the little chapel at the top of the cliff, so the leader of the visitors stood on the upturned hull of a boat which had been pulled up for repair.  He started with some prayers.  They were simple prayers that they all knew.  His accent was strong, but they could follow it and, ignoring the cold wind, they knelt on the coarse grass and shingle and prayed with him.  After the prayers, they sang a hymn.  The sound of so many people singing together inspired Adam.  It seemed to fill the whole bay with the power and glory of God.  Then the man began to preach.  He explained that he was the Abbot of a great monastery near the kingdoms.  He spoke about the history they knew of the Age of the Mages and the compact that came after.  He explained that during that time the original Gospel from earth had become weak and confused.  This was why the monastery had been founded and, in the few generations since its foundation, they had rediscovered the true meaning of that gospel. 
 
    This was all welcome news to Adam.  He was keen to learn this new meaning.  He knew that the village was so old that it had been built soon after the landing, long before the compact, and had not been affected by the wars.  He could not quite see how the gospel they had always known could have become confused by events that passed them by, but he was sure that this would become clear soon.  With so many followers, this must be a very wise man. 
 
    The Abbot spoke at length about the depth of the new understanding they had discovered.  Behind him, the grey cottages with their tiny windows were huddled around the single street which wound up the hill.  Compared to their dull mediocrity, this glowing message with its promise of celebration and happiness offered a release from an existence which, when looked at in these terms, had little to offer.  Adam reached out for his wife's hand and held it, his strong fingers wrapped around hers, sharing the vision of this bright future.  But now the Abbot was moving on. 
 
    The new learning was so important that it must be taken to all people.  Even to Jerusalem.  When he said this, the crowd stood motionless.  What did he mean?  Jerusalem was on earth.  The word ‘Crusade’ came into his speech with all of the images of daring and adventure that went with it.  Finally, his full plan became clear.  He was going to build a ship and, in some way that was not very clear, he was going to fly it back to earth as a missionary.  He had not come to this village to enlighten the people.  He had come to enlist them to build sailing ships which he needed to carry ore from his mines. 
 
     After that, there had been no safety.  The man of God was wrong, however impossible this was.  Quite apart from the practical difficulty of how they would survive this additional burden when life was already hard, Adam knew that what was to be done was simply wrong.                Day followed day and slowly conflict emerged.  First there were secret meetings; difficult with a man billeted in every cottage.  Then there were questions, arguments, and finally protest met with awful retribution.    
 
    He had no more to say.  They could see that, for a man of normally few words, his telling had been a considerable effort. 
 
      
 
    ‘Does anybody know what's ahead of us?’  Lynella broke the silence. 
 
    ‘The canyon,’ Adam replied.  ‘It cannot be crossed.’ 
 
    ‘It's a massive deep river canyon,’ Angus explained.  ‘It is some way ahead and runs so far to either side that we can't go around it.  We'll have to find a way to cross it’ 
 
    ‘We can't.’  Adam insisted.  ‘We should turn back.  We have work to do on this side.’ 
 
    ‘We must cross it,’ Angus said.  ‘If we don't, the Abbot and some of his monks will use their auras to get past the dragons and catch up with us.  He'll kill us and take Lynella.’ 
 
    They sat in silence, unable to contradict him. 
 
    ‘The dragons must have crossed it,’ James said suddenly. 
 
    ‘And if they can, we can,’ Maria added. 
 
    The following day, they moved on, keeping in the forest a short distance to one side of the road.  In the early afternoon, they came to the canyon.  They had little warning; the land simply disappeared into a sheer drop.  Angus was the first to reach it and he signalled to the others to join him.  The bottom was so far below them that almost no light reached it and few details could be seen. 
 
    ‘It’s in the old books’.  Lynella said.  ‘The dragons cross it, but the people never do.  The land beyond is unknown.’ 
 
    ‘But how do the dragons cross?’  Angus asked. 
 
    Suddenly Maria spotted something reflecting the sunlight away to their left towards the road.  They all turned to look and, as they watched, the sunlight flashed from a point at their own level but near the centre of the canyon.  They moved slowly along the cliff edge towards it, and soon began to see a fine metallic line, extending out from the point where the road ended.  Then they came to the old structures. 
 
    In an area in front of them, arranged in a precise pattern to either side of the road, hundreds of massive stones had been set into the ground.  Each one had a blue metallic wire, as thick as a man's finger, fixed around it.  They moved forward, and finally saw that the wires all led off towards the canyon, where they were twisted together to form a cable, which swayed gently in the wind as it stretched out into the distance to the far side. 
 
    ‘We can't cross it,’ Adam said.  ‘We should have turned back.  What good can we do on the far side?’  They could not even see the end of the cable very easily because it had sunk through the road into the ground and now came out of the cliff, fully six feet below the level at which they were standing. 
 
    ‘The dragons obviously came this way,’ Angus said, looking at deep scratch marks in the flagstones of the road's surface, over an area extending well back from the edge, ‘And we shouldn't have to wait long to see one cross.’ 
 
    Concealed among the stones, they watched and waited.  Finally, a dragon appeared, walking along the road. For such an enormous beast it’s movement seemed light and delicate but as it moved past them an overpowering smell of rotten meat enveloped them. Stopping short of the bridge, it started scratching at the stones it was standing on.  Slowly, the purpose of this ritual became apparent.  Its razor-sharp claws had extended.  From resembling daggers, they had become long curved swords with deeply serrated cutting edges.  Using these for purchase, it moved easily down onto the cable, gripping it securely using all six legs and moving out across the canyon.   
 
    As soon as the dragon was gone Angus found a short length of the wire in a crevice in one of the anchor stones.  It appeared to be a loose end which had been cut off when the structure was built.  ‘What exactly is it that you can do with bits of metal.  Can you make things?’ 
 
    Lynella looked helplessly at it and replied, ‘I don't really know.  Everybody used to think that I only used my power to annoy them.  I suppose they were right but, with all that and the restrictions placed by the compact, it meant that I never really sat down to work it out.  The only person who seemed interested in finding out about it was the Abbot.  I suppose it doesn't matter who knows now but my power is stronger than they think.’ 
 
    Angus was listening carefully, and the others had gathered round.  She paused and then said quietly and deliberately, ‘A few weeks ago.  I was at the crucibles, the one with the ringship in it.  I don’t know.  I think it was the ship in orbit.  Something must have made me use the jewel.  I lifted the whole ringship out of its crucible - just a bit but I could have gone further.  I now have many of the powers of a full mage.’ 
 
    This admission stopped the conversation. 
 
    Angus brought them back to the immediate problem, ‘You can get us across that canyon.’  He tried to sound positive, but he felt that he was completely out of his depth.  ‘Let's start from the beginning.  What can you do with this?’ 
 
    He bent the wire into a loop and placed it on the ground.  They watched in awe as Lynella made it glow and finally it became so hot that the ends melted together.  ‘I know that it's a ring, but I can't make it fly this far from the source.  I could if we made another one.’   
 
    He fetched more wire and, when she had made it into a ring, she placed it above the other.  By using her power on both of them, she managed to make the top one fly up high in the air.  It drifted over to one side and came down in the canyon.  They heard it hit the rocks far below. 
 
    ‘Can't you control the direction it goes in?’  Angus didn't even dare to look over the edge to try and see it.   
 
    ‘Not when I do it like that, but I think that I might be able to do something a bit different.  Could you bend one around the cable itself?’ 
 
    ‘Get back.’  Adam called out in a hoarse whisper, running up the road towards them.  ‘More dragons’.  They came in a silent procession.  Claws extended, climbing down onto the wire.  One at a time.  Moving out across the void. 
 
    When the last one was gone Angus reached down to the cable with one of the soldiers holding his feet.  He managed to bend the wire into place.  As soon as he let go, it slid off down the smooth cable and came to rest near the lowest point at the centre of the canyon.   
 
    ‘That wasn't much use was it.  You should have held it in place’  
 
    ‘And wait for you to burn holes in my hands?’ 
 
    ‘No, hold it with a stick or something.  I can't possibly get it hot enough that far away’ 
 
    Angus finally managed to get a second wire into place and held it while Lynella welded it into a ring.  Now, she tried to picture the outside surface of the cable as a series of rings around it.  It was unfamiliar, she let her mind explore it.  She backed off, took the jewel from its leather purse and placed it on her forehead.   
 
    The jewel lifted the mist which had been clouding her image.  The cable and formed a conduit for her power.  The ring shot off along it and hit the loose wire in the centre with a crash and continued across.  It ploughed into the dragons.  Angus grabbed her shoulder.  The contact was broken… a flash like lightning.  Lynella collapsed.  It was too late for the dragons.  They fell headlong, pouring blood from wrecked claws. 
 
    Maria screamed.  Grabbing Lynella’s limp body.  Cradling her head in her arms.  Holding her face close. 
 
    ‘She’s breathing.’ 
 
     Angus started to move towards them but was met with a glare that mixed fear with anger and told him very clearly to keep his distance.   
 
    ‘How bad is she?’ he asked 
 
    ‘She'll survive but she's badly stunned.  That was an idiotic thing to do.  Surely you knew about breaking contact while a mage is working?’ 
 
    ‘I should have.  God knows I should have’.  He paced about uneasily trying to avoid Adam’s piercing gaze until Maria started to get ready to move. 
 
    They carried Lynella into the forest to hide.  Soon they were pushing through the massive native ferns but suddenly, these gave way to a small stand of magnificent oak trees.  Beneath the trees, they saw the ruins of a small but substantially built stone structure.  Finely carved window surrounds were set in thick walls which were still standing on three sides.  The relief along the ancient cornice showed horses and hounds and, ahead of them, a dragon.  The timber roof had almost disappeared, and trees had established themselves in some cracks in the flagstone floor.  They settled into a protected corner to nurse Lynella and wait for her to regain consciousness.  Her only sign of injury was a small burn mark on her forehead, but her face was pale and her breathing rapid and light. 
 
    Maria sat with her, never moving, never even permitting Angus to come close.  Finally, her breathing became steadier and she opened her eyes. ‘We're in the hunting lodge’ 
 
    Maria looked down at her and, rearranging a blanket under her head to make it comfortable, said gently, ‘Don't worry.  You'll be all right’ 
 
    ‘What did she actually say?’  James asked.   
 
    ‘I couldn't understand it.  I don't think she's fully come round yet,’ Maria replied but Lynella cut her short, ‘I am awake, and we are in the hunting lodge’ 
 
    ‘What hunting lodge?’ 
 
    In a soft monotone, Lynella started to recite the story that had been passed down to all full members of the three gifted families since the Age of the Mages. 
 
    ‘At the time of the landfall, when the three families and their retainers founded the great city at the source, there were dragons roaming freely across the land.  They could not be killed with arrows, only by the bravest men who threw spears into the soft flesh under their necks.  They caused great terror and damage and only a few were ever killed by the heroes of the first generation.  Finally, after many years, a mage looked one in the eye and found that he could kill it.’  She paused for a moment and added, ‘That's what I did back at the ravine.’  After a short silence, she continued, ‘Soon all of the dragons in the lands as far as the canyon were killed and, for many generations, the city grew large and prosperous.  There were, however, some nobles who wished to show that they were as brave as the first generation.  They commissioned a number of the most powerful mages of the time to build a bridge to enable them to hunt the dragons that they had seen on the far side of the canyon.  It took ten years and the most phenomenal power from the mages, but it was built.’ 
 
    ‘That's what it was,’ Maria added. 
 
    ‘Yes, I didn't realise it when I saw it because nobody ever comes up here and we always thought that it would look like an ordinary bridge.’ 
 
    ‘Anyway, this hunting lodge was built for the nobles to wait in while they hung out animal carcasses to lure a dragon across the bridge.  Once the dragon crossed, the hunt began.  The hunters refused to have a mage with them so if the dragon turned, many were killed.  It was almost a hundred years later that the last of the dragons learned that they should never cross the bridge and the hunting stopped.’ 
 
    ‘What happened then?’  Maria asked. 
 
    ‘I suppose you could say that, without dragons to fight, the nobles all started fighting each other until, in the final battle, all of the mages were killed fighting for them.  Luckily, the dragons live for a very long time and have good memories so, since the compact, none have ever crossed the bridge and come to the kingdoms.  Until now, that is.’ 
 
    ‘And you're the only mage who can kill them.’ 
 
    ‘That's right, and they've banished me.’ 
 
      
 
    Adam went to hunt for game.  Soon they were preparing to light a fire and looking forward to the fresh roast meat. 
 
    ‘Won't the dragons smell the cooking?’  Lynella asked.  ‘Then they'll know we're here.’ 
 
    ‘I was assuming that they already did.’  Angus replied.  ‘They seem to have left us alone ever since we met them at the ravine.’  
 
    ‘I'm not sure.  I have no idea what their plans are.  They're quite intelligent and they know about mages.  I saw one with scars around its eyes.  If you'd had a scar for hundreds of years, you would have had plenty of time to think about it.  I wish I knew why they decided to cross the bridge again.’ 
 
    ‘It's just as well they did cross, and it's just as well they are still here.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’  Maria asked. 
 
    ‘Because if or when they do go away, the Abbot's men will be right behind them looking for us with the dogs.’  
 
    Adam pointed up at the trees. ‘I don't know much about dragons and kings, but the wind is blowing out across the canyon away from the road and the bridge so, they won't smell the cooking anyway.’ 
 
    Angus quickly started the cooking fire.   
 
    Lynella watched her companions.  They were eating a fruit that grew wild.  They called horse apples.  She remembered what her teachers had said.  Only common people ate them. She shuddered at the thought. She was only supposed to eat from plants and animals that had come from earth, the terran ones, not the tough-skinned native species. They would make her sick. 
 
    ‘We have some bread for you to eat when you're ready.’  She turned to see Maria had been watching her.  ‘There will be enough for you.  We can eat the horse apples’ 
 
    She managed to smile. 
 
      
 
    She slowly regained her strength.  After two days, she felt better than she had for weeks and soon began to realise why.  Their flight from the dogs had driven them far to the south.  Now they were well south of the source, Paul’s ship was never far above the horizon and caused her much less pain.  When she was fit enough, Angus took her out towards the bridge to see what was happening. 
 
    Crouching in the undergrowth with the wind in their faces, they watched as a dragon came towards them along the road and crossed the bridge.  At the centre, it stepped carefully over the two loose rings which still hung around the cable.  Arriving safely on the far side, it soon disappeared from sight.  During the day, almost a hundred more followed it.  In the early evening, they were just about to move away when a small group, which had passed them and was about to cross the bridge, suddenly stopped and looked back.  They seemed to hesitate and some of them took a few paces back along the road, seeming to be drawn back to the north.  Angus prepared to run but Lynella shook her head and stayed put. 
 
    When the dragons finally crossed, she said, ‘That explains it.  I just felt the power from the ship and they must be able to feel it like I can.  That's why they crossed in the first place.  They were drawn to it because it signalled a change.’ 
 
    Angus thought about this.  ‘And now they're going back because you've shown them that there's at least one mage about to threaten them.’  
 
    ‘So, what I've done is to frighten the dragons away, so it's all clear for the Abbot's dogs to hunt us down.’ 
 
    ‘We'll be all right when we cross the bridge.’ 
 
    ‘I've been thinking about that.  Adam may be right.  We can only flee for so long.  We've got to go to the monastery and that's in the opposite direction.’ 
 
    Angus did not reply so she continued, ‘It's not just to try to rescue Paul.  It's for everybody.  Even the dragons have realised that the arrival of the ship has changed everything and if we don't stop the Abbot from fighting against the men from the ship, it will mean we'll have wars again.’ 
 
    Without thinking she stood up, only to find herself looking straight at another dragon coming up the road.  It roared.  She ducked and ran, Angus close behind her.   
 
    At the ruined lodge they crouched out of sight behind the remaining walls.  All seemed quiet.  Lynella was beginning to think that any pursuit would have lost them.  Then she realised. The dragons had no need to hurry.  Moving slowly forward, a single dragon approached them with its nose to the ground.  A group of over twenty more followed. 
 
    She did not hesitate.  She stood up, looked at the terrifying creature. She seemed hopelessly small and defenceless.  But she was confident.  Sure of her power.  A flash of light from its eye socket.  It collapsed.  Others ran forward.  Incredibly fast.  Then there more flashes.   Four dragons on the ground.  The others turned and fled. 
 
    They went forward to look at the carcasses.   
 
    ‘Four dead.’ Adam said.  ‘An act of incredible power.’ 
 
    ‘Look at the other wounds’.  Angus replied, looking at bleeding gashes in one of the massive legs.  ‘These dragons have fought the Abbot’s men very recently.  They cannot be far away.  We must be gone soon.’ 
 
    Lynella just seemed shocked by what she had done.  ‘The stories say that the metallic sheen on their scales comes from standing near to the natural furnace in the heart of a mountain where a lake of metal boils continuously.’  She placed her hand on one of the vast blue heads. It was warm to the touch.  ‘They stand in great pain and let the mist from it settle on them to form an armour as strong as any that a man can make.  But it also means that mages can kill them.’  She stood back, looking at the four magnificent animals with the grotesquely burnt holes which went into their heads.  Maria put a hand around her shoulder and led her away to the lodge. 
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    The road was now silent.  The ancient flagstones had been cleared of undergrowth by the army of dragons which had moved along it.  The unbroken surface could be seen extending in a perfect straight line into the distance across the valley to the North.  As they watched, a single horseman rode over the brow of the hill beyond and looked out towards them.  Being well hidden by the undergrowth, they knew that he could not see them, but they also knew that he could be sure that they were somewhere ahead of him.  More horsemen came into sight and, with them, the first of the dogs. 
 
    They must have sent for help from the monastery.’  Angus said as several more packs of dogs appeared, spread well out to either side of the road.  ‘There's no way we could leave the road without being followed, I wonder if they know how close they are to the bridge.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps they don't even know the bridge is here,’ Lynella suggested. 
 
    ‘It's hardly mentioned in any of the books I've seen,’ Maria replied.  ‘None of them said where it was.’ 
 
    ‘I'd heard of it in the hunting stories but never knew where it was’. 
 
    ‘Let's hope they don't know,’ Angus said.  ‘Then they'll stop in the valley because they won't want to move at night.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’  Lynella asked.  ‘They must have torches.’ 
 
    ‘Because they need to see to get the monks with auras to the front if they meet any dragons,’ Angus explained, ‘and if they think that we can't get away, they won’t bother hurrying too much.’ 
 
    As the light faded, they saw a collection of campfires in the valley and they heard the distant barking of the dogs when they were fed. 
 
    ‘They’ll move on at first light.’  Angus said.  ‘We must go.’ 
 
    Working in silence, the soldiers made a harness from leather straps and belts.  Lynella concentrated her power on the cable, and the closed ring looped around the centre of it, and managed to make the ring come close enough to her to be held in place with a branch from a tree.  Looping the harness through the ring, they found that it was amply strong enough to hold Angus's weight. They released the ring and he slid away into the darkness. 
 
    The sound of metal hitting metal told them that he had reached the centre and the ring above him had hit the loose one on the cable.     
 
    Lynella’s jewel glowed.  He started to move again.  Slid up a bit but then dropped back.   
 
    ‘It's much harder to move it with his weight on it,’ Lynella said to Maria as she looked up from the cable. 
 
    ‘Can you do it?’ 
 
    ‘I think I moved him a bit that time.  I'll try again.’ 
 
    ‘He’s helpless there.’  Adam said.  ‘If you don’t move him the Abbot’s archers will find him at first light.’ 
 
     Putting more power into it, she saw Angus's lantern disappearing rapidly.  He covered the light to show that he was close to the rock, but Lynella left it too late.  She heard the impact and saw the lantern falling.  She called his name.  Her shout echoed across the canyon.  He shouted back.   
 
    Maria and the others looked towards the camp in the valley.  A dog barked.  Then another.  They heard a voice, angry, telling them to stop.  They watched for several minutes but saw no sign of approaching lights. 
 
    ‘We're going to have to do better than that,’ Maria said. 
 
    ‘I couldn't see,’ Lynella replied.  ‘Once I start putting power into the wire and the rings, I can't see anything outside them.’ 
 
    James looked at her.  ‘Can you see things inside them?’ 
 
    ‘I know what's there.’ 
 
    ‘What is there?’  Maria asked. 
 
    ‘There's my power flowing around in it and I can feel the effect of the source on it and sometimes even the ship when it comes over.’ 
 
    ‘Why couldn't you see where Angus was?’ 
 
    ‘I could see where he was but not where the canyon wall was.’ 
 
    They soon realised what had to be done.  When they had recovered the loop with the harness on it, they used a new length of wire to fix another loop beyond it and sent it over to Angus with a note on it asking him to hold it against the rock.  To complete the picture, they set another loop against the rock on their side.  Letting her mind reach fully into the cable, Lynella could now see both ends of the bridge.   
 
      
 
    Adam was last to cross. The first sign of dawn was showing when he finally climbed clear.  Looking around in the spreading light, they saw that this country beyond the canyon was truly different from the land of the kingdoms from where they had come.  Beneath their feet there was no sign of the soft green terran grass which grew at the edge of the forest they knew.  Here, the small native yellow spiked plants were so dense that they left clear footprints as they broke when trodden on.  These human prints looked small and insignificant, relative to the massive marks left by the passage of the dragons. 
 
    The sun rose over the mountains and soon reached the point where it shone directly along the canyon from the east.  For a few minutes, the deep shadow, which would remain at the bottom for the rest of the day, was dispelled.  Standing on a small outcrop of rock, they looked down to see what had been below them as they had crossed in the night.  The jagged sides cast long shadows across the cliffs and crevices far below them.  Finally, for a brief instant, the sun reached the point where it shone to the very bottom. The carcases of the dragons Lynella had caught on the bridge lay broken alongside the bubbling water.  Dark red blood congealing on gleaming blue scales. 
 
    The clearing in which they were standing formed the end of a wide roadway which had been cut straight through the forest, leading away from the canyon, exactly matching the road on the other side in all respects except for its plain earth surface.  They followed it back for a short distance, until they came to the edge of the plateau which formed the rim of the canyon.  A forest of pure native trees spread into the distance before them.  Away in the valley they could see the dragons, not moving towards them but no longer fleeing.  Not a threat for the moment but certain to be one soon. 
 
    Returning to the bridge, they saw that the Abbot's men had reached the far side - small figures in the distance, looking out at the vast canyon and the single cable that crossed it.  Within moments, they were seen.  There was a flurry of activity; horsemen came and went.  Large groups came up and stood staring at the great barrier beyond them.  Lynella knew that one of them must be the Abbot himself and delighted in the frustration that this would be causing him.   
 
    Soon, they saw wooden structures appearing, poles fastened with vine ropes reaching out above the cable.  Through the heat of the day men worked without stopping and the structure grew. 
 
    Evening came and, once again, the sun shone directly into the canyon.  On the far side, the distant noise of the building of the structure continued; the constant sound of tools cutting wood interspersed with the shouts of the men using them.  The construction now reached down to the cable and was starting to spread along it, hanging from it like an ever-growing birdcage.  As it took shape, they could see that it formed a walkway leading down to the cable and then extending along beneath it.   
 
    During the day, the dragons had moved a short distance up the road towards them and were now just over a mile away.    
 
      
 
    ‘Do it now!’  Angus said as they all stood looking at the bridge.  Three days had passed, and the Abbot's structure now extended almost half way across.  The men working on it could be heard as they struggled to hold on to the swaying poles as they built on and out.  Once, they had seen one let his attention stray for a vital second and fall helpless into the gloom below, but another came to take his place. 
 
    Lynella could see how many of them were on it, but saw no other choice.  Closing her mind to everything else, she focused on the cable and soon sensed the full extent of it.  In the middle, the three complete rings, one with the harness on it, hung motionless, just beyond the reach of those on the structure.  With one simple and uncontrolled burst of energy, she threw one of the rings towards the far canyon wall.  By the time it crashed into the rock, it had cut through every piece of timber and rope that lay in its path.   
 
    Cut from its support, the complex assembly shook itself free.  The effect of its release rippled along it.  It snaked downwards, until it began to feel the effect of its remaining restraint at the canyon edge, describing a lazy arc, smashing against the wall and breaking up.  Lynella watched spellbound as about thirty men were thrown clear and began to fall.  Their deep brown clothing stood out in stark contrast to the pale rock sliding past behind them and finally showed large stains of red as their bodies broke up on outcrops.   
 
    Collapsing to her knees and looking at Angus, she asked in a faint voice, ‘What have I done to them?’ 
 
    Without diverting his eyes from the unfolding scene, he spoke his reply to the void in front of him.  ‘It had to be done,’ he said.  ‘It was the only way to make sure they don't try again.’ 
 
    Horsemen appeared on the far side and dismounted to look at the carnage below them.  A solid rank of figures formed, all looking down.   
 
    Turning, Angus saw the dragons behind them.  Always moving slowly forward. Now coming onto the narrow plateau.  Two massive beasts at the front of the column reared up, lashing out.  But they did not attack.  Both had large ugly scars around their eyes.  The human group backed away to one side.  Seeing them go, the dragons moved right up to the bridge, stopping when they saw the people on the far side.  But the whole column was advancing, filling the clearing.   
 
    Across the canyon a group of thirty archers stood in line.  They raised their bows and shot arrows into the air and, as these arced out and began to fall, each one could be seen to have a crucifix attached to it.  Then, all of the Abbot’s men turned away. 
 
    The dragons were hesitant.  Many seemed to be about to return south but, seeing their prey falling back, a few formed a line.   
 
    ‘Look at their eyes.’  Adam said.  ‘These ones must be younger. They have never faced a mage.  They are undamaged, they have no fear.’ 
 
    Lynella held Maria for support.  Focused her power on the eyes.  From one to the next, in rapid succession.  Trying to limit the damage. Trying not to kill them. They stopped, turned, charged back through the group behind them, climbing over all in their path, tearing into them.  The whole column turned on itself with claws and teeth. Surging forward. Many were driven over the edge.  Still lashing out, they fell into the void.  Twenty raced onto the bridge.  The others fled back to the South. 
 
    The twenty raced along the cable and met the last of the Abbot's men.  The shouts and screams of men mixed with the roar of the dragons. 
 
    Then finally, for the first time in days, a total silence descended.   
 
    ‘What's your guess about what happened over there?’  Lynella asked as they sat down to talk.   
 
    As usual, Angus replied for the rest of the group, ‘I think that the Abbot's men must have killed all that went across.  Either that or made them flee into the forest.  They don't seem to be coming back this way.’ 
 
    ‘What do you think the Abbot's doing?’ 
 
    ‘My guess is that he'll pack up and go home.  He's lost a lot of men and he's probably worked out that he won't get you this way.’ 
 
    Without thinking, Lynella replied, ‘Since he knows that I'll try and rescue Paul anyway, chasing after me was a waste of time to start with.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I think he saw it as a pleasant hunting expedition.  He never expected any battles.’ 
 
    Maria grinned.  ‘Well, now he's fought against a mage and learnt his lesson, those dragons must have almost finished him off.’ 
 
    Angus smiled back, ‘I hope so,’ without any real conviction. 
 
    As the sun began to set, it shone directly into the canyon again.  They all stood in silence, looking at the bodies below them.   
 
    ‘They didn't deserve to have the dragons as well,’ Lynella said quietly.  ‘This was enough, more than enough.’ 
 
    ‘They deserved all they got, I just feel sorry for the dragons,’ Maria replied. 
 
    ‘But what did these men do?’ 
 
    ‘They would have been willing enough to make you attack the ship.’ 
 
    ‘All I want to do is to rescue Paul, so he can help his friends.’ 
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    The smoke from the fire rose vertically into the evening air.  The last bones of the two birds, which had made their best meal for days, were still just visible in the ashes.  The silence of the end of the battle had remained and was now so complete that the few words that they had exchanged had been whispered to avoid intruding into it.  Even the unending native forest seemed to be standing in hushed respect for the power of this newly emerging mage who had come through her first testing. 
 
    The mage herself sat staring out across the canyon, trying to make sense of her strange new world.  In her mind, she saw her room in the castle.  The soft low-backed chair would be standing, as always, near the end of the bed.  What would be happening there now?  The embroidered sheets would not have been disturbed; nothing would have been moved.  She had been running for almost a week.  Would anybody have missed her?  For the last several years, she had had little contact with anybody except the steward and the friends who were with her now.  If the others knew that she had won a battle, would they care?  Now she pictured the Great Hall where the evening meal would be in progress.  If they knew that she was sitting on the thorny grass and preparing to sleep under a crude brush shelter, would they care about that?  She had told them that she was a mage and would win great battles but now she had done it, she realised that they would show little interest.  They would be far more concerned about the account the Abbot would give of the damage she had caused. 
 
    Her mind moved on to think of Paul.  She pictured him in a cell in the monastery.  From their brief meetings, she knew so little about him, but he would certainly care about what she had done. 
 
    Finally, her attention returned to those around her.  They looked ragged and exhausted, sitting among the stones.  She imagined that each one of them must be wondering if they could ever return to what they had left behind.  Looking around the group, she found that she caught the eye of one of the soldiers.  He looked away, but she felt as if she had to say something. 
 
    ‘Was this what you expected when you decided to come with me?’  
 
    Everyone saw his smile and listened to his reply.  ‘This was one of the greatest contests a mage has ever faced - I never expected to see anything like it.  Now I have been part of it.  I shall follow you wherever you go.’ 
 
    Crossing back over the bridge on the following day, they found the huge carcasses of the dragons and, nearby, almost a hundred fresh graves of the men they had killed.  It was clear that the Abbot had retreated straight down the ancient road back to the Southern Kingdom and the source.   
 
    ‘The abbot is a master of oratory’.  Adam said.  ‘All the people of the kingdoms will hear what he says and understand what happened here. But they will not understand the truth.’ 
 
    Angus was looking at the dense forest to either side of the clearing.  ‘Are you sure you can make it through that?’ he asked Lynella. 
 
    ‘I've got to.  If I don't, I'll get caught and end up having to help destroy the ship.’ 
 
    ‘It's over a hundred miles and there aren't any roads the way we'll have to go’ he went on.  ‘We could just hide near here and wait and see.  The Abbot won't come back, will he?’ 
 
    ‘No.  I must go and find Paul,’ she insisted.  ‘I know I don't know much about him, but I trust him and, if we free him, he should be able to warn his friends in the ship.’ 
 
    Angus did not reply but she could see that he thought that this was not the only reason she wished to see Paul.  She looked down at the grass in front of her to avoid eye contact.  ‘I know I'd like him to stay here, but he must warn his ship first.’ 
 
    They went east, following the edge of the canyon, which was easier than travelling through than the thicker forest further back. They made good progress during the afternoon.  Towards evening, however, they began to hear a roar of water from ahead and they soon came to a deep gorge with a fast-flowing river crossing their path.  It poured over a high waterfall down to the base of the canyon, creating a spectacular rainbow as the setting sun shone on the spray. 
 
    Lynella felt as if she should know about this river.  It was within the lands assigned to her father's kingdom, under the terms of the compact.  She was sure that it would be shown on maps which were kept in the castle, but nobody would have looked at them for years.  Looking up at Angus, she asked, ‘Where does it go?’ 
 
    ‘I don't know.  I've heard rumours of a big river out here, but I've never met anybody who's actually been here.’ 
 
    ‘Just think of it!  All those people just a week's journey from here and never even heard of it!  No wonder they're impressed with the Abbot.’ 
 
    Angus looked puzzled. 
 
    ‘Don't you see?’ she went on.  ‘He's the only one who's been doing anything apart from watching it all fall apart.’  She paused, noticing that, as always, the whole party was listening.  ‘The trouble is, he's doing all the wrong things.’ 
 
    Moving northeast, through the low scrub alongside the river, they found themselves climbing into the foothills of the Eastern Mountains.  They were concerned that this was leading them too far east, away from the source but, even as they climbed, the forest to either side of them showed no sign of thinning.  The men took turns to lead the way, cutting a path through the bushes, pushing the thorns away to one side.  
 
    For two days, they continued upwards, pausing only to rest and eat.  Lynella felt herself weakening as her diet changed.  There was no sign of any plants or game from earth in this area.  She kept up the pace, driving herself forward to get to Paul.  Finally, the ground began to level off.  They could see a gap in the hills ahead.  The river became wider and slower and the forest opened out. 
 
    ‘There are farms.’  Adam said, running back from where he had been scouting ahead.  ‘People live here’. 
 
    ‘Who are they?’  Lynella asked.  ‘We're still within the lands of my family's kingdom but these are not my family's subjects.’ 
 
    ‘They're certainly not that,’ Angus replied.  ‘I've no idea who they are’ 
 
    ‘Are they outlaws?’  Maria asked nervously 
 
    ‘They are settled,’ Adam reassured her. 
 
    Moving onwards, they came to a road.  At first, they hid and watched but they soon saw people on it, wearing simple clothes, similar to their own, so they decided to risk walking along it.  Quite soon, they came to a town, clustered on a hillside rising up ahead of them.  The river could be seen flowing down to one side, white water tumbling down the rocky slope towards them. 
 
    There were no walls or palisades, so they simply walked on through the town.  The fields ended quite abruptly as if the houses had been packed together for protection, despite the lack of a wall.  There were short narrow winding streets which looked barely wide enough for the passage of a horse and cart.  The buildings were wooden but looked well-kept except that everything looked dirty, with a thin film of black dust over it.  In the town there were more people, but they took little notice of the newcomers.  Turning a corner, Angus noticed a flag which could be seen across the roof of the building in front of him. 
 
    ‘That explains a lot,’ he said pointing it out to the others.  ‘Look whose flag that is.’  They all looked up and, as the wind caught it, saw the new broken chain insignia of the Eastern Kingdom. 
 
    ‘These are my father's lands.  How have they come here?’  Lynella asked. 
 
    ‘Looks like they just came,’ Angus replied.  ‘No idea why, this land's not much good for farming. There’s much better near the castles.’ 
 
    ‘Nor have I,’ James looked worried.  ‘They fly the flag of my kingdom, but I never knew anybody lived this far away from the city, and I don't think many other people know about it.’  
 
    Just then, they emerged from the end of the street into an open town square.  On the far side was a lake.  It was the largest expanse of water that any of them had seen.  The far shore was beyond the horizon. 
 
    The flag could now be seen to be flying from the mast of a large sailing ship which was rounding the end of the harbour wall.  In the total calm, it was being towed by two cutters with a dozen oarsmen in each.  Lynella stood spellbound, watching the scene until, finally, the ship came alongside the wharf.  Almost as soon as it was secure, a line of carts appeared along a road which followed the lake shore.  Each one contained quantities of crumbling black rock.   
 
    ‘Come on.  We can't stand here all day.’  Angus said and turned and led the way into an inn on the far side of the square. 
 
    The inn looked adequate from the outside and on the inside, it was clean and warm.  They were able to find a table for all seven of them and ordered food and drink.               
 
    ‘They were looking at us.’ Angus said.  ‘We’re ok here but out there we were the only ones without a job to do.’ 
 
    ‘What was that they were going to load onto the ship?’  Lynella asked. 
 
    ‘Ore for smelting into metal I think,’ Angus replied. 
 
    ‘But there's masses of that everywhere around the source.  Why come all the way up here for it?’  Lynella asked. 
 
    ‘No idea, seems daft to me,’ Angus replied. 
 
    They sat in silence as the landlord served the drinks.  ‘Have you come in on the ship?’ he asked, trying to make some conversation. 
 
    ‘No, we just came around by land and just happened to arrive when it did,’ Angus replied. 
 
    ‘That's a bad journey.  You'll be needing a good meal then,’ the landlord replied with a smile, leaving them with their drinks. 
 
    ‘I hope there is a road.’  Angus observed.  ‘I had to say something.’ 
 
    The answer to their question about the ore came soon.  As darkness fell, they saw powerful lights come on outside the window.  Lighting spheres were hanging from the lower spars of the ship.  Lynella said in a nervous whisper; ‘They're from the monastery.’ 
 
    They stared at the lights.  The crew of the boat were climbing along the rigging, securing them in place while, below them, men were already at work, shovelling the ore down the hatches.  The crew finished working and walked down the gangplank to the wharf.  Once again, Angus had to get Lynella and the others to look away, to avoid drawing attention to themselves.  Most of the party were just confused so Lynella quietly explained what the lights meant, ‘Do you remember when I was young, and the monk came to visit, he had a thing with him that gave him his aura?  That's the only way to make lighting globes glow unless you're a mage.  And so,’ she continued, ‘Since I'm the only mage, they must be monks.  That means the Abbot sent them.’ 
 
    Adam suddenly started to stand.  They could see his hand on the hilt of his knife.  He stopped. They all watched him.  ‘This is the ore to build the ships for the Crusade from the monastery’.  Very slowly, he sat down again.  ‘These will be my people from the North.  The flag is a token intended to mislead.  An evil deception.’ 
 
    At that point, the landlord returned with the food.  The lights on the ship were so powerful; they shone through the window, illuminating the table.  ‘We like the lights when the ship comes,’ he said.  ‘Mind, we're not used to them out here.  If you've come around from Port Jerusalem, you must have seen hundreds of them.’  He hurried off to serve the crew from the ship who had just entered. 
 
    ‘What and where is Port Jerusalem?’  Lynella asked. 
 
    ‘Never heard of it,’ James replied. 
 
    ‘Must be where the ship takes the ore,’ Angus suggested.  ‘Must be quite close to the monastery,’ he added, ‘given that the road is apparently so bad, do you think they'd take us along?’  They ate in silence. 
 
    When the landlord took the drinks to the ship's crew they heard him ask.  ‘Have you bought any news?  We heard there was some trouble at the Council.’  A tall man with a luxuriant grey moustache and a broad smile replied, ‘Yes, I have all of the news, but it's a long story and we're hungry.’ 
 
    The landlord replied, ‘I'll get your food right away Captain,’ and hurried off to prepare their meals.   
 
    An hour later, when he had eaten his meal, the Captain started getting ready to tell his story.  He moved a chair near to the large stone fireplace while the men with him arranged chairs and benches around him. 
 
    ‘Looks like it's going to be a bit of a show,’ Angus said. 
 
    ‘I think the Captain is going to enjoy it, even if nobody else does.’  Maria added. 
 
    ‘Yes, he does look as if he likes being important,’ Lynella agreed. 
 
    They found themselves joining in and moving their benches into the group.  Large numbers of people were now packing into the inn and buying drinks and soon Lynella and her party were surrounded by an impenetrable crowd, all drinking and waiting for the show to begin.  The oil lamps were smoking badly and cast little light on the back of the room, but all of the front area was well lit by the ship lights shining through the open doorway.  Finally, the Captain picked up his heavy pewter mug and banged it on the table for silence.  He had obviously forgotten that it was not quite empty because some of the beer in it splashed out over his hand and, as the crowd fell silent, some of them started laughing. 
 
    ‘I have serious news of terrible events and you would listen to it,’ he said in an angry voice and the laughter subsided.  This distraction subdued, he started in a more relaxed, but nevertheless formal, tone, ‘As Captain of the King Solomon, I bring you news which was sent out by the Abbot himself just in time to reach us before we sailed from Port Jerusalem.’ 
 
    ‘The Abbot's message told that, after an interval of hundreds of years, there is once again a powerful mage on this planet.’  This remark brought complete silence.  He went on, ‘And that mage has started to use force to oppose the Council of the Kingdoms.’  The speaker stopped and looked around his amazed audience, enjoying their rapt attention until, at last, the landlord asked, ‘How does he know?’ 
 
    ‘I shall now tell you the full account of how this mage used her sorcerous powers to kill some hundreds of men serving the Abbot, while he was upholding a decision of the Council.  Landlord, some more ale while I continue.’ 
 
    The landlord took his mug and refilled it.  There was no sign that he intended to pay for this drink.  His story started with an account of how the space ship, which they all knew was orbiting the planet, was sending men down and violating the source and, quite soon, would try to land there.  He then described the Council meeting at which it was agreed that every person should be required to give all possible assistance to the Abbot in his efforts to destroy the ship when it tried to land.  ‘But,’ he went on, ‘The one person who could have helped more than any other refused to do so.  The Abbot knew of a Princess of the Southern Kingdom who had some power which would have helped him but, when he asked her to do so, she fled to the south causing considerable damage as she went.’  
 
    ‘We know about her,’ someone shouted from the crowd. 
 
    ‘She was called Lynella,’ another added.  ‘It must be the same one.  She killed her cousin at our castle four years ago at the festival.’ 
 
    The Captain used this interruption to drain his tankard and ask for another refill.  At this cue, many others did the same. Angus managed to talk to one of the men who had seen the incident at the Eastern Castle. 
 
    ‘How did she kill him?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘With a coin.  She threw it so hard, it went straight through him.’  
 
    ‘Why did she do it.  Was she provoked?’ 
 
    ‘Never,’ the reply was spoken without a trace of doubt; ‘She was a guest at our castle.  If it hadn't been for some antiquated law about mages, we would have dealt with her then.  Hanging would have been too good for her.’  The man went off to get his drink, leaving Lynella remembering defending herself against the hostile crowd, and Maria showing herself to be better than the rest.  The Captain continued, ‘When she fled, the mage caused a great fire at the Southern Castle.  The castle was crowded for the Council meeting and twenty died in the blaze which consumed the stables and the armoury.  Many of those who died were bravely helping to prevent the fire from reaching the keep.  Others perished when the horses bolted from the stables.’  
 
    The shock of this news hit Lynella like a blow to the stomach.  She could have killed her friends; she had no idea.  She wanted to cry but could not.  The crowd was already pushing her up against Maria and now she found herself leaning on her for support.  The Captain was speaking again, describing how as soon as the fire was under control, the Abbot had quickly assembled the pursuit.   
 
    ‘In valiant combat,’ he went on, ‘these men managed to kill three of the rebel party, but all finally perished when facing the power of the mage.’  Lynella remembered her three friends dying, unarmed, trying to return home and the dragons killing the Abbot's men in the ravine. 
 
    A question from the audience interrupted her thoughts ‘How did she kill them?’ 
 
    ‘She can kill on sight,’ he replied.   
 
    ‘Last time, she did it with a coin,’ the man who had seen the incident at the festival cut in. 
 
    The Captain paused but only for an instant.  Angus wondered if he actually knew how they had died.  ‘She has no need of coins or other material components any more.  Thunderbolts materialise at her command.’  
 
    An old man slowly stood up.  Obviously holding him in respect, the crowd fell silent.  ‘I have read all of the books from the old times.  The ancient mages couldn't do anything like that.’ 
 
    There was a sudden awkward silence until someone called out; ‘She must have help from that ship up there.’ 
 
    However implausible this might be, the Captain was happy to go along with it.  He agreed that it was probably the answer and promised to report the man's great insight back to the Abbot.  He then went on to tell in great detail of how the Abbot had, in just four days, managed to assemble an army of four hundred men and set off in pursuit.  This army was to be protected by a group of monks with protective auras.  Apparently, his audience already knew how these could be used for other purposes and they were not surprised that they were expected to work against the thunderbolts.  He told how people had ridden through many nights to get there from the monastery and the Eastern Kingdom.  It appeared that few, if any, from the Western or Southern Kingdoms had joined. 
 
    Once again, the proceedings stopped for the Captain to satisfy his thirst.  Angus managed to talk to the same man again. 
 
    ‘What did the Princess look like?’ he asked, deciding to risk this approach despite an apprehensive glance from Lynella. 
 
    ‘She was a young girl with long hair,’ the man replied. 
 
    ‘I have heard that she was silver blonde,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Yes, her hair was so fair, it glowed with the radiance of her power,’ the man looked pleased at his attempt to emulate the Captain's style and went to get more ale.  Angus sat down again next to Lynella.  Her hair had darkened, as she became an adult.  With a good measure of the black dust that blew around every corner of this town, it was almost black. 
 
    The Captain's story now moved on to the battle at the bridge.  ‘There is, at that place,’ he went on, ‘A bridge across a wide canyon.  This bridge was built by the ancient mages and is formed by a single cable which was sufficient for them to cross.  Many brave men moved out from the protection of the auras and tried to get across, but all died when this mage turned on them.’  The total fabrication in this story shocked Lynella.  She wondered if the Captain knew that it was not true.  He went on to describe how Lynella's party had crossed the bridge and a battle with the Abbot’s men had followed.  He told of heroic deeds and great bravery and how, finally, the Abbot had forced her back across the bridge. 
 
    ‘Where's the mage now?’ this question from the audience caused a ripple of unease. 
 
    ‘She is on the far side of the bridge.’ 
 
    ‘How do we know that she won't come over again?’ 
 
    ‘The Abbot is sure that she will not return.  She has no reason to.  He has decided to use other means to stop the space ship from landing.  He no longer needs her help.’  Most of the audience did not look convinced.  Lynella, however, concluded that this was a correct report of the Abbot's position.   
 
    The questions continued.  ‘How many are with her?’ 
 
    ‘As far as can be seen, only six remain’ 
 
    ‘Surely, they will come over soon to get supplies?’ 
 
    ‘No, the Abbot saw the remains of their cooking fires when he pursued them.  They are living off the forest.’ 
 
    ‘We can't risk it.  We should go to Port Jerusalem for protection.’  This comment brought general agreement. 
 
    ‘No’, the Captain was emphatic; ‘You must remain.  The ore from the mines is necessary to combat the space ship.’ 
 
    ‘Why should we stay here?  We could start a mine somewhere else.’ 
 
    The Captain sensed he was losing the argument.  He raised his voice.  ‘The ore from these hills is better than any that can be mined anywhere else.  There will be no sanctuary for you at Port Jerusalem.  She will not come.  Stay here.’ 
 
    The old man was standing again.  ‘If what you say is true about her getting help from the ship, she will want to be at the source when it lands.  Since she cannot go through the Southern Kingdom, her best route will be to follow the river up from the rainbow falls, come through this town and on round to Port Jerusalem.’  It seemed that few of the audience knew enough about the area to confirm this but they all trusted him.  A new voice broke the silence, a small boy.  ‘I saw them’ 
 
    ‘Don't be silly.  Keep quiet!’  Lynella guessed this was his mother. 
 
    ‘I did, I saw seven strangers come in today along the river’ 
 
    Others confirmed that strangers had been seen.  Angus tensed, ready for the worst.  Lynella looked out of the door and began to focus on one of the lights. 
 
    The man who Angus had spoken to, cut in.  ‘The Princess has silver blonde glowing hair.  We couldn't miss her.’  
 
    Angus relaxed slightly and saw Lynella now staring out through the door, seemingly oblivious to everything around her.  He was about to shake her when Maria pulled him away and said in a loud whisper, ‘The lights.’  He was totally confused.  The old man was speaking again, ‘Who told you that?’ 
 
    ‘I saw her, years ago, at the Eastern Castle’ 
 
    ‘Well, you may have forgotten.  Where are these strangers?’ 
 
    The boy shouted, ‘There!’ and pointed directly at Lynella.  Her long hair was now held back by the silk cord, the end of which was covered by her hands held tight to her forehead.  Her clothes were dirty and torn, her skin was cut and bruised but, from the poise of her bearing and the intensity of her concentration, there could be little doubt that she was no ordinary traveller.  Without turning or dropping her eyes for an instant, she gracefully stood up.  Men were moving towards her.  She felt trapped, isolated, persecuted and finally angry. 
 
    Her hands fell away in a fluid movement revealing the jewel, raw power welling inside, bursting out in flash, exploding two of the lighting globes on the ship.  The fragments flew high in the air burning men on the deck as they fell.  Nobody dared to move. 
 
    ‘Yes, I am the mage.’  Her voice was cool and steady.  ‘I have the power of the ancients.  Step aside.’  She knew this was bluff.  Rings could not fly free this far from the source.  She had no power to hurt them.  But panic spread.  Pushing through the narrow door, they fled.  The captain joined the rush, never even looking back at Lynella.   They spilled out into the square.  Soon the party of seven was alone in the inn, facing out to the terrified crowd who had backed off close to the ship. 
 
    ‘What do we do now?’  Maria asked. 
 
    ‘Don’t rush’ Angus said.  ‘We have a minute. Those stories about thunderbolts have done the trick.’ 
 
    ‘What's happened?’  James cut in.  ‘Look out there!’ 
 
    The crowd had fallen silent.  They were looking up past the inn at the road into the square.  There was a scream.  Lynella rushed out into the square.  The screaming stopped.  Many in the crowd were pointing at her, behind her.  She turned.  Standing just a few paces away, at the entrance to the street, was a dragon.  It almost filled the space between the houses, dwarfing the windows and doors to either side.  It lowered its head, opening its jaws, ready to strike.  She summoned all of her power and drove it into the huge eyes barely an arm's length away.   
 
    The dragon collapsed, falling sideways smashing through the wooden front of a building.  Others could be seen, pushing up behind it, starting to climb over it.  The crowd were running away in all directions. Lynella and her party drew back towards the ship.  The lights went out.  
 
    ‘Run for the ship!’  Angus shouted.  In the darkness, they tried to remember where the gangway was and ran for it. 
 
    ‘Can you give us some light?’  Angus asked Lynella.  She made some of the globes glow.  They ran onto the deck.  The lights went out again. 
 
    ‘They'll find us by smell,’ Maria said. 
 
    ‘No, feel the wind’ Angus replied, ‘It's blowing straight towards us.’ 
 
    ‘Can you put the lights on again and kill them?’  Angus asked Lynella. 
 
    ‘No, I can't do two things at once.’ 
 
    ‘Cast off the ropes,’ Adam said with a voice of command and the others followed him as he worked on untying the thick hemp from the mooring bollards on the ship. 
 
    They could see the faint outline of several dragons in the square.  They had found the gangplank, but then broke it away with their claws, dropping it into the lake.  They prowled up and down, tearing at everything they came across.  Time and again they searched along the wharf and Adam had to leave the ropes and wait in silence for them to pass.  The smell of their putrid breath blew across the ship, but Lynella could never see them clearly enough to attack.  
 
    Eventually, the ropes came free and the loose ends fell into the water.  Lynella and the others sat down and relaxed slightly, preparing to wait until first light.  Their peace was broken by a crash from the opposite side of the ship, followed by a scraping sound and another crash.  They rushed over to see the ship had blown across the harbour and was hitting the wall.  The wind was increasing, and it was being dragged along the stonework towards the entrance.   
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    The wind had blown them a few hundred yards out into the lake and then died away.   
 
    ‘Could you give us a bit of light again?’  Angus asked, ‘Not too much, in case we get noticed.’ 
 
    Lynella looked up towards the spheres above her and, as they glowed slightly, she was able to pinpoint one of them to give a strong light.  They were on a large, open deck with the two masts spaced out along it and the open hatches between them.  Several handcarts with ore in them had been abandoned in different places.  The only cabin was a large box-like structure at the stern.  The door was open, and she went in, lighting up a sphere inside it. 
 
    ‘You've left us in the dark out here,’ Angus shouted. 
 
    ‘I can only make them work if I look at them,’ she replied.  ‘Come and have a look at this.’  
 
    The cabin contained a single comfortable chair, with a metal ring about a yard across, set on a low stand in front of it.  Above the larger ring, there were a number of smaller ones set at various angles with wires coiled through them. Maria followed Angus through the door.  ‘This thing powers the lights.’  She said.  ‘It's like the one in the Southern Castle.’ 
 
    ‘The one in the castle is just a ring set in the floor,’ Lynella said. 
 
    ‘And Lynella can't work it, anyway,’ Angus added.  ‘Is this lot any use to us?’ 
 
    ‘I could have worked it if I'd wanted to.  I just didn't want to get stuck in there, running lights all day.  I haven't a clue about this lot though.’  She pointed at a small empty platform.  ‘What goes in the middle there?’   
 
    ‘That's where his box of tricks that he uses for his aura goes,’ Maria said.  ‘I think that the rest of it must be a machine for a monk to do what a mage does.’ 
 
    ‘You mean it builds up his power?’  Lynella asked. 
 
    ‘That's my guess.  It obviously does run the lights.  Look at the cables coming out of the bottom.  They must go out to the spheres.’  
 
    Lynella looked at the curious construction with the rings.  The more she looked at it, the more form it seemed to have.  Without thinking, she found herself sitting in the chair.   
 
    ‘What are you doing?’  Angus asked. 
 
    ‘I'm going to make the lights work.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you said that this was set up for a monk, not a mage?’  
 
    ‘Anything a monk can do; I can do better.’  She let her mind explore the device.  ‘Give me a minute or two, I'll have to let the light in here go out while I work on it.’  Each ring was perfectly positioned to give and take power with its neighbour.  She could put far more power into this than the simple set up in the Southern Castle. 
 
    At first, she just explored it.  She sensed the ring on its stand and the wires leading from it.  It was easy to follow the wires to lights all over the ship but, beneath it all, there was something unexpected.  In the bottom of the ship, there was one of the massive iron rings from the crucibles.  She explored it briefly.  It was nothing like as big as the ones by the road from the Southern Castle to the source, but it was still big.  Deciding that it was harmless, she started to put some power into the system.  At first, it was quite controlled.  The lights came on all over the ship, dimly at first but getting brighter.  Then she found herself being drawn into it.  One of the lights exploded. 
 
    ‘Back off!’  Angus shouted but she was too far into the machine to notice.  He started to reach out to her. 
 
    ‘Keep off her!’  Maria stopped him.  ‘Remember what happened at the bridge!’ 
 
    Lynella felt herself losing control.  It seemed so natural to let her whole mind flow in where it would be powerful and free.  She was slipping in and out of reality but, in one last moment of sanity, she saw a way out.  Driving all of the energy down into the huge ring beneath her, she was able to drain the whole system above it and escape.  Even this far from the source, the effect of it was sufficiently strong for the surge of energy in the base ring to cause the ship to lurch violently upwards, before dropping down and sending waves out across the lake and rocking violently.  The handcarts could be heard sliding around and crashing into everything that lay in their path. 
 
    ‘Is anybody hurt?’  Lynella asked at last, putting the light back on in the cabin to see the rest of the party looking shocked as they regained their balance.  Nobody could think of a reply.  ‘I had to do that to get out.  Help me to get these rings off the top so it won't happen again.’ 
 
    As they worked, Lynella found herself trying to make mental notes of the positions of the rings.  She felt as if a part of her was being taken away.  Adam saw this and threw the smaller ones into the lake.  Soon, they had steady lights throughout the ship.   
 
    The wind was starting to get up again.  It was catching the monk's cabin and blowing the ship along backwards.  They gathered back in with Lynella, feeling helpless.  Only Adam remained outside pacing up and down the deck.  ‘If we're going to get to the other end of the lake, we're going to have to sail it,’ he called in through the doorway.   
 
      
 
    The dawn revealed an ominous looking summer squall building up behind them to the southwest.  Ahead, the rocky slopes of the mountains came right down to the lake.  Even the tree cover was sparse among the debris and boulders which lined the shore.  With a substantial reach, the wind, when it came, was blowing up large waves which were breaking against the rocks.  The deck had been cleared, the handcarts thrown over the rail and the hatch lids closed and secured.  Angus and James were looking at the two jibs that they had raised.   
 
    ‘Pull them in harder!’  Adam shouted down.  He was standing on the deck above the monk's cabin, wrestling with the ship's wheel. 
 
     They braced themselves against the rail, and hauled on the rope with all of their considerable strength.  The blocks creaked in protest; the corner of the sail came in; the ship heeled slightly. 
 
    Angus ran back to Adam, ‘That's the first time I've put a sail up.  That should get us there, shouldn't it?’ 
 
    ‘No.’  
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    Adam gave no reply, but continued staring at the rocky shore with intense concentration.  Angus followed his gaze, looking at the features of the desolate landscape they were passing.   
 
    ‘We're still getting closer,’ he said. 
 
    ‘That's what I said,’ Adam replied.  Although the two jibs had turned the ship and Adam was holding it on a heading away from the shore, it was riding high in the water with its holds half empty and was being blown sideways towards the rocks faster than the two small sails could get it away. 
 
    ‘Raise it!’  Adam said, pointing at a sail on a boom swinging back and forth across the deck in front of him, with the lighting globes still swinging crazily beneath it.  Angus hesitated, he could see no other option.  Climbing up the mast, he started out along the boom.  Each time the ship rocked, he swung out over the water, only to be snatched back as the ropes came taut.  The lamps were held by a seemingly endless number of fine strings around the boom, with knots that had pulled too tight to unfasten.  He cut with his knife, letting the globes fall to smash on the deck or disappear without trace into the foaming waves. 
 
    The wind stiffened, the ship was gathering speed, moving almost parallel to the coast.  The far shore grew more distant and the waves, gathering power across the ever-increasing reach, made it corkscrew violently as they battered into it. 
 
    Angus held his knife to a rope that was wrapped around the boom, holding the sail down to it.  He looked up again.  Standing at the wheel Adam give an almost imperceptible nod and a puzzled shrug of the shoulders. 
 
    Seeing the rocks ever closer, Angus decided to risk it.  The rope was tight and parted with a snap, rapidly unravelling in both directions.  One corner of the sail came free and caught the wind which instantly snatched the rest out over the side.  Immediately finding that one of the things he was sitting on was fixed to the top of the sail, he leaned across just in time for it to be hurled out wildly away from him.  The next roll of the ship brought it back, the heavy wooden spar swinging straight at him. He jumped clear, skidding across the deck, landing in the pile of broken glass under the rail. 
 
    They couldn’t raise the sail until Adam turned the ship into the wind, drawing the mass of wet canvas off the rigging and leaving it flapping above their heads.  They were now lying dead in the water and being blown backwards towards the rocks.  Angus was bleeding badly, hauling on the ropes under Adam's impassive stare.  The noise of the waves breaking against the rocks grew louder, they struggled to work faster.  Finally, the massive sail was fully raised, Adam turned the ship.  They slowly gathered speed.   
 
    The rocks were so close they could see every detail of the deep cracks and razor-sharp outcrops between them.  Large sea birds were gathered, flying off in turn to pluck fish from the surf.  Angus looked up to see Adam staring ahead with fierce concentration.  Angus now saw it too, a patch of white water well out from the shore.  As he watched; one of the birds came down and, rather than taking a fish from it, landed. 
 
    ‘It’s a line of rocks out from the shore,’ Adam shouted.  ‘I can't get her round in time’ 
 
    Moving at enormous speed, driving a huge bow wave they bore down on the rocks.  Angus grabbed the rail.  Braced for the crash.  Suddenly the ship began to lift.  Not slowing.  Still powering forward.  Rising into the air.  Landing with the masts almost horizontal. 
 
    A wall of water flooded across the deck, breaking against the monk’s cabin, pouring out through the scuppers.  The masts swung back into the air.  Adam fought the helm round.  The rocks were behind them, deep water ahead.  
 
    ‘Where's Lynella?  She must have gone over!’  Angus shouted, leaping up to look at the water racing past. 
 
    ‘No, she did it!’  Maria cut in. 
 
    ‘Did what?’  Adam asked. 
 
    ‘Took us over the rocks;’ Maria continued.  ‘She saved us!’ 
 
    ‘That's why we heeled so much.’  Adam shouted.   ‘We were lifted up!’ 
 
    Angus ran into the monk's cabin.  Water was pouring out, taking carpets and cushions with it.  But the chair was fixed, still in position.  Lynella lay motionless in it with the jewel hanging lifeless on her forehead.  Running to her side, Maria reached out for her.  ‘She's breathing,’ she said.  ‘She must have put everything into the ring but she's still breathing.’   
 
      
 
    With the squall passing over, Angus confronted Adam, ‘When I cut that rope, that thing almost killed me.’ 
 
    ‘The gaff you mean.  Yes, it was very dangerous cutting it free while on the boom.’ 
 
    Angus went white with anger, ‘But you never warned me!’ 
 
    ‘The life of one man is not important,’ Adam replied calmly.  ‘We must get Lynella to the monastery.’ 
 
    Angus’s hand went to the hilt of his knife, but then he looked at Adam, expressionless, scanning the horizon, willing the ship to go faster, and he drew back. 
 
      
 
    Soon, the next squall was building up on the horizon.  ‘This one's going to be bigger.  Reef it in!’  Adam shouted.  With difficulty, Angus managed to find out from him that this would involve several of them climbing out along the boom again, to take the sail in to the level of a line of ties that could be seen hanging from it. 
 
    This time, the boom was even worse.  Climbing on top was no longer possible with the sail up; the only foothold was a single precarious rope rigged below it.  Adam watched as they climbed out into position.  With the sail full, there was no deck below them, only foaming water. 
 
    ‘Hold on well if we get a gust off the mountain!’ 
 
    The only person who could actually hear Adam's remark was Lynella, who was standing just outside the cabin, watching the three men struggle into position. 
 
    ‘What will happen if we do get a gust off the mountain?’ she asked, not wishing to know. 
 
    ‘The boom will go across to the other side,’ he replied calmly, ‘Very quickly,’ confirming Lynella's suspicion that Angus was better off not knowing.  She hurried forward to help Maria lower the sail for reefing. 
 
    The gust came faster than expected and, by the time Angus returned to the deck, he had been up to the waist in water several times as the ship heeled.  Looking up at the straining rig, Lynella saw the topsails neatly furled on their spars clear above the sail he had been working on.  She felt a strong respect for the men who had worked those sails on ships like this.  She realised that Adam was one of their number.   
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    The day brought many more squalls, driving them north at good speed.  Adam steered them up the centre of the lake; the water was clear blue and appeared to be deep.  Angus began to feel comfortable with the sure and powerful motion of the ship.  Lynella was, however, soon feeling intense pain as they moved under the orbit of the Atlanta.   
 
    By mid-afternoon, they saw a small group of houses on the western shore.  These were at the end of a road which led over the ridge behind them and on westward to the Eastern Kingdom and, ultimately, the source.  Just as they were passing this, Lynella felt as if her mind was about to explode as Atlanta’s orbit passed directly above them.  Something within her wanted to fight back.  The thought of Paul being associated with this alien intrusion was difficult to cope with.  She had the power to fight it and, as a mage, she felt drawn to do so. 
 
    During the afternoon, the wind steadied.  They released the reefs and set the main sail on the forward mast to maintain their speed.  Once again, Angus found himself climbing along a boom but this time he moved with greater confidence, taking time to remove the lighting spheres without breaking them.  He passed them down to Lynella who, seeing no other place to put them, arranged them in a pile by the rail and secured them with some ropes.   
 
    To the east, the barren rocks at the base of the mountain continued uninterrupted by any sign of habitation.  With the last of the daylight, they saw another settlement on the western shore.  This was a small town built around a harbour.  A cart full of the black ore could be seen moving slowly up the hillside, behind a pair of heavy horses away to the north-west. 
 
    ‘That must be Port Jerusalem,’ Angus said.  ‘It's where the ore gets unloaded for the monastery.’ 
 
    They watched and waited as the darkness grew.  Lynella went up onto the upper deck with Adam.  She stood beside him for a few moments and then asked, ‘Can I help with some lights?’ 
 
    ‘Not now, thank you, Lynella,’ he smiled.  She had never seen him smile before.  He was in his element on the ship.  ‘It would shine in my eyes,’ he explained. 
 
    ‘What about when we come close to the shore?’ 
 
    ‘Then I shall want to light the shore, not the ship, that's the trouble’ 
 
    ‘Not too much trouble,’ she replied and smiled back.  ‘Let me know when,’ and slipped away before Adam had a chance to reply. 
 
    The churning bow wave showed luminous in the faint starlight.  Behind them, the lights of Port Jerusalem were disappearing from sight.  In front was almost total blackness.  Standing virtually motionless at the helm, Adam was watching and listening.  Lynella stood leaning against the forward mast, facing towards him, holding a single sphere in her outstretched arms.  In the pool of light from its faint glow, they could see her long dishevelled hair and her tired eyes looking intently into it.  Gradually, they began to hear the sound of breaking waves from the East.  Adam asked for light and Lynella's sphere flew straight up high in the air and then, for a few seconds, burned so brightly that it illuminated the entire landscape.  They saw that the lake was getting narrower; both banks could be seen, to the east, the jagged rocks and to the west, the forest now came almost to the water's edge. 
 
    ‘How many times can you do that?’  Adam asked. 
 
    Lynella replied from the darkness, ‘I have four spheres here.  It was easy for me to do.’  Her face emerged out of the darkness in the light of the next sphere.  ‘I'm ready again now.’ 
 
    After some more tense waiting, Adam called for more light and for some of the sails to be lowered.  The lake narrowed, the waves became smaller and they realised that running aground would mean nothing more than waiting for first light and swimming to the shore.  They spread out along the rail to stare into the night in front of them and wait.  Hearing a faint noise well above her, Maria looked up to see a star briefly obscured as something passed in front of it.  She shouted.  Lynella sent a light up just in time to show them dense forest just yards away, reaching out, almost touching the mast.  Adam steered away but the far bank was now close, and the trees were blotting out even the dim light of the stars. 
 
    A few minutes later, Adam called for the last light.  It revealed a small bay to the west with a break in the forest and, standing on the bank, a massive black tower.  The forest had encroached towards it, and small trees and creepers were growing up around it but none of them came near to challenging its domination of the scene.  He steered straight towards it and the ship ran gently aground.   
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    Close inspection showed the tower to be made of metal, which had blackened with age.  If the mages who had crafted it had seen the state of their creation, they would have been appalled.  It seemed that every traveller, hunter, and outlaw in the land had tried to gain entry.  The only features on the smooth, black and immensely hard surface were the fine lines of joints which had been made with such precision that they were scarcely visible in the early morning sunlight filtering through the trees.  Each of these had been attacked leaving scars ranging from fine chisel marks to broad indentations.  The destruction was not limited to the easily accessible base; the damage could be seen extending up the full height of the tower, above the top of the tallest trees.  The rotting remains of ladders and trestles littered the ground below it. 
 
    Now it was Angus's turn to walk around it.  Looking at the joints, he saw that they formed a regular pattern, except for one location where they outlined a shape which could be a doorway.  This had not escaped the attention of his predecessors; virtually the entire surface of the area had been scraped, broken or abraded away.  He looked in vain for signs of a keyhole or handle until his hunger diverted him and he set out into the forest to look for food. 
 
    Sitting around the small cooking fire, finishing off his meal, he looked up at Adam who had, unusually, decided to join them. 
 
    ‘Can we get the ship away from here? If anybody is following us, leaving it here will show them exactly where to look.’ 
 
    Adam looked up and paused.   
 
    ‘It would be very good if we could,’ Lynella added. ‘They may have seen my lights, but they were only lit for a few seconds, so we may have escaped.’ 
 
    He finally replied, ‘Yes, that's the mouth of a river out there’ 
 
    ‘So, if we can get it out into the middle, the current will push it on downstream?’  Angus guessed. 
 
    Adam nodded.  ‘If we rig a line to the far bank with some pulleys on it, we should be able to pull her off.’ 
 
    ‘Even if it takes a few hours, it'll be worth it,’. 
 
    Now, Lynella found herself walking around the tower.  With her slight build, she could not contribute to the work in the river.  She was glad of this because she felt drawn towards it.  It was obviously from the age of the mages, and all of the relics had meaning for her.  As always, she felt an overpowering sense of sadness at the way the very power of the mages had contained the seeds of their own destruction.  Without thinking, she unlocked the door and went inside to look. 
 
    Inside was the dwelling of a family.  Abandoned in haste to die.  A purity of form that could never be repeated in the kingdoms.  Runes that flowed across the surface of gold, still glowing, untouched by time, accepting her without demanding.  Here were clues to what she was, clues to what she should never be.  Pictures showed the owners, standing proud of what they were, but with the sadness that showed they knew that they had gone too far.   
 
    She went up, from floor to floor.  Bedrooms, living rooms, kitchens, all domestic in their form but pure to their heritage in the detail.  Finally, at the top, a gallery bright with the light from the ports that had opened for her.  Now she could see the world the tower commanded.  Far below, she saw her friends moving the ship with their ropes and pulleys.  Small figures looking up in astonishment.   
 
    To the south west, the tower dominated a break in the ridge, separating the valley of the lake from the land beyond.  The plain extended to the horizon across the source.  She knew that the Abbot was waiting for her in the monastery under the hill. 
 
    In the exact opposite direction, a single mysterious line stood clear on the horizon, a massive object so large that it could not be missed but so distant and slender that no detail could be seen to show what it was. 
 
    Standing motionless as the spaceship passed over the landscape, she felt the pain, diminished as they had moved south, but still intrusive.  Finally, it was gone, but her sense of peace at its departure was short lived.  A pulse came from the south-west, soon followed by another.  More came, faltering at first as if learning their place, but growing to a steady confident rhythm.  This was a machine like the one on the sailing ship, calling out to draw her in.  She longed to call out and respond to it but knew that the minds inside it would hear her call and tell the Abbot where to send his dogs.  A few minutes later it was gone, but the message it sent was clear to those who could sense it.  This was far more power than was needed for light and comfort.  The Abbot was preparing to fight. 
 
    Sending the King Solomon on its way, Angus hurried back to the tower.  Having seen Lynella inside, the open door came as no surprise.  The room inside looked opulent but surprisingly ordinary.  Globes around the wall shed a pleasant light, illuminating a large central table covered with papers, pens, a few plates and even some toys.  Chairs were spread around it in disarray.  A decanter and glasses stood on a tray on a sideboard, bright stains showing that the contents had been left to evaporate out.  Several pairs of shoes lay in a pile to one side of the door.  The passage of several hundred years showed little effect inside this perfectly sealed environment. 
 
    There were, however, small features which stood out from the mundane.  Decorations carved into wood and etched into glass and metal showed the tell-tale form of runic symbols.  What seemed at first to be an area of metal inlaid around the perimeter of the table was, on closer inspection, a very thick gold ring which was totally covered in the runes.  These symbols pervaded every feature of the room, seeming to flow from one to the next. 
 
    The creators of it all looked down from the stylised portraits hanging on the panelled walls.  Each one was shown facing directly at the viewer, with a glowing jewel on their forehead as if the artist hoped that some measure of their living power could be immortalised in their image.  Angus crossed the room to the ornate curved staircase. 
 
    On the next floor, he found Lynella and Maria in a room surrounded by books.  Lynella looked so different from the girl she had been that morning that it seemed for a moment as if one of the ancient owners had returned to defend the tower.  She was sitting in a comfortable chair, looking at a book which was largely illuminated by the jewel on her forehead.  Her hair, which had been dirty and tangled in the morning, now shone where it was held back by the cord holding the jewel, and then flowed down over her shoulders.  Her torn clothes, which had become such a familiar sight, had been replaced with a long black dress with a high collar in the style seen in the portraits.  Maria was sitting in an upright chair at a small table covered in books.  She mumbled a welcome to him without taking her eyes off the text in front of her. 
 
    He walked across to see what they were reading.  Looking over her shoulder, he saw what Lynella had found.  On the page in front of her, a single rune was drawn, and, with it, what appeared to be an explanation of its meaning.  Noticing his curiosity, she turned the book away slightly to make it clear that he should not be privileged to see more than a glimpse of its contents.  Maria's book was a history of battles.  She had read about them since childhood, but this account was totally different from the graphically illustrated volumes which were kept in the castles.  This was a technical description of each manoeuvre, detailing the powers used and the effect they had, and was clearly intended for practical use. 
 
    The evening meal became an almost formal occasion at the grand table in the lower room.  All except Adam, who kept looking nervously at the door, had borrowed to some extent from the supplies of good clean clothing.  The table was cleared, and silver cutlery laid.  Fruit and game from the forest was served on porcelain plates decorated with gold patterns. 
 
    ‘We must decide how long to stay here,’ Angus finally said. 
 
    ‘I could stay here for months,’ Lynella replied, ‘but we've got to get moving and get Paul out.’ 
 
    ‘We could risk a few days if studying the books will help you a lot.’ 
 
    ‘No, there's no point.  They don't tell me about the machines.  The Abbot was testing his one this morning; I could feel it.’ 
 
    ‘Can't you find a book that tells you about them?’  James asked 
 
    ‘No, they weren't built when this tower was used.  Nobody needed them with powerful mages around.’   
 
    ‘They're a way for people with a little bit of power to do more with it,’ Maria added. 
 
    Lynella tried to explain some more, ‘In the time of the mages, all they had were the little things they use to make their defensive auras.  That thing on the King Solomon was a much bigger version of one of them and it meant that a monk with very little power could run the lights.’ 
 
    ‘What does the one in the monastery do?’  Angus asked. 
 
    ‘That does a lot more than run lights,’ Lynella replied.  ‘It felt as if it had enough power to fly ring-ships.’ 
 
    ‘How do you think it gets all that power?’ 
 
    ‘I am sure that there are lots of monks all feeding into it at the same time.’ 
 
    ‘So, it's even more powerful that you are?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she replied in a matter of fact way.  ‘I am sure that I am more powerful than it is.  I can lift bigger ring-ships than it can’ 
 
    Angus was surprised by this reply.  ‘Then, can't you fight it?’  
 
    ‘Yes, I could’ this reply was plain and factual as before but slightly distant.  ‘But remember that in straight mind contests between mages, they both died on every occasion.’  She paused.  ‘Some of the greatest mages were trapped by lesser ones as part of a power play.  Now this machine is trying to draw me in.’  
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    Setting off on the following day, Lynella had no trouble telling them which direction to go.  Every few hours, she would feel the pulses starting and ask Angus to call a halt while she concentrated.  Each time it was clearer, stronger, more demanding.  She felt that it was the only living thing that had ever penetrated the invisible barriers around her.  The power was developing and moving towards it made it ever harder to resist.  She yearned to call back, to open her mind to it, to become part of it.  The dogs were the key to her defence.  She concentrated on the thought that one small signal just might be able to tell them which way to go, and that would be the end. 
 
    They could tell that they were moving closer to the source, even without Lynella to tell them that the field was growing stronger.  After the first few days, they could see the difference all around.  Over the years, the monks had established a substantial area of terran vegetation almost on the same scale as those at the castles.  Around the edges of these areas, the species always mixed.  One moment they would be fighting through the featureless, thorny native trees, only to emerge into the shade of a magnificent oak.   
 
    When they finally emerged from the forest, there was a vast area of featureless rectangular fields.  There were no lanes, barns or crofts.  Maria looked across the whole area. 
 
    ‘Where do they all live?’  She asked.  ‘I always thought they had villages like in the kingdoms, but never let anybody see them.’  
 
    ‘They must all live under the hill, womenfolk, children, the lot,’ Lynella replied. 
 
    ‘That should make it easier to get in,’ Angus observed.  ‘Look over there at the herds of cattle.  They must keep the gate on this side open all night for the herders.’ 
 
    ‘What, just walk in and pretend we live there?’  Maria asked. 
 
    ‘No, I was assuming that we would have to do something about the guards,’ Angus replied.  ‘If we were going to try that one, it would be easier during the day.  I think that we ought to watch them for a day to see how many come out.  If it's more than a few hundred, we might get away with it.  The trouble would be that it would be difficult to take any weapons in, without being noticed.’ 
 
    They moved up to higher ground and had a clear view of all of the farmland and could just see the pathway leading into the hill at the far side.  They could not, however, find a vantage point from which they could see the gate itself.  This was not good enough for Adam, who went ahead as soon as darkness came, across the farmland to hide near the gate and watch it.  They watched him go, soon disappearing from sight as he followed the line of the hedgerows.  
 
     
 
    ‘Do you think that they might smell the smoke if we cooked them?’  Maria enquired; looking at the rabbits that had been caught in Adam’s snares. 
 
    ‘I think that we should risk it,’ Angus replied, ‘we haven't had a decent meal for days now.  It'll help us try to work out what to do.  I suppose he might still be out there and come back tonight.’ 
 
    The dawn had come and gone.  Over a hundred men were working in the fields below them but Adam had not returned.  They cooked the rabbits and ate them in silence.  As they finished, Lynella spoke to the group. 
 
    ‘I still have no idea what to do if we can get in.  It must go for miles in there.  I could find the machine in there, but even if I don't get drawn into it, I have no idea how to find Paul.  Perhaps I should go in alone?’ 
 
    ‘No, we've come this far and we're not going to let you down now,’ Maria replied.   
 
    Another day came and went, and there was still no sign of Adam. 
 
    ‘We'll give him one more day and then we go in anyway,’ Angus said.  ‘There obviously aren't enough of them to slip in during the day without being recognised, so we shall have to try at night.’ 
 
    Moving in the darkness they found it easy to follow the path towards the entrance.  Soon they heard people talking ahead of them.  They slipped into the undergrowth and let them pass before moving on.  Then, emerging from the gloom ahead of them they saw the entrance clearly outlined by lanterns at either side.  The big wooden doors were wide open.  There was no sign of a guard.  They hid again as a couple of herders walked by and just seemed to wander in without any challenge at all. 
 
    ‘Perhaps they don't have a guard,’ Maria suggested.  ‘After all, as far as I know, nobody has tried to get in for at least a hundred years.  Nobody in their right mind would want to.’ 
 
    ‘There's only one way to find out.’ Angus observed. ‘We’ll keep our swords hidden’. 
 
    ‘It looks too easy’.  Maria said.  ‘I am sure Adam would have been tempted, he may have gone in.’ 
 
    The door had no guard, and the corridors beyond were deserted.  The lantern that they took from the rack just inside, gave a good light and they moved forward in single file.              They saw a lighting sphere and it was a challenge for Lynella.  It was a beacon; its glow was only just visible, and it scarcely provided any illumination for the corridor and it called out to her to use her power.  She knew that she could make it as bright as she liked, and she longed to try, but she also knew that this might summon the dogs.  She concentrated on other things, anything to take her mind off it as she passed it, and wished, yet again, that she had taken more time to learn to use and control her magic.  The next sphere was easier and, as the corridor stretched endlessly into the hill, each one became easier still. 
 
    They were obviously passing along a main thoroughfare of the residential area for the community that supported the monastery.  It was wide with smooth, finely crafted stone walls containing numerous entrances to doorways and other corridors on each side.  There were two shallow parallel grooves in the floor which had been made by the passage of carts with metal rims on their wheels.   
 
    Finally, they came to an archway.  There were beautifully carved figures and even altars at either side, but still no guards.  Beyond it, the light from the spheres was brighter. 
 
    Angus looked at Lynella.  ‘This is it then.  I suppose we just go in and start looking.  He's bound to be in this part.’ 
 
    ‘What about the guards?’  Lynella asked 
 
    ‘What guards?  There don't seem to be any.’ 
 
    ‘They must have known we were coming.’ 
 
    ‘I don't know,’ Angus paused.  ‘Perhaps there are several factions and the one which took Adam prisoner doesn't set the guards.  Perhaps he never got here.  I know it seems pretty unlikely but what are the options?  If they are waiting for us, they won't give up waiting for months so there's no point in going back.  Anyway, if they are waiting, they'll know we're here by now.’ 
 
    They continued into the brighter light, carrying on in the same direction, until they came to a large cavern which was filled with the diffuse blue light.  As they moved, forward they saw the machine and stopped, spellbound by its size and complexity. 
 
    A single iron ring, the size of one of the ships in the crucibles, formed the base.  Above it, in a seemingly random pattern, were thousands of smaller rings, all held in place in a massive wooden structure.  Winding through the rings were cables which had wires wound tightly round them, throughout their length.  Around the outside of the base ring were the ornate wooden chairs. They could see that a few of these chairs were occupied by monks who were totally engrossed in the machine and never looked up.  The power going in was sufficient to make the machine hum gently and, at the top, they saw the cables extending out to feed energy to the lighting spheres. 
 
    It was clear that the machine was continually being extended; partially completed timberwork could be seen in several places and hoists with pulleys were being used to place more rings on it. 
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    The Abbot looked around with an air of calm authority.  He was standing at the front of a gallery, overlooking the machine in the hall below.  To one side of him, twenty armed monastery guards were drawn up in two ranks, standing to attention with military precision.  Their swords and chain mail reflected the dull glow from the lighting spheres in the corridor behind.  Stepping back, he turned to address the small group of senior monks who were standing in the corridor. 
 
    ‘Now you may see why we need armed guards.  For the first time since its founding, our monastery faces an armed incursion.’  He spoke with authority, but quietly to avoid being heard in the cavern above the gentle hum of the machine. 
 
    ‘Why did we let them get this far?’  Brother Andrew asked.  ‘Their presence desecrates the heart of our sanctuary.’ 
 
    ‘You are a wise man, and your contribution to our work and our faith has been enormous.  In our troubled world, however, sometimes we must make decisions based on the aspects of practical reality of which you have less experience.’ 
 
    Brother Andrew did not reply.  The Abbot was continuing: ‘The presence of armed men and the possibility of a disturbance in the servants' areas would have caused unnecessary alarm.  Such things could spread rumours out of all proportion to the threat that these people pose.’ 
 
    ‘What are you going to do with them?’ 
 
    ‘The Princess Lynella has power.  If she can be persuaded to work with us, her support could be critical as we defend this planet from this present menace and ultimately embark on our crusade.’ 
 
    Brother Andrew shook his head.  ‘She hates you.  Surely she will never work with you?’   
 
    ‘She has little control over her powers.  Let us see what she does in the face of her first real challenge.’  As the Abbot replied, he led the group to a dark corner of the gallery, from which they could observe the party below without being seen.  Turning to the senior guard as he passed, he said, ‘Take your men below and be ready to move on my command.’ 
 
    Below, Lynella turned to Angus, ‘To think that all the time he was being so sanctimonious about the compact at the High Council meeting, he was building this.’ 
 
    ‘Don't let's worry about that for now.  Let's find Paul first.  I imagine that he is being held near here.  We probably need another corridor leading from this hall.’ 
 
    They moved around the edge of the cavern, keeping in the shadows and looking for other doors.  They found one almost immediately, but it was locked and Lynella did not dare to use her power on the latch for fear of being detected.  As they moved on, they could see that, on the far side of the machine, there was a single chair that was set above and slightly back from the others.  The five steps that led up to it were wide and richly carpeted and the chair itself was beautifully carved with a tall back with golden statuettes of eagles at either side.  Lynella was drawn to it.  She longed to control the power that emanated from it.  She stopped to look at it.  It was unoccupied, and the lighting was very low, so she could easily get to it without being seen. 
 
    Finding several other doors which were also locked, they arrived back at the doorway where they had come in.   
 
    ‘We're going to have to force a door and do it quickly.  This must be a trap.  It's amazing that we haven't already been attacked.’ 
 
    ‘The one on the far side would be the best.’  Lynella suggested. ‘That must lead towards the central part of the monastery,’  
 
    They moved around and, while her companions tried, to cut at the wood with their knives, Lynella found herself slowly walking towards the chair. 
 
    Looking down from above, the Abbot smiled.  ‘There she goes.  If she goes willingly, she may cross a frontier into a world from which she cannot escape.’ 
 
    Below him, Angus suddenly saw what was happening.  Grabbing her arm, he stopped her, ‘Where are you going?  You can't do that.  It's too risky!’ 
 
    ‘It's the only way.  I think that I've known all along that I would have to.  All these weeks when it has been calling to me in and I have been fighting against being drawn into it, I've known that I would have to fight it at some stage.  If I can control the machine, we can get what we want.  If not, we might as well give up.  You can't open those doors without my power to help you.’ 
 
    ‘What happens if you get drawn into it?’ 
 
    ‘You stay with me and watch.  If I look as if I'm losing control or fainting or something, drag me away.  That will break the contact.’ 
 
    ‘But when I did that at the bridge it almost killed you.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it did.’  She replied, starting up the steps. ‘But do it.’  
 
     Ascending the steps, Lynella suddenly felt her dirty, tattered clothes and subconsciously tried to straighten them as best she could.  This was a throne from which a kingdom could be controlled, and she was the person to control it.  It was as if it had been built for her.  The Abbot watched from above and smiled. 
 
    Lynella felt secure and comfortable in the chair. Resting her hands and elbows on the arms, she closed her mind to the world around her and started gently probing the machine.  Each of the thousands of rings could develop its own field and be detected as a separate entity.  She let her mind go deep into the centre, to rings which had been hidden from sight for a generation, and then back to the outer surface to the newer structures.  Each individual ring, except for the old ship in the base, was small and had taken little power to create; the power of the whole came from the number of them.   
 
    Her mind wandered aimlessly through the complex pathways, exploring a dimension that had never before been open to her.  Eventually, remembering the urgency of her task, she started looking for patterns to understand the purpose.  Moving her mind around the outside, she found small regions of more powerful fields where the monks were sitting.  Studying one of these regions she found that it extended upwards and, looking more closely, she noticed that the cables which extended through the machine formed pathways for the energy to be channelled upwards and towards the centre.  
 
    Suddenly, the order and symmetry of the whole structure became apparent to her.  Each of the thousands of rings had a definite purpose.  The machine could channel the effort of many with little power and combine it to be stored in the massive ring below or fed out from the top.  She began to feel the pull of the rings near her; they were hers and were calling out to her to become part of the machine, more than just an observer. 
 
    Knowing that it was all part of trap made no difference to her.  This was just one more step that had to be taken in the hope that her power was strong enough.  There was no way of knowing what would be involved or how it could be done, but she was sure that if she fought for control of the machine and won, then she would be able to rescue Paul.  Slowly she let her mind take control of the rings in front of her. 
 
    Angus positioned himself so that he could see Lynella.  He set the two soldiers to work on the door behind them, slowly cutting away at the wood around the hinges.  It was made of oak and appeared to be exceptionally thick, but he could think of nothing else that could be done.  Maria and James were positioned against the wall, a short distance to either side of the door, watching for the attack that seemed inevitable.  After several minutes, however, nothing had happened.  Finally, one of the monks got up from his chair at the machine, and left the room giving no indication of being aware of anything other than his usual routine. 
 
    ‘She has started to move in.  We must attack now.  It will be easy to co-ordinate our movement; the surge of power will make the lights bright.’  The monk had moved quickly, once out of sight of the intruders and was now standing below the Abbot.  Turning towards the senior guard, the Abbot said, ‘It is essential that you take that man who is standing close to her, before he has a chance to break her contact.  Be ready to move in a few minutes.’ 
 
    Lynella was first to sense the attack.  Then the lights blazed.  The gentle hum of the machine rose to a roar which echoed around the cavern.  She was trapped; unable to escape to reality and break the link.   
 
    Angus ran towards the steps up to the chair.  The monastery guards rushed in and attacked.  He turned, drawing his sword, fighting back.   But he was being forced back, away from Lynella.  He joined the others around the door.  They turned, parrying every blow.  The guards fell back.  More came, running around the machine to join them.  Not moving forward, but closing the trap. 
 
    Lynella tried to focus her power, to escape.   But she was tired, focus never came. Every effort dissolved into the absorbing mass of the machine.  She felt desperate, betrayed by the other identities in the machine. She had been so close to them.  She picked the strongest and attacked.  Releasing a surge of power. Within seconds one of the monks lay dead in his chair, his six rings melted into a glowing pool on the floor of the chamber. 
 
    The other monks cut their contact. The lights went out.  The darkness was complete.  The noise from the machine stopped, total silence, followed by a scream. Angus's sword had made contact as he thrust it towards the place where he had last seen a monastery guard.  He charged towards Lynella's chair, swinging his sword wildly at the guards.  He couldn’t find the steps.  Men were running in all directions.  The Abbot's voice rang out, ‘Re-make contact’, and then after a pause, ‘We must have lights.’ 
 
    One monk tried to obey.  The enormous and chaotic power killed him in an instant. The whole section closest to him was destroyed.  The lights flashed. Spheres exploded, showering molten fragments. Angus saw the direction and ran towards the steps.  Feeling Lynella's hand, gripping the arm of the chair.  Hearing her deep, rasping breathing. He slapped her face to try and break the contact. Trying again and again, shouting at her in desperation.  Lights came on.  The guards had lanterns, moving close.  He grabbed her shoulders and shook her violently.  Lynella gasped and looked up at him, a frightening distant smile, no trace of recognition. 
 
    He shouted again, ‘Lynella, wake up!’  
 
    The reply came, ‘Go!’ 
 
    ‘You must come with me.’ 
 
    ‘Go, now.’  This time her voice was stronger and showed signs of anger. 
 
    ‘Break the contact.  You don't need the machine.’ 
 
    ‘I shall make you go.’ 
 
    An iron ring, as heavy as a man, flew out of the machine, close above his head.  As he ducked, it flew around the room and passed above where he had been moments before.  He was forced down the steps, the ring went lower.  Screams rang out as it hit people on other sides, tearing through flesh, never deflected from its path.  Then, it orbited the machine just above floor level, preventing any further contact with the girl, gathering speed.  With the speed came a howling noise. 
 
    The lanterns shone on the blur of motion.  The monks produced heavy keys to open doors.  The ring seemed to sense that its prey was escaping and spiralled outwards in pursuit, killing the slowest.  Angus saw the door open and rushed towards it, gathering Maria and James with him as he went.  They ran forward, trying to keep near the walls to avoid being recognised in the dim light. 
 
    The ring sparked as iron hit stone as it reached the outer wall. It moved upwards. The Abbot fled.  The heavy wooden gallery dissolved into a shower of splinters.  Spiralling on up to the roof it hovered momentarily above the centre of the machine and settled down towards the floor behind Lynella's chair.  Then, in one final burst of energy, it shot out of the door behind her, decimating the fleeing crowd, crashing through the outer doors of the monastery and flying out across the plain to the source. 
 
    Standing near the wall, Angus was covered in blood as the ring passed straight down the centre of the corridor.  Nobody showed any interest in him as he ran towards the light showing through the broken doors. 
 
    Chaotic surges of energy now swept through the power lines to all parts of the monastery.  Lighting globes flashed brightly before bursting, metal objects flew about, small rings flew down the corridors, leaving dead and injured behind them.  Panicking, everybody fled outside into the early dawn, carrying their casualties.  Angus was swept along.
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    Paul lay in his bed listening to the hum.  It had become part of his life in his cell with its bare rock walls.  It was almost like being on ship, but easier to live with.  On ship, when the fusion ring was firing, the high frequency noise of the drive penetrated to every part of the structure and every person in it.  It was alien and inhuman and almost everybody needed headache cures after a major manoeuvre.  This hum in the monastery was totally different.  It was human.  When he had finally persuaded the Abbot to let him see the machine, he had seen why.  His amazed reaction to it seemed to have been the final proof that he had nothing immediate to offer from his knowledge of technology.  After that, his life had been much easier.  His assumed future as a potential hostage was bleak but the present was quite comfortable. 
 
    The hum had become louder and the lights had come on brightly.  It was strange to think of this power coming from people.  It seemed cruel for them to have to sit there pouring it in, almost as if they were beasts of burden doing the work for others.  They never complained though; they all said that they enjoyed it.  Once they had been trained and learned how to stop it assuming control, it was almost like a special social occasion.  They could apparently communicate with each other through the machine in a way that let them share thoughts and concepts with total clarity.  It also helped them develop and control their strange defensive auras.  They seemed contented with their lot. 
 
    He looked around his cell.  He now had a small but comfortable bed and a desk and chair.  On the desk were the books which he had been able to borrow from the library.  They clearly found the comments that he made about them sufficiently interesting to make it worthwhile giving them to him.  His only difficulty was trying not to show how much he treasured them.  The stories of ancient mages, wars and dragons were so incredible that, just a few months ago, he would have dismissed them as fiction.  Seeing Lynella's magic, however, had convinced him of the truth of them and made every detail a challenge to fit into the puzzle of this planet. 
 
    He looked sleepily at his watch and realised something was wrong.  The lights had come on more brightly than ever, but it was still the middle of the night.  Next to his watch, the bracelet on his wrist was now a familiar sight.  Its ancient runes made an interesting contrast with the digital display.  He smiled as he remembered what he had read about marker bracelets.  He was wearing tokens which identified him as one of the senior followers of a powerful mage, and Lynella was the mage.  She certainly had a fine sense of humour; it was easy to see why the steward had gone grey trying to look after her.   
 
    At that moment, the lighting sphere went out completely.  This disoriented him.  It had never gone out before; it had become the one familiar object which was always there, night and day.  Several times he had piled up the furniture, but he could not reach it.  He could only stare at its glassy surface and try to understand how it worked, but each time he had given up, no wiser than before.  It just glowed.  He looked up, but the darkness was so intense, he could not even be sure he was looking in the right direction.  Then, as Lynella launched her second attack, it flashed, bright as the sun.  He turned his head away just as globe exploded.  Glowing shards of glass flew out.  He jumped up, shaking them out of his hair and throwing them off his blanket.  He dressed in the darkness and waited. 
 
    The sounds from outside grew louder.  He heard screams in the distance and then running and shouting.  He heard the crash as the ring burst out through the main doors.  More running, screaming, moving away. 
 
    Suddenly the bracelets on his wrists came to life.  At first, it was as if a wave of energy had passed through them on its way around the monastery.  It seemed to pause just for an instant before moving on.  Then it came back, pausing longer this time.  Next time it came back it stayed.  He felt the humming vibration of the machine in the bracelets.  They grew warm to the touch.  The books had said that they were a means for a mage to communicate some of their power to others.  Her knew Lynella was out there, somewhere, wanting him to move.  He knew about electromagnetism and he knew what the old books said.  He started to experiment.  He held his wrists out in front of him.  The air between them started to glow.  He used the light to move towards the cell door.   
 
    The door was made from a single sheet of dull grey metal with traces of rust on it.  He tried holding both bracelets against it.  At first nothing happened, but then he saw the same blue glow start to come from the metal near the mid-point between them.  Slowly it brightened, turning purple and then finally red.  The bracelets themselves started to get hot but just as he was about to snatch them away he saw the surface of the door melting where it was glowing red.  Ignoring the pain and slowly sliding his wrists across the surface he found that he could cut a slot and soon formed a circular hole large enough to reach through with his arm. Waiting for the metal to cool, he poured water from a jug over his scalded wrists, and then reached through and slid back the bolt and opened the door.   
 
     In the corridor, waves of power were surging around him.  The spheres above him flashed on and off, the hum in the bracelets pulsed as they passed by.  There was no sign of any guards, just the noise of people fleeing along the main corridor. 
 
    He had to find some way of telling Lynella that he had finished what he was doing and wanted to move.  He formed an image of her in combat with another power, a mortal battle between two great mages.  He had no comprehension of the actual battle that she was fighting against herself and the seduction of the machine, but his image gave him the patience that he needed to compete for a small part of her attention.   
 
    He slowly raised his hands, held them in front of him.  There was no light.  He touched them together.  There was a spark and a faint light returned.  He walked into the guardroom where several corridors met.  The devastation was appalling.  One of the guards lay dead, blood seeping out of a wound on the side of his head and there was more blood on the floor.  He was violently sick.  He sat on the chair and held his head in his hands. 
 
    The cause of it all was nowhere to be seen.  The dead guard had not even drawn his sword to defend himself.  Picturing all kinds of dragons stalking the empty tunnels looking for survivors, he retreated to his cell and held his hands well apart, extinguishing the light. 
 
    Suddenly the light between them flickered and then the light in the guardroom did the same.  Lynella obviously wanted him to go there.  Perhaps she didn't know about the dragons.  He waited.  Everything went quiet around him for a few seconds; he heard the last few stragglers moving in the main corridor as he waited for something to happen.  He felt a brief rush of air in front of him and sensed movement.  Cowering, he brought his hands up to defend himself.  The light came on and he saw a small ring, not much bigger than his bracelets, floating in the space in front of him. 
 
    As an offering, it looked small and insignificant, dull grey and motionless against dull grey walls.  As a weapon, its deadly effectiveness was given away.  Dried blood clung to its inner surfaces.  Again, he had to pause and consider what was being sent to him and how he should use it.  Lynella's powers were not unbounded.  While just holding it in stasis was an achievement, he doubted whether she could find out much about the environment around it.  She had presumably been able to send it to him because she knew his position from his marker bracelets.  If it was to go anywhere and do anything, he would have to learn how to use it.  Stepping forward, he saw runes covering the surface.  He guessed that this must mean that Lynella could identify its field in some way.  This was how she located it and moved it around.   
 
    Taking hold of it, he found that the field held it fixed in space.  Remembering the effect of touching his bracelets together he touched one of them against the ring.  Obediently it fell to the floor.  He picked it up and, apart from being warm to the touch; it felt like any other ordinary metal object.  Putting it down, he moved his wrists around.  The light between them was working but the ring did not move.  He tapped his bracelets together in frustration.  This was a powerful weapon; he had seen that it could kill but he had no idea how to use it.   
 
    It moved very slowly at first, just spontaneously lifting itself off the floor and circling round him.  Then it moved faster and faster, until it was a blur of motion.  When he moved, it moved with him.  To check that he could do it, he touched his bracelets together once and it stopped.  Three more times and it started again; three more and the orbit grew larger.  At last, he had a weapon to fight with and he moved out along the corridor to escape. 
 
    Setting out along the centre of the deserted passageway, he moved confidently with the ring in a wide orbit around him.  The light from the bracelets revealed more scenes of random killing and destruction.  Noises in the distance made him believe that other rings were still at work in other parts of the monastery.  He hoped that they were being controlled to keep away.  There was no defence against them. 
 
    Rounding a bend in the corridor, he saw movement.  He crouched instinctively towards the wall, forgetting the protective ring.  Metal hit stone, the energy in it was dissipated in a massive spark which arced back to the bracelets, leaving him staggering back in pain.  When he tried to start the ring moving again, its movement was hesitant, less controlled than before.  He guessed that Lynella had suffered more than he had when he had misused the power she gave him. 
 
    He moved forward with caution, following the wall in darkness, the ring in his hand.  He saw a lantern ahead.  A small group of people loading an injured man onto a stretcher.  He heard the sound of running feet and an armed man with a blazing torch arrived shouting, ‘Get back!’ 
 
    ‘What from...   Where?’ 
 
    ‘Get back from under the power lines!’ 
 
    He grabbed one of them and threw him back towards the wall. 
 
    ‘What power lines?’ 
 
    ‘The things up there that go to the lights.’ 
 
    The group started to move. 
 
    ‘The rings are flying under them.  Keep away from underneath them and move out’ 
 
    He ran on towards Paul to spread his message.  As he passed, he shouted, ‘Get moving.  Outside.’  
 
    Paul started to obey but, at that instant, one of the rings came along the corridor.  As it approached, the whistling noise it made suddenly stopped and it paused in mid-air just in front of them.  The soldier grabbed at it.  It would not move. 
 
    ‘Come on.  Help me!’ 
 
    Paul pretended to help as best he could as the guard tried to take the ring.  He wanted to tell him that it was only one of thousands in the machine that could probably be used if needed but knew that his accent would betray him.  After struggling for a few moments, the guard looked up. 
 
    ‘Hey you're...’ 
 
    Before he had a chance to finish his sentence, Paul ran.  As he ran, he tapped his bracelets together.  He heard the guard running after him and then a cry of pain.  He turned.  The ring had followed him and was in stasis again, but now it had fresh blood on it.  The guard had been in its path and now lay on his back, dead.  His chest had been torn open by the ring as it passed straight through his body.   
 
    He hoped that the group with the injured man had not seen what had happened.  He moved towards them.  They scarcely looked up as he passed by.  Soon he reached the main corridor.  Pausing at the entrance, he saw the lights flash on for a few seconds before a ring flew past.  There were only a few people to be seen and they were well clear of the track under the power line.  Looking towards the centre of the monastery he saw little activity, just small groups gathering up the last of the injured to carry them out.  No noises could be heard from the main hall.  Looking in the other direction, he saw monks who appeared to be co-ordinating the evacuation.  As he watched, he saw that small groups were being despatched to search every room.  Nobody was fleeing in panic anymore; this was an organised total evacuation.  The Abbot clearly wanted everybody out before he counter-attacked.  Paul wanted to try to tell Lynella what was happening, but he knew he could never reach her and, as he waited, he felt a strong pull on his bracelets towards the entrance.  She obviously wanted him out and had given him the means to get there. 
 
    The lighting spheres had gone out again, the only illumination came from the lanterns.  The width of the corridor was just visible from where he was, and he could see points of light extending into the distance.   
 
    The first that the monks ahead of him knew of his approach was the whistling sound of the ring.   
 
    ‘Defend!’  Those with auras knew exactly what to do on this command and moved forward to protect the others.   
 
    ‘At last one comes slowly enough for us to be prepared.’  The reply sounded confident. 
 
    ‘It's the prisoner!  He must not get through!’  On this command, some monks moved out towards the centre of the corridor. 
 
    The encounter was inconclusive.  The ring could not penetrate the auras, but they could, equally, not move into its path.  The monks all pushed forward, and Paul found himself retreating slowly.  The ring was pushed back and held him in the centre of its orbit. He had no method for controlling it, other than stopping it completely.  The guards had swords.  They could not reach him, but he thought they could throw them.  But they seemed only to follow actions that they had been trained in.  The whole group moved slowly along the corridor. 
 
    Suddenly he felt a large metal object in his back.  He turned in fright to see a ring about four feet across, with six smaller rings resting on it, evenly spaced around it.  He was just able to let it past, without having his own ring touch the wall.  Falling back slightly as it approached, the monks watched as it stopped in the gap between them and Paul.  The first small ring lifted off and started to orbit, spiralling out from the carrier, gaining speed as it went.  It was followed by a second and soon they were both filling the width of the corridor and moving too fast to be seen.  The monks tried pushing at them with their auras, but the central ring was held firmly in place.  Paul stopped the motion of his own ring. 
 
    The new rings were powerful, but the entire system was all at a single level and two of the guards started to duck under it.  The next two rings anticipated this and moved slightly upwards, before moving into elliptical orbits which took them close to the floor and ceiling, as well as the walls on either side.  The two guards found their path blocked and started to move towards the remaining gaps at the edges near the floor.  The sophisticated symmetry of the completed pattern made Paul stand in awe of the intelligence which controlled it. The final two rings flew in figure of eight orbits, threading through the carrier and completing the barrier.  Looking back helplessly to their commanders, the two guards could move no further.  They realised too late what was going to happen.  With a surge of energy that made the lights pulse, the entire pattern started to rotate, gathering speed.  The two guards had no time to move, cry out, or, Paul hoped, feel pain.   
 
    Even the all-pervading death that he had seen since escaping from his cell had not begun to prepare him for this.  He stared in disbelief at the floor where they had been.  There was simply nothing there.  A few pathetic fragments, spread across the floor and even clinging to the walls were all that remained of the two lives that had existed a few moments before.  His senses were overpowered, he felt his body swaying.  He could see that even the monks who were used to the brutality of the planet were not prepared for this.  Their masks of self-confidence evaporated as they looked in horror at the appalling beauty of the monster they faced.  When the lights blazed on with the next power surge, Paul saw the terror in their eyes as they struggled to maintain their auras. 
 
    The larger ring shot forward with a power far greater than anything they could withstand.  The auras imploded with a flash of blue light and Paul found himself alone.  He watched as the small rings, having killed their enemies, landed back on the carrier, and it returned to Lynella.  He wondered if she realised what she had done.  Walking forward and gasping for breath as he choked on the sights and smells that he encountered, he tried to fix in his mind an image of the playful girl in the Southern Castle.    
 
    Approaching the outer door, he saw a group of injured men and women who were struggling with another stretcher.  None of them recognised him and, by helping them, he was able to pass unnoticed out of the entrance cave into the daylight.  As they emerged, fresh stretcher-bearers took over and led them out of the trees at the base of the hill. 
 
    The scene in front of him showed the strength of the organisation of the monastery.  Across the open ground around the crucible and up to the edge of the source, ordered groups were forming.  The injured were being directed towards a makeshift treatment centre on the western side.  Paul followed his small group, waiting for the moment when he would be required to speak, and his accent would give him away. 
 
    As the injured were taken away, he found himself standing alone, wondering what to do next. 
 
    ‘Are you all right?’  The kindly enquiry came from an elderly lady who was approaching him with a worried expression. 
 
    He just looked at her. 
 
    ‘Don't worry.  We all feel like that.  Why don't you sit down over here?’ 
 
    She led him in silence to one side and, having cleared the space, turned her attention to the next group of wounded who were approaching.  Seeing his chance, Paul slipped away.  Moving purposefully through the crowds, nobody challenged him until he was close to the edge of the source.  He was spotted, but far too late.  He was easily able to cross the line of marker stones and his pursuers stood helplessly, bound by the compact, as he ran along the path Lynella had created for him with the ring that had burst out of the monastery, leading directly towards the landing field. 
 
    From his vantage point on the side of the hill, the Abbot saw his escape, cursed, and resolved to teach his guards to limit their observation of the compact when it interfered with their duty.  From his vantage point further up the hill, Angus also saw his escape and resolved to be there to help him when he returned, as he surely would. 
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    The pile driver lay on its side in the precise centre of the compound.  The wire rope fixed to the end of it stretched up into the darkness to where the lights of the shuttle could be seen, and the dull roar of its engines heard.  The two fitters on either side were fixing the filler caps to the tanks of diesel fuel and oil which would be sufficient to drive piles for the next twelve hours.  Standing back, they each gave the all clear to the officer who spoke into his communicator, ‘Shuttle 15, you are clear to lift’ 
 
    ‘Lifting now.  Back with the last one in fifteen minutes,’ came the clear reply as the rope pulled tight and the pile driver swung away across the site. 
 
    Below him, the pilot could see the twenty sets of floodlights around each of the piling gantries.  Ten were stretched out in a long arc around the edge of the landing field, placing piles to support the torus.  His destination, however, was one of the gantries grouped in the large excavation in the centre where the hub would land.  As he approached it, the piling ganger reached out and caught the nylon rope hanging below the driver, to guide it onto the pile but the pilot's skill was such that it dropped neatly into place with little help.  The ganger unhooked the lifting rope and signalled to the shuttle, which moved on to the next rig.  The piling gang opened the fuel and oil valves and connected the piston to the winch at the top of the gantry.  Raising the piston to the top of its stroke, they let it fall.  On cold days it sometimes took several attempts to get the driver to fire but this was a warm night and it went first time.  Each of the twenty machines fired every three seconds, creating a strange rolling rhythm which echoed out across the forest. 
 
    Having delivered the last driver for fuelling, the pilot flew north to collect some tree trunks for machining down into piles.  The season had been changing and the cloud cover which had been almost continual since their arrival on the planet was less frequent now.  Quite often, he was sure that he could see lights far away from the site, but he was under strict orders never to fly over to them.  Their job was to mine the minerals and get out. 
 
    He arrived at the area that was being cleared for the mine.  Since the earthmoving for the landing field had been completed, all of the plant was working at clearing the overburden.  He could see lines of headlights moving out towards the spoil heaps.  Ahead of the earthmoving, the forest was being cut.  
 
    ‘This is shuttle 15 come to collect some timber.’  His call on the radio was answered with a flashing signal light which guided him towards one of the logging gangs who had cut a trunk which was large and straight enough and had chains already looped around it for the lift.   
 
    A few minutes later, with the trunk securely suspended below the shuttle, his routine was interrupted by a radio message; ‘This is Atlanta calling on all channels.  There is a significant magnetic disturbance from north of the landing field.  Stand by for emergency evacuation if seismic activity occurs.’ 
 
    He could see no sign of any disturbance affecting the lights below him but, following set emergency procedures, he flew clear of the worksite and dropped the tree trunk.  Turning the shuttle, he then flew to a holding position above the mine compound.  He could see headlights converging from all directions below him as he called to the duty officer on planet, ‘This is shuttle 15 on station above the mine.’ 
 
    Looking north, he was sure that he could see even more lights than normal, way beyond the areas where ship personnel were permitted to go, but this could not be discussed on the radio.  He heard more and more shuttles report in with their position as they stood by to evacuate but he could still see no sign of any difficulty below him. 
 
    Looking up again, he saw a dark red glowing streak appear across the forest.  It flashed in from due north and seemed to embed itself in one of the spoil heaps surrounding the mine, sending a small shower of earth into the air. 
 
    ‘This is Atlanta.  Magnetic activity is decreasing.  We shall be over your horizon and unable to check the field for the next forty minutes.  Remain on evacuation alert for this period.’  
 
    With nothing to do, he watched as the number of lights in the distance slowly increased, until they were obscured by the dawn. 
 
      
 
    Standing in Captain Turner's office at noon that day, he gave a full account of what he had seen.  As he had expected, the officers were very interested but gave him strict orders not to discuss the matter with anyone else. 
 
    Two hours later, the Captain was standing in front of an area of recently disturbed earth on the side of the mine spoil heap.  He was watching an excavator digging into it.  It was not working very efficiently because a member of the ship’s crew was driving it, but it did not have to dig very far. 
 
    The driver swivelled the machine to face him and signalled to him to have a look in the hole.  He ran forward to look and saw the surface of a smooth metal object.  Backing away, he told the driver to dig around it and soon watched it being dragged clear.  Checking it with a Geiger counter, he found no trace of radioactivity. 
 
    ‘Let’s clean it up a bit and have a look.’ 
 
    The few chosen crew members he had brought with him moved quickly on his command and cleared the remaining earth from it.  The ring could now be seen to be perfectly formed and undamaged.  It measured at least six feet across and he guessed it would weigh several tons. 
 
    ‘Cutting that path through the forest didn't even damage the surface.’ 
 
    The officer's remark led to the obvious conclusion.  The Captain stated it, ‘If this spoil heap hadn't been here, it would have reached the landing field.’ 
 
    ‘And carved a hole through everything in the way,’ the officer added. 
 
    Looking closely, they found runes in the surface of the ring, which just confirmed their conclusion that it was artificial. 
 
    ‘We're going to take it back on the shuttle,’ the Captain ordered.  ‘I want it put behind my office and securely covered. I don't want the Director using my ship to start a bloody war about this.’ 
 
    The loading operation was almost complete when the sentries heard movement in the forest.  Looking down the path formed by the ring, they saw Paul.  His clothes were torn, and he looked pale, but he seemed to be fit, and he called out to them when they saw him. 
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    Captain Turner welcomed him into the office, ‘Come in Paul.  I'm sorry you had to wait so long but I think that we have a lot to discuss and I wanted a chance to hear it all without being interrupted.’ 
 
    If shipshape meant anything, the site office was shipshape.  When it had been Paul's office, the walls had been off white and spattered with mud from where he had shaken his boots off.  They were now clean and newly painted in brilliant white.  An outer office had been built and nothing as dirty as muddy boots ever penetrated this inner sanctum to offend the owner of the spotless carpet.  The rhythm of the pile drivers was the only reminder of the world outside. 
 
      The room was dominated by a magnificent mahogany desk with an equally imposing chair behind it, finished in leather and more mahogany.  Paul was surprised to see that the ship's Captain was not, however, using it.  He was sitting in one of two comfortable chairs arranged around a low table in front of the desk.  In keeping with the shipshape office, this had a bottle of brandy and two gleaming glasses on it.  The Captain gestured for him to sit in the other chair and poured him a large measure. 
 
    Paul had appreciated the clear afternoon to wash, change, eat and gather his thoughts before this interview.  Their brief ride back in the shuttle had been, by mutual consent, silent.  He raised his glass and sipped a first taste from it but offered no verbal reply.  The Captain continued, ‘I just checked the records, I see that you were away for three days in week 30 and then went off again in week 32.  That was 16 weeks ago.’  
 
    Paul finally spoke, ‘I can explain it.  I was only trying to protect the ship.  Does the Director know?’ 
 
    ‘He knows you were gone but he doesn't know you're back.  As you can see, I've got my own men down here now.’ 
 
    ‘So, I see.’ 
 
    Paul had not returned the glass to the table; he was slowly rotating it in his fingers and the gleam was being replaced with fingerprints.  His hands were sweating.  They both knew that if the Director found him, he would be imprisoned on the ship and his chances of surviving the return journey would be slim.  He asked the obvious question, ‘Will you protect me?’ 
 
    ‘I will if I can.  I could probably hide you on the ship but there's no way for you to get a share when we get back.’ 
 
    ‘No, I don't want to go back.’ 
 
    ‘You what?  Come on.  All alone?’ 
 
    ‘You're not going to believe this but there are people out there.’ 
 
    This remark stopped the conversation dead.  The Captain knocked his drink back in one, poured himself another and placed the glass carefully on the table.  Paul began to tell him the whole story of what he had seen in the Southern Kingdom and later in the monastery.  The Captain frequently stopped him to question the detail.  He found himself able to answer all the technical points but totally unable to explain how humans had arrived on the planet at a time when the earth was navigated with sailing ships. 
 
    The bottle was less than half full when the steward came in to serve dinner.  The Captain changed the subject while he was in the room. 
 
    ‘That design you did for the pile drivers was really ugly, but they've done a hell of a job.’ 
 
    ‘How are you doing on the programme?’ 
 
    ‘Just about on target. When we first got here, we were horrified by what was being done but when we looked into it in detail, we found it was all like the design for the pile drivers.’ 
 
    Paul looked puzzled, ‘Very cryptic, George, but what do you mean by that?’ 
 
    ‘It was a mess, but I think you would have completed it more or less on time.’ 
 
    ‘You mean it wasn't beautiful, but it worked?’ 
 
    ‘Couldn't have put it better myself.’ 
 
    Paul felt quietly satisfied and proud of what he had done. 
 
    The Captain grinned and continued, ‘In fact that could well be the story of your life.’ 
 
    The steward laughed as he left the room and closed the door behind him. 
 
    ‘Not any more,’ Paul replied. 
 
    The Captain looked puzzled, ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I want help to rescue Lynella.  I'm sure she's still in there.’ 
 
     ‘You really expect me to risk everything, so you can chase after the girl?’ 
 
    ‘Look, George, seriously, I am sure that she risked her life to get me out.’ 
 
    George did not look convinced. 
 
    ‘And if we don't do something either she or the Abbot could attack Atlanta.’ 
 
    ‘OK, I'll think about it.  You just lie low while I try to sort things out.’ 
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    Sensing Paul's escape, Lynella knew that the time had eventually come when she must face the real challenge.  At one level, it was very simple; the machine must be destroyed.  It was a threat to the kingdoms and a threat to Paul's ship.  She was exhausted but if she worked carefully, she could cause damage that would take at least a generation to repair.  The Abbot had tried to trap her, but she had broken through and now had complete control. 
 
    Looking, analysing and understanding were all part of the necessary preparation.  The correct key rings must be selected for destruction.  Drifting through the pathways, she slowly explored every detail.  She must know it before she could kill it.  Letting her mind move down, she saw the single massive iron ring in the base of the machine that was used to store energy until it was needed.  Moving up to the level at which she was sitting, she looked carefully at each of the nodes in front of the other chairs.  Two of these were destroyed with the monks who occupied them dead, presumably still slumped in the chairs behind them.  Each of the others was slightly different to match the personality that worked with it.  In places, she could detect elements of ruined former nodes which had been built over but still showed traces of the many minds which had been subjugated in the creation of what she must now destroy entirely. 
 
    She moved further up still, to the base of the power cables and out to every part of the monastery.  With little effort, rings could be moved along the corridors but with no other life present there was little point in this, so she returned to the centre. 
 
    Time lost all meaning as she went back along every pathway.  There could be no harm in spending a few minutes looking.  This was, after all, what had drawn her in from the far side of the Kingdoms. 
 
    Suddenly, an alien energy interrupted her solitude.  The familiar feeling of the ship manoeuvring as it passed over the source was amplified by her heightened senses in the machine and now, with all else silent, dominated.  As the only living mage, her authority should be respected, not interrupted.  The ship was gone now but it would be back within the hour and she would be ready.  The time passed slowly but, now she felt she had a purpose, she was content with her task of preparing.  When the Atlanta was next over the source, she was ready to respond.  The next pulse from Atlanta's fusion ring was met with a massive surge from the planet which totally reversed the planned orbital correction.  A further attempted correction, a few seconds later, achieved little except to signal to Lynella that she was not un-noticed. 
 
    Lynella now rose to the challenge.  Nagging doubts about the real nature of the trap set by the Abbot were swept aside.  This was just to be her demonstration of power, a brief gesture of freedom before an inevitable period of captivity by the Abbot when she had destroyed the machine.  In the next orbit, the ship's pulse was stronger but, with increased confidence and pride, Lynella’s reply was also stronger.  She decided to play again and next time she reversed the pulse from the machine causing a substantial over-correction by the ship. 
 
    The technician on Atlanta looked at the figures and called the duty officer on the intercom, ‘Sorry about this, sir.  I can't get it right today’ 
 
    ‘What's the problem?’ 
 
    ‘I know it sounds stupid, but the planet seems to be fighting back.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps the field is just turbulent, today.  We're only five seconds out.  We could leave it for a few hours.’ 
 
    ‘With your permission, sir, I suggest we miss one and then continue with small pulses just to try to find out what's going on down there.’ 
 
    ‘OK.  Keep me informed.’  
 
    The officer started drafting a report for the Captain.  In just nine weeks’ time, they were scheduled to land.  All variations in the field strength were of critical interest. 
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    The numbers on the ship were so large that a few deaths had been inevitable during the months of their journey.  When this occurred, the email account was removed immediately.  His was still there – at least somebody thought he was still alive. 
 
    Skimming through some of the mail confirmed what he had been told about the landing.  Everything was going ahead.  Thousands of details concerning the landing field and modifications to the ship had been attended to.  Some fluctuations in the field from the planet had been noted with concern but, following an age-old tradition, the committee had called for more information and done nothing.  Requests to send men out from the landing site to find out more had been rejected by the Mission Director himself as being economically unjustifiable. 
 
    He was shocked when he found out about the launch of the data bullet.  Much of the technical information was unintelligible to him.  He was a construction Engineer, not a flight Engineer.  He only received the documents for information because of his involvement in the landing.  As he read, however, two conclusions were apparent.  The first was that the ship had only survived the incident by pure luck.  The second was that some of the repairs were not possible until it landed.  They were committed to landing; faster-than-light travel for the journey home would not be possible until the repairs were completed.  
 
    The most recent document was about the new, and far stronger, pulses from the planet.  For a technical report, it was very strongly worded.  Phrases such as ‘unjustifiable risk to the ship’ and ‘must be eliminated at all cost’ should not have been there.  The writer was clearly scared.  His report was highly unprofessional.  It did, however, guarantee Paul a job for the immediate future. 
 
    As expected, he soon received a message from the Captain asking him to prepare a written report on everything he knew about the pulses and bring it to a meeting the following day.  Since he was suspended without pay, he felt a momentary resentment at being asked to work.  This was, however, soon forgotten as he set to work and felt he was part of the team again.  He wrote in great detail about everything he knew but had to conclude that he did not know what had caused the pulses.  He could not see why Lynella would have done it, and he was sure that she would have destroyed the machine, so the Abbot could not have done it either. 
 
    Two young officers were present at the meeting.  He knew them by sight; everybody knew them by sight.  They were almost a head and shoulders taller than the rest of the crew and powerful with it.  Smith was normally to be seen weight training in the gym.  Gardiner was equally fit and was in the medical team.  They had read the report and moved directly to planning an attack. 
 
    ‘You must have some idea what caused it,’ The Captain said.  He was looking intently at Paul as if he might be able to read more from his expression than he could hear from his reply. 
 
    ‘I suppose she must have done it; given she was in complete control just a few hours before.’ 
 
    ‘What was this control?’  One of the junior officers asked, sounding unconvinced.  ‘We found those bits rather hard to follow, magic and all that.’ 
 
    ‘I have just reported what I saw,’ Paul replied. 
 
    ‘You don't think it was some sort of battle for control of the machine?’  The Captain asked, showing himself prepared to take the information at face value. 
 
    ‘No, the Abbot and his men were all camped outside, trying to work out what had happened.’  
 
    ‘So why did she do it?’ 
 
    Paul smiled at him hopelessly.  ‘Don't ask me.  I suppose I think I know her quite well but remember that I only ever spent a couple of days with her.’ 
 
     At this point Gardiner decided that Paul's story was no longer credible.  ‘You say she has magical powers.  You ask us to believe it?’  His tone was condescending, so Paul slowly and deliberately held out one of his wrists.   
 
    The Captain had not seen the marker bracelets before.  Paul had not told him about them but had mentioned them in the report.  A few dry printed sentences had not, however, prepared the Captain for what he saw.  In the cold, bright, environment of the office, it stood out as defiant beacons of another culture.  The mysterious flow of the runes seemed to ripple slightly as he looked at it.  One of the young officers moved to touch it.  Paul nodded his assent and the man slowly turned it around.  There was no sign of the joints which had been closed when the rings were formed.  They were far too small to have ever passed over his hands.  As if this was not enough to convince the officer, he was sure that he could feel energy in it.  It might have been the feel of the perfect runes on the shining surface, but it sent a shiver through him and he jumped back. 
 
    ‘What's wrong?’  Paul asked, trying to resist the temptation to mimic the man's earlier condescension. 
 
    ‘OK, I'll believe you now’ 
 
    ‘Come to think of it, I might be able to do better,’ Paul said, starting to enjoy himself.  ‘The books said that when a lot of power passes through marker bracelets sometimes,’ his voice trailed off...  ‘I think I know how to do it if it will.’ 
 
    He held both his wrists out.  A dull blue glow hung between them.  By its light, Paul saw three shocked faces trying to come to terms with a new reality.  The discussion began to move forward on a very practical level.  Arrangements were made to use the ship's workshops to manufacture ceramic bullets.  These could be made with fibre reinforced composites and would be unaffected by the magnetic fields in the monks' auras. 
 
    ‘What am I going to tell them?’  Smith asked. 
 
    ‘Just tell them the Captain wants them,’ Paul replied, and the Captain nodded to confirm it. 
 
    Finally, Paul brought the discussion around to his status. 
 
    ‘We agreed that I would probably be locked up if the Director found me,’ he said.  ‘I need to know where I stand, and I think that these men should know as well if they are going to work with me.’ 
 
    The Captain replied, speaking slowly and deliberately, ‘I am not Director of this mission but as Captain I still have considerable power.  I can promise you this.  If or when we manage to complete this mission, I shall use all of that power to ensure that you return as a free man with your proper share of the bonus.  We all know that you ignored the Director's strict orders when you left the landing field.  I now accept, however, that you did it to help the ship and we are better off because you did.’  He looked around before continuing, ‘I am now ordering these two officers to accept your leadership.’ 
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    The Abbot's final strategy of retreating and waiting had paid off.  For some hours, cautious attempts to re-enter the monastery had been met with more flying rings.  Their movement had, however, become progressively more erratic and finally ceased.  The monks and their servants had moved back in and taken Lynella's unconscious body from the chair to where it now lay, in a small cell. 
 
    Awakening in severe pain, she opened her eyes and saw a lighting globe above her.  It was glowing dimly and illuminating the rough walls carved from the rock.  Realising the extent of her failure and, wanting to destroy the only thing she could, she tried to focus her power on the globe.  The effect was quite unlike anything she had felt before.  The power seemed to reflect back onto her and made her feel as if an overwhelming force was stopping her.  At the same time, she felt burning pain on her forehead.  Reaching up to remove the source of the pain, she felt a metal band around her head.  When she tried to pull it off, she found that it was secured by a network of fine metal chains which encompassed her head and held it in position.  Running her fingers around the circlet, she felt runes on it.  For the first time since her childhood, she found that even the simplest uses of her power were now impossible.  Thinking back, she realised that she had actually seen a device before like the one that was on her head.  It was displayed in the hall of the castle where she lived and had been used on a mage who had been captured in one of the great battles for the source.  It had remained on his head to the end of his life and beyond.  His skull was still inside it. 
 
    The door opened, and the Abbot entered with two other men.  Lynella was pleased to see that both of the other men wore bandages.  The Abbot was not, however, visibly injured.  He asked her, ‘Can you hear me?’ 
 
    She nodded her head painfully.  The band felt enormously heavy. 
 
    ‘You have killed more than twenty people, injured over a hundred and caused substantial damage to this monastery.  If you were not a Princess from a royal house, you would be executed for it.’ 
 
    Lynella made no reply.  The comment did, however, give her some hope that Angus had escaped.  If he had been captured, the Abbot would have been certain that her family would not find out whatever he did.  The Abbot continued, ‘You will be tried before the monastery Council who will establish the full details of what you did.  I must, however, have immediate answers to some questions.  I need to know how you attacked the ship.’ 
 
    This achieved an immediate response.  ‘I never attacked the ship.’ 
 
    ‘You did, and I want to know how.’ 
 
    ‘Why would I attack the ship?’ 
 
    ‘I don't know.  I assume you had an argument with Mr Evans.’ 
 
    ‘I never saw him.’  She stopped to think.  She shouldn't be giving information away.  She decided to meet a question with a question and added, ‘Why not ask him?’ 
 
    The Abbot replied, ‘We have a number of unidentified dead who were badly mutilated by your rings.  He will be one of them.’  He had intended to shock Lynella but saw no reaction.  She knew that Paul had gone through the outer door and took this reply as a good indication that he had escaped.  The Abbot repeated his question, ‘Why did you attack the ship?’ 
 
    In truth Lynella didn't really know why she had attacked the ship.  She could hardly say she had done it because it gave her a headache while she was trying to face up to something she could not do.  She tried another question, ‘How do you know what I did?’ 
 
    ‘Our monks felt the strength of your pulse and the reply from the ship.  Now tell me why you did it.’ 
 
    ‘I don't know.’ 
 
    The Abbot looked at his aides in exasperation. 
 
    ‘Just tell me then.  Will you help us to attack it?’ 
 
    ‘How can I with this on my head?’  
 
    ‘We would take it off you.’ 
 
    The thought of further access to the machine gave her a quick flash of hope, followed by an overwhelming sense of terror when she thought about the reality of what had happened to her.  She just said, ‘No, never,’ and closed her eyes. 
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    Paul parked the Jeep a short distance inside the line of marker stones at the edge of the source.  Having decided that surprise was impossible, they were not concerned when a lookout on the hillside ran into the monastery when he saw them. 
 
    ‘They've seen the Jeep.  Are you sure they won't take it?’  Smith asked. 
 
    ‘Quite sure,’ Paul replied.  ‘They won’t cross the line.  Let’s get these packs together and get moving.’ 
 
    The walk to the clearing took about five minutes.  When they arrived, Paul was amazed at the efficiency with which the monks had cleaned up the effects of Lynella's attack.  There was not a single sign of the makeshift camp through which he had escaped just four days previously.  The clearing was empty as they approached it but, just as they arrived, the Abbot appeared along the path from the monastery door accompanied by at least fifty men.  They wore gleaming armour and drew up in ranks.  A number of monks formed a line in front of them, facing the three men from the ship and their guns. 
 
    Smith looked at the primitive armour and weapons and asked Paul quietly, ‘What do we do now?’ 
 
    The Abbot heard the question and, seeing it as a sign of weakness, replied, ‘Your weapons don't work against our auras.  There is nothing you can do.’ 
 
    Paul sensed that time was not on his side.  The line of men was slowly moving forward towards him.  Despite everything, however, the idea of shooting defenceless men appalled him. 
 
    ‘We demand the release of the Princess Lynella,’ he shouted.  ‘Our weapons have ceramic bullets.  Your auras will not stop them.’  The monks were getting close still looking confident.  Paul looked at his companions.  ‘They haven't a clue what a ceramic is.  We can't just shoot them.’  
 
    The monks were just a few yards away now, moving fast with the swordsmen close behind.  Paul shouted, ‘Stop!’ in a last desperate attempt but finally opened fire.   
 
    They aimed low but many of the bullets ricocheted off the flagstones to cause injuries in the ranks behind.  With this and the injuries to the monks at the front, the three short bursts of automatic weapon fire caused appalling damage.  The soldiers kept advancing, as if willing themselves to believe that it could not be happening.  The line of fallen men in front of them slowed them slightly but did not stop them.  Finally, as the swords came close, Paul had to raise his gun and shoot straight at them, leaving lines of holes in their armour.  At last the attack faltered, and, dragging their injured with them, the entire troop fled back into the monastery.  Paul and the officers moved back a short distance and just watched. 
 
    ‘That was unreal,’ Smith said, looking very pale.  ‘They were like zombies.  Why didn't they stop coming at us?’ 
 
    ‘They've never seen anything that the monks couldn't stop.’  Paul replied.  ‘This is a metal rich planet.  Everything is made of it.’  Paul looked at him, but Smith was not listening.  His face was now pure white, and he looked as if he were about to collapse.  Paul realised that the last few weeks had given him a preparation that these men had never experienced.  Even in that short time, he had grown hardened to the sights which would once have left him stunned. 
 
    It took the two big officers several minutes to prepare themselves to move again.  The clearing was now deserted and, when they went up the short path and through the cave to the monastery doors, they found them closed.  Massive new timbers had been fitted to replace those Lynella had broken.  In the centre of one of the doors, there was a small observation hole. 
 
    ‘Keep away from the hole,’ Paul ordered.  ‘Remember they have crossbows.’ 
 
    They stood either side of it and, once again, Paul felt compelled to try to save life. 
 
    ‘Let us in,’ he demanded in a vain attempt to avoid bloodshed.  Knowing that this would not work, he shouted, ‘Stand back from the door.  We are going to blow it up.’ 
 
    ‘They won't do that either, will they?’  Smith added helplessly as he placed the explosives against the door.  They stood well back and watched the explosion.  Soon, they heard coughing and saw a small group emerge through the smoke inside the doorway to tend to the injured. 
 
    ‘I guessed right about the ventilation system,’ Paul said, watching the smoke go into the doorway.  ‘No idea where it comes out, but it must be up on the hill somewhere.’  While saying this, he was pulling tear gas canisters out of his pack.  Having done so, however, he decided to wait again.  He realised that this would give the monks more time to prepare but he could not bring himself to attack the men who were working with the casualties.  Taking care not to become targets for crossbows fired from the entrance, they watched and waited.  The dead and injured were taken away and even the remains of the door were removed.  No guard was posted.  The open doorway was deserted.  The faint glow of lights could be seen far within, but the entrance looked dark and dangerous.  They put on masks, fired the gas in, waited for it to circulate, and ran as far as the first major intersection. 
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    Adam stood in the doorway.  The door was closed and, judging from the build-up of rust on the hinges, had not been used for some time.  He was standing pressed against the rough stone where it curved round from the walls of the main corridor towards the old entrance.  He felt calm but not safe.  The gas was blowing down the corridor and not mixing with the dead stale air where he stood.   
 
    Safety, however, was a thought from another life in another time.  Safety was in his village.  Even when storms came racing over the horizon, catching him desperately trying to recover his fishing nets, he felt safe.  Safety was a clear and certain knowledge of his surroundings, his family, his village, and his God.  As the waves came higher, towering over his boat with their tops blown into a sheet of spray, he knew that his God was watching him.  Others from the village had perished in storms, and it might be his turn now, but only if God intended it and there would be a good purpose even in death.  He would be safe in God's hands. 
 
    He looked out into the corridor at the three men.  He knew from their clothing that they were intruders, but he didn't want to trust them.  He wanted to be sure that they would not take him prisoner.  Two days in a cell had seemed like a lifetime.  Next time, Lynella would not be able to create the chaos in which he had escaped.  He had seen where she was, a powerless prisoner herself now.  He called out, ‘Why have you come here?’ 
 
     He could hear them talking quietly to each other, but they did not reply.  He called again, ‘I am no friend of the Abbot.  I may be able to help you.  Why have you come here?’ 
 
    This time the reply came in a strange accent: ‘We are friends of the Princess Lynella.’ 
 
    Adam could only think of one person who was a friend of Lynella and might have an accent like that.  She had mentioned his name on many occasions. 
 
    ‘Are you Paul?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Then I shall take you to Lynella.’ 
 
    Adam emerged into the corridor.  His tall gaunt figure and tattered clothing did nothing to inspire confidence in the officers, but Paul could see from his manner that he was not from the monastery and decided to risk trusting him.  Paul gave him a gas mask and, quickly realising its purpose, he put it on.  A few seconds later, saying nothing, he set off.  They followed a few paces behind and soon saw that he had the instincts of a hunter, carrying his weight on the balls of his feet and constantly looking for danger at every turn.   
 
    ‘I think he knows where he's going.  My cell was somewhere around here,’ Paul said to his companions, his voice so low that he assumed that Adam would not hear it.  He was wrong.  Adam froze, turned and stared at him.  They stood in silence before Adam turned again and carried on even faster than before.  At the next intersection, he stopped, raised his gas mask and smelled the air.  Replacing the mask, he signalled to Paul to move forward and pointed up the corridor.  Paul fired more gas canisters and they soon heard violent coughing ahead and Angus set off again.  As they moved, the lighting globes seemed to be getting dimmer, and they finally flickered and went out. 
 
    ‘The gas must have got to the men at the machine,’ Paul remarked, getting out a torch from his pack.  Adam saw the torch and immediately moved to take it.  Paul handed it to him and showed him how to switch it on and off.  When he switched it on, Paul saw something almost resembling a smile pass across his weathered features before he sped off, flicking it on and off as he went. 
 
    Suddenly they stopped outside a door and Adam pointed to it.  Paul tried the handle, but it would not move.  It did not look very thick and one of the officers stepped forward and shot at the lock.  Splinters flew out and he kept firing until the door swung open.  Throwing in a gas canister, they soon heard coughing and moved in. 
 
    The room was a cell, bare walls, roughly cut.  A guard sat helplessly wheezing on a simple chair facing a table with an unlit candle, a large key and some bread on it.   
 
    ‘This was her cell,’ Adam said. Turning to the guard, he asked, ‘Where have they taken her?’ 
 
    The man was coughing so violently; he could not say anything.  Adam tore off his mask and pushed it up against the man's face.  A few moments later, he had recovered enough to say, ‘I don't know’  
 
    As far as anybody could see, Adam did not need the mask, he had no need to breathe.  His concentration was completely focused on the guard.  He drew a knife from his belt, leaned down and drove it deep into the man's leg.  Blood poured from the wound running down over his boot in a rivulet onto the floor.  Adam withdrew the knife and held it up to the man's face. 
 
    ‘Where have they taken her?’  He repeated, his voice calm and utterly controlled. 
 
    ‘They have gone down to the lower level.’  The man replied, too terrified to even look at his leg.  ‘to get away from the gas.’  
 
    Replacing his mask, Adam hurried out of the door and on down the corridor.  Paul and the officers had no choice but to follow him and leave the guard to fend for himself.  Soon they stopped at another locked door.  This was far heavier, and Smith quickly produced some explosives.  The report from the blast echoed down the corridor and they hurried through, down narrow steps.  At the bottom, they saw that this part of the monastery was far older than the higher level.  The walls were damp and the corridor dark, winding, and narrow.  They saw glimpses of stone figures in deep recesses carved from the living rock.   Adam was running now, seeming not to notice the danger.  There was no gas at this level.  The others stayed behind, looking to either side into every entrance.  The passage opened out into a large space with a high ceiling and Adam ran in up a wide, straight aisle between high structures looming to either side.  
 
    Suddenly, silently, he fell to the floor. He said nothing, no cry of pain or shout for help as his feet were driven from under him.  His torch rolled away.   
 
    Gardiner shone his own torch.  Four men with crossbows froze in the powerful beam.  Smith took quick aim and fired.  Two went down.  The others turned and ran.  More could be seen behind them.   
 
    Paul saw Lynella and shouted out. Smith saw her and fired to either side. The men ran. 
 
    Terrified, Lynella ran with them.  
 
    Paul called out again. 
 
    She hesitated and moved on. 
 
    Paul was running towards her shouting. 
 
    Finally, she stopped; standing alone, her blonde hair illuminated by Gardiner's torch in sharp silhouette against the dark beyond. 
 
    Paul ran up and pulled her to one side. A volley of crossbow bolts flew wildly towards them, glancing off the walls, embedding themselves into the high stacks to either side.  They crowded into a small alcove off the main aisle. 
 
    Paul looked at Lynella.  ‘Are you hurt?’  
 
    ‘No, I'm all right’ 
 
    He suddenly saw the circlet around her head reflecting the torchlight. 
 
    ‘What's that?’ 
 
    ‘It blocks my power,’ she replied brushing back her hair to reveal the network of chains that held it.  ‘The Abbot put it there.’ 
 
    Paul looked to see how it was secured.  There was shouting, running feet, coming towards them.  A bolt crashed into the wood beside them, its shaft vibrating from the impact. 
 
    ‘Please take it off. I can help you’  
 
    ‘We've got to go,’ Gardiner cut in. 
 
    ‘We can do it quickly,’ Paul replied.  Lynella knelt down in from of him and hung her head down.  Using pliers that had been brought for wiring the detonators, he started cutting the fine chains. 
 
    Smith fired blindly along the aisle and ran to find Adam.  A trail of blood leading to a narrow gap between the high stacks.  He leaned down towards him and saw bolts embedded in his legs. Two short shafts with fine metal vanes protruded from each leg.  As he watched, Adam pulled one out, revealing the broad serrated head, as blood poured from the wound. 
 
    ‘Leave me.’  Adam spoke quietly but firmly. 
 
    Smith reached for his arm, but Adam drew his knife. 
 
    ‘Leave me’, he repeated, ‘Rescue Lynella’. 
 
    ‘Come on, you’ll be all right.’  Smith tried to sound reassuring, but the knife moved closer to his throat.  The space was so narrow that there was no way past it.   
 
    He drew his handgun.  Adam cowered back until he saw it was a gift.  Smith showed him the safety catch and gave him the gun.  Adam looked up slowly, ‘Thank you, I shall look after it,’ he said. ‘Leave me here and, one day, I shall find you again and return it to you.’  Unable to think of a reply Smith ran back, firing wildly as he went. 
 
    Lynella started to look up when he arrived but Paul placed a steadying hand on the back of her head to hold it still while he worked on the chains. 
 
    More bolts crashed into the stack above them and Smith leaned cautiously into the aisle to reply with more gunfire.  ‘Get a move on,’ he shouted, ‘They're almost on us.’ 
 
    Finally, Paul cut the last chain and lifted the circlet away.  Lynella looked up and a blaze of light from spheres way above them illuminated the entire area.  The running stopped with a sudden silence.  They ran towards the steps. 
 
    They saw spheres hanging from chains on a framework of massive timbers.  Each member had been formed from a whole trunk of a mature tree and met with others, in joints held together with thick iron bands.  The whole structure was saturated with water; it ran down the trunks, flowing off them onto others and then falling in enormous droplets, which glowed with reflected light until they fell out of sight.  Around the water, lichen grew, spreading across the wood to the rusty iron, and hanging down in motionless tendrils. 
 
    The beams were arranged as bracing for massive uprights shoring up the rock, which formed the roof of the vast cathedral.  Sections had fallen with unknown consequences on the sanctity below, but the remainder stood, much of it broken free from the parent rock, and supported by the structure built below it.   
 
    Damage could be seen, with some timbers bent to breaking point, splitting at the edges and opening up deep cracks along their lengths, iron bands snapped or dislodged.  Some smaller members had failed completely, spreading disorder throughout the structure.   
 
    The timbers formed a circle of enormous trestles, supporting the roof from the rock floor.  In the centre of the circle they ran past an ornately carved altar, green with the slime that formed on everything at this level but nevertheless so magnificent as to be avoided by the trestle builders.  Not so, the surrounding structures.  Fragments of broken stone lay across the floor where they had been removed.  Their contents were now in crude heaps covered with pale green corrosion.  Some of the copper containers had broken open and their contents could be seen as it spilled out.  Skulls, bones broken, piled up and rotting.   More coffins, all around.  Stacked high. 
 
    ‘What the hell is it all?’  Smith asked. 
 
    ‘The timbers must support the machine at the next level,’ Paul replied.  ‘Must have built too much and started to go through the floor into the catacomb down here.’  After a moment's thought, he added, ‘Probably dug out too much rock as well.  Not much of that level looks natural like this; mostly been mined out when needed.’ 
 
     They climbed higher to get a clear view of the entrance, only to see heavily armed soldiers standing motionless, looking up at the lights.  They stopped, and nobody moved.  Within the silence, an almost subliminal pulsing began to grow.  At first it could have been mistaken for the sound of dripping water, but it was too regular, too confident.  Growing to fill the entire cavern, it had no origin and no limit; it came from everywhere and stopped nowhere.  Every one of the thousands of metal objects in the cavern was moving fractionally in perfect synchronism.  Even the power of the lights was changing marginally with each cycle. 
 
    A scream broke the silence.  Starting from high above, it echoed back and forth, seeming almost to grow rather than fade in time.  It still lingered in the air as a report like a gunshot came from the roof.  A section of rock the size of a horse broke free and fell lazily through the support structure, leaving shattered timbers in its path.  In that instant, Paul realised what was happening.  Jumping down, he saw Lynella laying on her back on the floor.  Her eyes were open, but they saw nothing but the machine.  He picked her up and the lights went out; the contact broken.  With a stifled cry and a deep shudder, her body fell limp.  Smith and Gardiner jumped down with him and they ran.  A rock fell behind them, broken fragments flying in all directions.   
 
    Reaching the entrance to the cavern, they kept running.  The rock seemed to be waiting for a great collapse that never came.  The sound of falling boulders faded behind them.  Climbing the stairs, they met others also fleeing and for the second time, Paul found himself escaping from the monastery in the midst of a mass flight of all who lived inside it.  Emerging into the daylight, they fired shots into the air to clear a path through the crowd back to the edge of the source. 
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    Paul placed Lynella's limp body on the back seat of the Jeep.  The three men crowded round her as Gardiner checked her breathing and pulse. 
 
    ‘I think she'll come round OK,’ he said, ‘but we ought to get her to the medics as quickly as we can’ 
 
    ‘We'd better get out of here fast anyway,’ Smith added looking back at the crowd beyond the marker stones.  ‘I think they're about to see if we're in range of their crossbows.’ 
 
    They set off with Smith driving, trying to avoid the worst of the rough ground, while Paul held Lynella as comfortably as possible in the back seat.  They were soon well out of sight in the forest, following the tracks they had left leading back to the landing site. 
 
    ‘Hold it!’  Paul shouted. 
 
    Smith slowed down.  ‘What's wrong?  Is she coming round?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet but we shouldn't be taking her this way’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’  Gardiner looked at him.  ‘She needs a doctor and that's this way.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but she shouldn't be here’ By this time, they had stopped and both officers were looking at Paul.  ‘Their religion is all about not going beyond those stones back there.  If she comes round and finds where we've taken her, she may get mad or crack up.’ 
 
    ‘You mean we should go back?’  Smith stopped the engine. 
 
    ‘No, not back there.  There should be some cover a mile or two east.’ 
 
    ‘What a waste of time.  One bit of forest looks like any other.  How's she going to know where she is?’ 
 
    ‘She'll know.  What you saw back in the monastery was only the start of what she can do.’ 
 
    Gardiner finally conceded that it was not worth the risk and they turned and soon left the source again, a few miles from the monastery.  Crossing the marker stones and the road as fast as possible and hoping not to be seen by the Abbot's lookouts on the hills, they made camp out of sight in an area of dense forest overlooking the road.   
 
    Gardiner helped Paul arrange the girl comfortably on a blanket.  Her breathing was steady now.  ‘I guess we couldn't have kept her there anyway,’ he checked his watch.  ‘Let's call the Captain and let him know where we are.’ 
 
    ‘Is it OK to use the radio?’ 
 
    ‘Fine, Atlanta will have gone below the horizon five minutes ago.’ 
 
    On the radio Captain Turner listened to a detailed account of events in the monastery. 
 
    ‘What do you want us to do?’  Smith asked.  ‘If you send out a couple of hundred men, we'll show them the way in and blow it up.’ 
 
    ‘You can't,’ Paul cut in. ‘It'd be a massacre.’ 
 
    ‘They're trying to kill us.  They're going to fire a ring at our ship.’ 
 
    ‘We're the ones who shouldn't be here’ 
 
    ‘We won't do it anyway,’ the Captain observed, ‘because of the number of our men we might lose.  Wait there and let me know what the girl says when she wakes up.’ 
 
    The officers went out to each side to keep watch, leaving Paul to look after her.  Soon she opened her eyes. 
 
    ‘What happened?’  
 
    ‘I broke your contact with the machine.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘You were going to make the roof collapse and bury us.’ 
 
    ‘You stopped me destroying it?’ 
 
    ‘I stopped you destroying yourself, and us.  What about us?’ 
 
    ‘Who gave you the right to do that?  I knew what I was doing.’ 
 
    ‘I thought,’ he paused.  ‘It's done now, right or wrong.  Now we know all about it, can't we get the High Council to stop the Abbot?’ 
 
    ‘It'd take weeks to get back to my family and they wouldn't believe me anyway.  Can't some of your friends go in with your weapons and destroy him.’ 
 
    ‘No.  We won't do that.  We could get you back quickly though.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘In one of our small ships, the shuttles.’ 
 
    ‘Nobody can fly ships outside the source.’ 
 
    ‘We can.’ 
 
    ‘Can we?’  Gardiner had come back to the camp ‘The Mission Director's got rules that say we can't’ 
 
    ‘We could find Angus and the other men,’ Lynella said.  ‘They were with me when we went in.  They saw it.  They would be believed.’ 
 
    ‘We'd be OK so long as we didn't fly while Atlanta could see us on radar,’ Smith joined in.  ‘Let's call the Captain and ask.’ 
 
    Captain Turner was easily persuaded.  His concern for the Mission Director's rules appeared to be fading.  ‘Stay there,’ he told them.  ‘I'll send a shuttle as soon as I can.’ 
 
    Smith and Gardiner went back out to keep watch.  Paul and Lynella started telling each other about what had happened since their time together at the Southern Castle. 
 
    ‘You really wanted to destroy the machine and die, didn't you?’ 
 
    ‘I had to destroy it.  I should have.  Mages always die.’ 
 
    ‘What, you mean in the books?’ 
 
    ‘They all died in the last battle.’ 
 
    The sound of dogs in the distance interrupted them.  Smith went forward to investigate and they soon realised that the dogs were moving slowly towards them, in front of a large number of the Abbot's men.  The Abbot had learned fast; these were not foot soldiers in armour with swords.  Each man carried a crossbow and they were moving forward cautiously, using all of the available cover. 
 
    ‘Fire in the air to slow them down,’ Paul said.  Switching the radio on again, he found he was unable to talk because of the sound of the gunfire. 
 
     The shuttle pilot had been listening on the open channel ‘This is shuttle 25.  What the hell was that?’ 
 
    ‘We're in trouble.  Where are you?’  Paul asked. 
 
    ‘With you in 3 minutes.’ 
 
    The gunfire had scared away the dogs, but it had been met by ever increasing numbers of crossbow bolts.  The bolts were fired indiscriminately in their direction.  The soldiers continued to press forward. 
 
    ‘They have been told to kill,’ Lynella said.  ‘If your ship doesn't come, they will kill us all.  He no longer wants me alive.’ 
 
    The shuttle had looked small when docking with Atlanta but, looming over them, it now looked enormous.  The landing jets threw dust in all directions as it settled on the road.   
 
    ‘You're going to have to put this on,’ Paul held out the circlet to Lynella. 
 
    She looked horrified.  He put it on her head.  ‘The slightest use of your power inside that thing would wreck it.’ 
 
    ‘He's right.  You must,’ Gardiner confirmed. 
 
    She said nothing but left the circlet in place. 
 
    They watched for the door to open, wondering how they would avoid the bolts which were now clattering against the pressure hull.  The door did not open but, as they watched, they saw the loading ramp come down. 
 
    ‘Good idea!’  Paul shouted into the radio as they leapt into the Jeep.  Keeping their heads down they drove out onto the road and up the ramp at speed.  Before it had even started to close, they lifted off. 
 
    They took Lynella forward into the cockpit.  Paul looked at her nervously, but she smiled back. 
 
    ‘Can I sit here?’ she asked, settling into the co-pilot's seat without waiting for a reply.  Looking out through the window she immediately gave the pilot directions to find Angus's camp.  When they landed she stood regally in the doorway before her stunned companions. 
 
    They had to wait for Atlanta to orbit before they could fly again, and they spent the time helping Angus and the others pack up the camp.  Soon they were moving again.  Sweeping over the sparsely populated Western castle, they saw a few poorly tended fields with the old castle crumbling slowly at their centre.  A few minutes later, the Southern Castle came in sight and the pilot prepared to land in an open field, well away from the buildings. 
 
    ‘Why are we landing here?’  Lynella asked. 
 
    ‘Why not?’  Paul replied.  ‘We don't want to frighten everybody.  It won't take long to walk to the castle.  They'll probably come and get us’ 
 
    ‘I don't want to be collected up, like some sort of vagrant,’ Lynella replied.  ‘Land in the courtyard.’ 
 
    ‘It would be much too dangerous.  They'd be terrified,’ the pilot replied. 
 
    ‘Land in the courtyard!’  Lynella instructed him.  He ignored her, but Paul and Angus soon noticed that she had removed the circlet from her head.  The image on a display screen in front of her pixelated and then began to move around.  The pilot looked on in alarm. 
 
    ‘OK,’ Paul cut in quickly.    
 
    Approaching the castle, Paul saw frantic activity around the walls.  The trees, undergrowth and creepers were being cut back, revealing the decaying stonework.  Masons were working from ladders, filling in the gaps where stones and mortar had fallen away.  Carpenters were assembling protective screens and complex catapult weapons behind the battlements at the top of the walls. 
 
    ‘I thought you said they weren't expecting us to attack them,’ Smith said to Paul. 
 
    ‘They're not,’ Lynella replied.  ‘They're preparing to defend themselves against the dragons.’ 
 
    The officers from the ship looked on in amazement.  ‘It's all in my report,’ Paul said.  ‘I haven't actually seen one, but I've seen plenty of descriptions in the books in the monastery.’ 
 
    ‘The dragons are coming to see your ship,’ Lynella added.   
 
    At this the Paul and the officers looked completely blank.  Angus explained, ‘They can sense the field from your ship and they are drawn towards it.’ 
 
    Smith took a moment to absorb this but finally asked, ‘If they're going to come and see us, how big are they?’ 
 
    ‘About twenty feet high and very nasty,’ Paul looked at him.  ‘I never thought they would come near us.’ 
 
    ‘I'll tell the Captain.’ 
 
    ‘Don't worry.  I can kill them,’ Lynella reassured him. 
 
    ‘According to the books, she can,’ Paul added. 
 
    ‘I'll tell him that, too.’ 
 
    As they moved closer, they could see the ruins of the burnt-out stables. 
 
    ‘What burned the stables?’  Paul asked.  ‘The dragons can't set fire to things, can they?’ 
 
    ‘No, I don't think the dragons have been here yet,’ Lynella replied.  ‘I burned the stables.’ 
 
    ‘I think I ought to tell him that as well,’ Smith added, looking at Paul. 
 
    ‘It was an accident,’ Lynella replied. 
 
    The shuttlecraft was now manoeuvring above the courtyard.  The people below had stopped work and were looking up in amazement.   
 
    The pilot switched on an external speaker and spoke into a microphone.  ‘Nobody's going to get hurt.  Please clear the courtyard, so we can land.’  
 
    This announcement seemed to have little effect on the crowd below and some of them were gathering up crossbows and aiming them up at the shuttle.  Seeing how it worked, Lynella took the microphone.’ 
 
    ‘This is the Princess Lynella speaking.  I am returning to rescue you from the many dangers you face.  I have been to the....’  Paul took the microphone from her.  ‘No need for a speech.  We've got to land.’ 
 
    Hearing this exchange, the tense expressions below them eased slightly and the courtyard was cleared.  The shuttle occupied almost the entire space and, as it descended, the noise of the jets echoed off the walls and the dust flew up in a cloud over most of the castle.  When the pilot stopped the engines, he went to open the door. 
 
    ‘Wait!’  Lynella said.  ‘We don't want to get covered in dust’ 
 
    They waited for several minutes.  The dust settled and, most importantly for Lynella, a crowd gathered as people emerged from alcoves and doorways to look at this incredible arrival.  Some of the young men ventured up to touch the landing gear but most stood and watched and waited.  The door opened, and the crowd pushed back as the steps descended.  Lynella stepped out through the narrow opening and stood facing them. 
 
    Making the most of her moment of glory, she stood in silence for some time looking for eye contact with her many relatives in the crowd.  Seeing her cousin Henry wearing the insignia of the commander of the army threw her for a second but she held his gaze and soon regained her confidence.  She then started a long and well-embroidered account of events since her departure during the Council meeting.  When she described her first encounter with the dragons in the forest by the road to the bridge, the steward interrupted her; ‘You really used your power on it, in the true mage fashion?’ 
 
    Angus was standing awkwardly in the small space behind her, but he was able to reply, ‘I can confirm, sir, that she wounded it.  I can also confirm that on many later occasions, she killed dragons.’  At this point, the crowd warmed to her and listened politely to the rest of her story.   
 
    The pilot was happy to wait, as the radar on Atlanta would not detect his craft as it was surrounded by the high walls.  He was interested to see Lynella flinch slightly as his instruments detected the ship rising above the horizon.  He pointed this out to the other officers and they saw signs of her pain growing as it came closer and receding as it moved away. 
 
    Lynella finished her story, asking the steward to convene the High Council again to prevent the Abbot from attacking Atlanta as it landed.  He seemed to have aged visibly during her absence and Lynella thought she saw him glance momentarily to Henry as if seeking confirmation.  She was relieved to see him agree.  
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    Riding out to hunt the dragons in the early morning of the following day, Angus was at the head of the column.  Despite not being an officer, he had been given this privilege due to his experience of supporting a mage in battle.  The pennant of the Southern Kingdom snapped in the breeze as it flew from a hunting spear held upright on the pommel of his saddle.  Its emblem showed an advancing dragon facing a line of spears. Henry rode at his side.  Well behind them near the centre of the column, Lynella herself was flanked by the steward. 
 
    Almost every member of the Royal Family and a large proportion of the soldiers at their command had joined the hunt.  They had been told that Lynella had the power to protect them and were looking forward to the spectacle.  The early sunlight glistened on their armour and weapons beneath their brightly coloured cloaks.  Paul rode near the back of the column, feeling self-conscious in his green uniform.  He was carrying a high velocity rifle.  
 
    Lynella and Angus recognised landmarks that they had seen under very different circumstances in their flight from the Council.  Passing the farms surrounding the castle, they were soon on the valley road which led up to a few homesteads and on south to the bridge.  While they had been away, they had all been abandoned as the population had fled to the safety of the castle.  Near one of them, they saw the remains of some animals, so torn apart that it was impossible to see what they had been.  The head of a carthorse was lying in a mass of dried blood and skin and Paul thought that he could make out the shape of the leg of a cow.  In the heat of the day, a putrid smell surrounded the area and clouds of insects had gathered.  The horses in the column flattened their ears back and some tried to bolt, leaving their riders struggling to control them. 
 
    ‘Why were they left here?’  Paul asked the soldier riding next to him as they passed the carnage. 
 
    ‘Not enough room in the castle,’ the man replied.  ‘Only good animals allowed in; those ones would have been old or lame.’  He looked at the wreckage of the small vegetable garden.  Even the building itself had not escaped damage.  Windows and doors had been torn off and lay broken on the ground.  ‘They won't move on until they have killed everything in this area.  Then they will come down to the Castle.’ 
 
    Soon after that, they saw their first dragon. It was alone near the road, a quarter of a mile ahead of them.  The column halted and formed a line across the road.  The discipline was impressive; the officers shouted orders and, when the dragon looked up from the carcass it was eating, it was faced with a solid rank of spears and shields, with Lynella at the centre.   
 
    The dragon charged straight towards her, its head low and its long claws digging deep into the soft ground.  At a range of about a hundred yards, Lynella focused her power on it.  It reared up throwing its head high in the air.  It’s shriek of pain became roar that echoed along the valley.  Rising up on it hind legs it turned and fled.  The soldiers cheered. 
 
    ‘Couldn't you kill it?’  Henry asked Lynella.  ‘Can’t you do what the old mages did?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but it's better to frighten it so it will spread fear to the others.’ 
 
    ‘You should have killed it.’  Turning away, he shouted out the commands for an advance. 
 
    ‘We should stay here and be ready for them,’ Lynella said.  ‘If we form a column again, I can't defend it’ 
 
    Henry took no notice; one of the other officers turned to her, ‘We are in charge of this unit.  We know what we're doing.  We've been fighting these dragons for some time now and if we want advice, we'll ask for it.  Now get into the column.’  
 
    Most of the troops began to re-form the column but Angus and his squad were not moving towards the front.  Henry repeated his order. 
 
    ‘With your permission, Sir,’ Angus started but Henry interrupted him.  ‘No, we are not going to discuss it.  Your oath of loyalty is to your monarch, not to a mage.’ 
 
    Looking at Lynella shaking her head, Angus hesitated and, responding to some unseen command, six of Henry's men drew their swords and moved forward to disarm him.  ‘You will be disciplined for cowardice,’ the commander was saying as Lynella watched in shock. 
 
    At that moment, they heard shouts and turned to see large numbers of dragons moving towards them.  They showed slight signs of hesitation but were still moving at a good speed.  New orders were shouted out and the soldiers quickly re-formed the spear line across the valley.  Lynella concentrated on preparing herself.  She focussed on the leading dragon.  It was charging forwards looking directly at her.  She looked into its eyes.  She would kill it. 
 
    ‘Kill the first six dragons!’  Henry shouted in her ear, grabbing her attention, breaking her concentration.  Slowly she realised that this was an order.  She was being ordered to use her power.  This man who was going to discipline Angus was now ordering her to open up her mind and deliver from it.  She felt overwhelming anger and injustice. 
 
    They were getting closer.  Lynella was doing nothing. Henry shouted again ‘Do it now!  Kill them!’  She resolved to do it.  But she was in turmoil.  She could not find the essential thread.  The soldiers were shouting at her.  Her mind raced back to the times when she had used her power, back to her childhood when she had first begun to explore it.  She tried to fix on some essential way to do it. But there was nothing there.  The jewel was on her forehead, but it was cold and lifeless.  She felt cold to the core, as if the sunshine was drawing heat out of her rather than warming her.  The sweat on her forehead made the jewel slip. She fumbled and almost dropped it.  
 
    The line of spearmen suddenly stepped back to reveal bowmen.  A cloud of arrows flew out rattling onto the armoured scales of the dragons.  But one found its mark and a dragon went down, a shaft protruding from its eye socket.  Within seconds the spears were back in line across. 
 
    Four dragons had raced ahead of the rest.  They were less than fifty feet away.  All signs of caution were gone.  They were charging at full speed, their jaws already open, showing the double lines of teeth.  Lynella felt small and helpless.  She was floating in an unreal state, trying to reach out for something solid to hold onto.  There was nothing there; she could not even imagine how she had ever begun to use her jewel.  It felt cold and repulsive.   
 
    The spearmen around her had stopped shouting as they waited for the onslaught.  The points were held high while the long shafts were firm in the ground behind them.  Between each man and the next there was a further point held by the rank behind.  All stood perfectly still.  She knew that without her to help them, many would die. 
 
    Suddenly, she heard a loud bang.  She looked up to see if it was something the dragons had done and saw that one of their heads had been jerked to one side.  A second bang and it was down, its head falling to the ground.  The momentum of its body driving its shoulders forward to break its neck with a loud crack and almost turn it completely over onto the spears.  Another bang and another and two more were down, large holes beside their eyes spurting blood.  The fourth was slowing, just feet away from her.  One more bang and it too fell.  The other dragons were turning in flight. 
 
    In the confusion that followed, everybody seemed to ignore her.  She saw Henry shouting at Paul. 
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    ‘Shouldn't we tell the Mission Director?’ 
 
    Captain Turner looked at Smith and Gardiner across the desk.  He hated politics and the complications that came with it.  He thought of himself as a simple, straightforward man who had become Captain because he was good at doing the work required of him.  He knew that his real reason for not approaching the Director was the man's ability to manipulate situations against people.  This situation would become something that the Captain had created, and the Director must now help him to clear up.  His help would come in the form of a few unhelpful orders and passing the problem back.   
 
    ‘He'd only tell us to try to take control of the monastery,’ he replied, ‘and probably the Southern Castle too’ 
 
    Smith thought about this for a minute ‘We'd lose a lot of men.  They'd be ready for us next time’ 
 
    ‘And kill a lot of them as well,’ the Captain continued.  ‘There's no way we could justify that either.’  He looked up at the two young men, knowing that he was asking them to risk their careers and even, possibly, their liberty for this.  ‘Hopefully, this High Council Lynella talked about will meet and get the Abbot to stop whatever he's doing.’  He paused.  ‘Do you really think that he could damage the ship?’ 
 
    ‘It all looked so strange.  It's difficult to judge.  We never actually saw him do anything except run a few lights.  And there is the argument that Lynella's just as powerful as the machine so, if he can do it, she can stop him.’ 
 
    ‘That's another very good reason for not telling the Director,’ the Captain concluded.  ‘He would be bound to do something to make an enemy of her or Paul, so they'd be fighting us instead of fighting the Abbot.’ 
 
    ‘Do you want us to try to keep a watch on them?’  Gardiner asked. 
 
    ‘We can't risk another shuttle flight out.  Just keep in contact with Paul by radio.  Have a quiet word with that pilot to make sure he's not going to start spreading stories.’   
 
    The meeting ended, and the Captain was alone.   As had happened many times he thought about arriving back home on earth.  What would be there for him?  Would the mission director make sure he took all the glory, so the captain of the world’s first star ship just faded into obscurity? 
 
    An alerting beep sounded from his terminal and a message came up on the screen from the Mission Director: ‘Meeting at 14.00.  Please attend.’  He looked at it in utter fury.  Not a word about what the meeting was to be about, no check to see what had to be cancelled, just a summons to fly up in a shuttle and see him.  The man even seemed to have the power to frighten him.  He had a lurking fear that the Director might have found out about the shuttle flight to the castle.  It annoyed him intensely that this man could make him feel like a school boy caught stealing apples. 
 
    Arriving at the meeting he felt things looked marginally better.  All of the division heads were there.  Perhaps somebody else would get the interfering instructions.  They sat and waited, exchanging snatches of whispered conversation.  By the time the Director emerged, ten minutes late as always, it was clear that nobody knew what this was about. 
 
    He strode into the room, clutching a pile of paper copies which he passed around the table.  The Captain saw with dread that it was his latest status report. 
 
    ‘Could you give us a quick verbal summary of this report?’ 
 
    He, at least, felt confident he could handle this question.  No idea where it was leading but his house was in order.  He was even slightly ahead of programme.  He was going to have time to clear up the landing field and even sort out a passable road round it before the landing.  He explained this carefully and precisely. 
 
    ‘What's the road for?’  The Director was asking. 
 
    ‘Maintenance vehicles and things.’ 
 
    ‘What things?’ 
 
    ‘Possibly fire tenders.’ 
 
    ‘Are you expecting a fire?  You never mentioned it as a possibility in your earlier reports.  Do you have any idea how much it is costing to keep this ship here?  Has it ever dawned on you to work out the cost of paying two thousand five hundred men?’ 
 
    ‘The landing date is fixed.  We're not wasting time down there.’  As he said this, he knew what was coming.  He should have seen it; he cursed himself for saying so much in his report. 
 
    ‘Well, I am going to un-fix it.  If you're ready two weeks early, we land two weeks early.’  The Captain hardly even heard what was said.  The division heads were confirming that it was possible.  He tried to think of some good reason to tell the Director why they could not land early.  As it was he did nothing.  Seeing his discomfort, the Director grinned at him, ‘There you go, see what positive management can do.  A good man in an organisation would have suggested it himself.’  This comment made Captain Turner feel a little better.  He liked things that were black and white with no shades of grey.  If landing before the Council Meeting did lead to the loss of the ship, at least it would get rid of the Director.  The thought of running for the escape pods and leaving him behind brought the trace of a smile to his face.  Seeing this, the Director suddenly looked restless. 
 
    Back at his office, he waited for Atlanta to drop below the horizon and called Paul on the radio.  When informed of events, Paul replied very quietly, ‘She's lost her power’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean, lost her power?’ 
 
    ‘I saw it in the books but never thought about it much.  Sometimes they just do.’ 
 
    ‘When did it happen?’ 
 
    ‘A few hours ago.’ 
 
    ‘How long does it last?  We may be relying on her to protect us.’ 
 
    ‘Apparently, it varies.  Can be years.’ 
 
    ‘Can't the Council Meeting be brought forward?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘We'll just have to do what we can.  You try to help her get sorted out.  I'll see what I can do here.’ 
 
    He worked fast with his plans.  Soon, programmers were working on the ship control software to allow for field variations and fitters were assembling weapon systems on the shuttles.   
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    The big mare was close to exhaustion as it galloped towards the castle, late that night.  The old minstrel who rode it was also near collapse but was almost refused entry.  His mellow music and the mystical images in his tales of the Ancients normally assured him a warm welcome.  These were, however, not normal times.  The hastily repaired drawbridge now stood raised above a newly cleared moat.  A nervous guard was of the firm opinion that the visitor should have waited until dawn.  A shouted conversation finally convinced him, however, that this was no ordinary visit.  The old man was confused and spoke in a way which made the guard wonder if he was drifting into one of his more popular stories.  The difference was that, this time, nothing could mask genuine fear in his voice.  What he had seen had terrified him to the point that he had come to the only place he knew where people would listen to him.  He had travelled to every corner of the land from the coastal villages in the far north to the mountains in the south and told stories to all who would listen.  This time, his story was for only one person.  The guard was persuaded to let him enter and to send word to the mage Princess Lynella to ask if she would permit him to see her. 
 
    Gathering around the dying glow of a fire in the steward's study, Lynella, Paul, and the steward listened.  The minstrel had arrived at the monastery a few days after Lynella's battle and capture.  The community had been frightened but had been told that Lynella had attacked the ship and would soon be joining them. 
 
    ‘She would never have attacked the ship.’  This comment from the steward brought an embarrassed silence.    
 
    ‘It was a sort of a mistake, I think.’  Paul had never dared to ask about it. 
 
    Lynella looked intently at the last small flame on a charred log in the fireplace.  ‘It was anger.  I meant to destroy the machine.  I couldn't do it.  I had become part of it.’  She stopped for some time, then turned and looked at Paul before continuing, ‘It was just anger.  The ship was there so I attacked it.’  She looked up, remembering that the minstrel was there.   
 
    ‘I am honoured by your account of this, my lady, and shall guard it in the closest confidence,’ he assured her. 
 
    ‘The ship was not damaged,’ Paul added.     
 
    The minstrel continued with his story.  He was only allowed into the monastery on the understanding that he did nothing upset the Abbot.  They were generous people, especially the Abbot himself on the rare occasions when he came to listen to his songs, so he had said nothing and listened.  Paul's attack had caused far less upset to those who lived in the monastery than the fight with Lynella, but it had provoked a far stronger reaction from the Abbot.  Military discipline had been imposed throughout and large numbers of guards with crossbows were now positioned inside and outside the main doors.  Everybody was required to keep a weapon by them as they slept and be ready for a summons to the defence.  The pace of work on the machine had also been greatly increased.  The lights now pulsed strongly at all times of day and the humming noise was loud enough to be heard in all areas.  Rumours of the shuttle flight, which had been seen by a large number of soldiers, spread rapidly.  Strong denials by the Abbot did nothing to stop them.   
 
    Having provided entertainment for the monastery for the usual three evenings, the minstrel had prepared to move on.  He had already decided to go to the Southern Castle but decided not to say so.  Declaring that he intended to travel to the Eastern Castle, he was surprised that he was not allowed to leave by the direct route, out of the main entrance facing the source.  Being escorted out of the northern door and advised to travel across country left him driven by his unending curiosity to investigate.  Travelling around to a vantage point on a nearby hill, he had watched and waited.  In the early dawn of the following day, before any ordinary folk were out, he had seen the iron ship in the crucible in front of the monastery rise into the air and move around for several minutes before descending back into place.   
 
    Seeing how shocked his audience was to hear this final piece of news, the minstrel raised himself unsteadily to his feet and, with a nodded consent from the steward, left the room. 
 
     
 
    Lynella was close to tears, ‘I could have stopped him.  Both times I could have stopped him.  Now I can’t do anything.’ 
 
    ‘Do we really know that he’s going to attack Atlanta?’  Paul asked, trying to sound hopeful.  ‘When I spoke to him he was talking about a crusade to earth.’ 
 
    The old man looked at him with great intensity.  ‘Think about him.  Think about who he is and what he wants.  We have known him for a long time.  All he seeks is power.  To keep his power, he must have a war or a crusade, otherwise his people may see the enemy within.  His crusade was only a means to keep control of them, and try to get control of us in the kingdoms.  Now he has no crusade he needs a war.’ 
 
    ‘He will lose power if the ship lands,’ Paul observed. 
 
     ‘And if he destroys it he will have a great victory which will make him popular.  Look at history.  We have records of the history of earth before our ancestors came here.  There were many like him, and there have been many on this planet since we came.’ 
 
    Paul thought about this.  ‘There were more on earth after you left.  In many wars they killed millions.  This man needs enemies.’ 
 
      
 
    Paul left soon after and reported the minstrel's story of the Abbot's success in flying his ring ship to Captain Turner.  The reply was pessimistic, ‘There's no way any weapons we put on the shuttles could stop anything that size.’ 
 
    ‘We're going to have to ask the Mission Director to delay the landing’ 
 
    ‘He won't do that.  He'll make us suffer for not telling him earlier and then start a very bloody battle storming the monastery’ 
 
    ‘We'll have to tell him eventually.’ 
 
    ‘If we do, it'll be at the very last moment.’ 
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    Early the following morning, Henry summoned Angus to the Great Hall to face the charge of cowardice.  Maria escorted Paul up to one of the galleries, where a considerable number of the castle residents had gathered to watch.  He was fascinated by her detailed description of the formalities of the High Council and how each member had their own seat, which would be handed on to a successor when they died.  She seemed to know the history of every last ornament and carving on each one of them.    
 
    Most of the royal family gathered in their customary seats but Henry joined some of his officers in the seats facing them which, for the sessions of the High Council, would be reserved for the Eastern Kingdom.  Much of the main chamber was empty, but this did nothing to relieve Angus's fears as he entered in silence and took his place at a single chair in the centre. 
 
    ‘What's going to happen?’  Paul asked quietly 
 
    ‘We don't know.  There's been nothing like this for over a hundred years.’ 
 
    Henry stood and read from a prepared script: ‘This court martial is assembled to consider a matter of military discipline.  These officers will decide the matter and their decision will be final.  You are charged with cowardice.  You refused my order to return to the head of the column.’  He went on to describe every last detail of the battle with the dragons, before reaching his conclusion and asking Angus if he had anything to say. 
 
    The big man was lost for words and just said, ‘She wanted me to stay.’ 
 
    ‘Is that all you have to say?’  Henry was pressing him as Angus looked to Lynella for support.  Under Henry's gaze and without her power, she could think of nothing to say. 
 
    ‘The Princess can't help you.  She can't even manage the tricks she used to murder my brother any more.’  He was leaning forward, eager to savour his victory.  ‘While you have been away,’ he continued, ‘we have been fighting to defend your homeland.  There will be many more battles to fight and examples must be made of any who display cowardice.’  
 
    ‘Hasn't he noticed that I can shoot the dragons?’  Paul asked in a whisper. 
 
    ‘Hasn't he noticed that Angus was never a coward?’  Maria replied. 
 
    The proceedings moved on.  ‘You may have thought that you were serving a mage,’ Henry was saying, ‘but look at her.  She can't do anything.’  Lynella was looking progressively more uncomfortable.  The officers soon started a brief private discussion and announced that Angus was to be banished.   
 
    Hearing the news Lynella withdrew into a world of her own, remaining in her room and permitting only Maria to enter when absolutely necessary.  She ignored the messages Paul sent in, asking to see her, to help, to encourage or just to be with her.  Her reply was always the same.  She was no longer a mage, she had let down her friends and had no wish to see anybody.    
 
    Paul managed to persuade Maria to let him know where Angus had gone.  Because of the presence of the dragons, his banishment only effectively excluded him from the castle.  There was nobody to even try to exclude him from the kingdom, so he had camped near the northern keep.  Riding out, Paul found him slightly more at ease outside the castle but still totally despondent. 
 
    ‘What can I do, now I have been banished?’ he asked, sitting on the grass near his small tent.  Paul had no more ideas than he did.  They discussed the past at length, but had no good plans for the future.               
 
    After this Paul found himself, as expected, inactive.  He considered returning to the landing field but there seemed to be no point in it, even if the Captain would permit it.  He had become a helpless spectator as the landing drew nearer.  After a day with plenty of rest and good food, he felt fit and ready but could think of nothing he could do to help.  Lacking any other ideas, he began the work he had originally wanted to do before the Council Meeting.  In his pack, he had a set of instruments which he had brought with him from the shuttle.  These consisted of electric field generators and detectors.  His original plan had been to work with them with Lynella, to help her develop her skills in the use of her power.  Without her help, he decided to investigate her artefacts.  Sending word via Maria, he was able to obtain the jewel and the circlet with an ease that surprised him.  He was shocked to hear that Lynella had completely lost interest in them.  The only other thing he required was a lighting globe which was easily obtained from a corridor in the old part of the castle. 
 
    Starting with the lighting globe, he saw exactly what he was expecting.  The wire leading into it contained two copper conductors, wrapped in what looked like paper based insulation.  Connecting them to a simple power supply, he was, however, surprised to find that nothing happened.  This, at last, was something that he felt he could usefully work on.  Clearing a table, he spread out all of his test equipment and placed the globe in front of it.  Close inspection showed that the globe was a sealed glass sphere, containing what appeared to be an opaque gas.  The only irregularity on the surface was the hole where the wire entered which, he guessed, had also been used to blow the glass and pump the gas in.  Working steadily, he set about the most comprehensive set of electrical tests he could manage.  Some time later, after many attempts, he was amazed to find that he had managed to make it glow with a complex high frequency pulsed signal from his field generator.  Moving on to the jewel and the circlet, he found that these responded to exactly the same signal: the circlet absorbed it and the jewel amplified it.  Reporting back on the radio, he found considerable interest in his discovery.  ‘You know we can tune the ring on the ship to produce that pulse sequence,’ the captain observed. 
 
    ‘What good would that do?’ 
 
    ‘It might re-awaken her power.’ 
 
    ‘She's not a machine.  If someone goes deaf, shouting at them won't cure them.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I hear all that but if there's any hope, we'll give it a try’ 
 
    ‘If it does anything, it might do more harm than good.’ 
 
    ‘I'm sorry but we've got to try it.  There’s an orbital correction due this evening but I'll get them to let it drift and do a bigger one in the morning.’  There was a pause while the Captain checked the data on his terminal ‘That will be at 10.43, so be ready.’ 
 
    Paul found Maria in the courtyard.  She had been out to see Angus, and was in a hurry to get inside before too many people saw her.  As they walked through a side door, he told her what the Captain was planning.  She stopped and looked at him, ‘What will it do?’ 
 
    ‘I don't know.’ 
 
    ‘Can't you stop him?’ 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    ‘What can we do about it?’ 
 
    ‘Just warn her and be there ready if it gets through to her’ 
 
    Lynella, as expected, ignored their warning, saying that she had lost her power, so it would not affect her.  Paul had to wait outside her door when the time came.  Half a minute before the pulse was due, he stood up from the window seat and prepared to go in. 
 
    As the pulse came, Maria called to him to come in.  Entering cautiously, he saw Lynella in a chair. 
 
    ‘She's fainted’ Maria said 
 
    He looked at her.  ‘She doesn't look too bad.  We'll just have to wait until she comes round to see what happened.’  Once again, he found himself checking her breathing and pulse as her body slowly recovered its equilibrium. 
 
    A few minutes later, Lynella opened her eyes to see Paul and Maria looking at her.  She was just about to tell them to leave when she remembered what had happened and stopped, not daring to hope that her power could have returned.  Very cautiously, she looked at a small ring and, focusing on it, found herself able to make it move.  She looked at Paul, ‘What happened to me.  What was it that you did?’ 
 
    ‘I didn't do it.  They did it on my ship’ 
 
    ‘You mean that they can do that to me as well as the pain I get all of the time.  Why did you let them?’ 
 
    ‘I tried to stop them, they wouldn't let me.  You wouldn't let me near you’ 
 
    ‘What good would that have done?’ 
 
    ‘I could have put something around you to keep the field out.’ 
 
    ‘How could you do that?’  Maria asked. 
 
    ‘With some chain mail.’ 
 
    During the next few hours they searched for all of the fine chain mail they could find and assembled it as a canopy around Lynella.  For the first time since the ship's arrival, its pulses could not reach her. 
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    A short corridor led to the old keep.  Although some of the lighting globes were missing, Lynella lit the others with nothing more than a casual glance.  Remembering back to their brief contact before his imprisonment, Paul could sense the extent of the change that had taken place within her.  His logical mind identified it as the beginnings of the arrogance which was the weakness of all the mages in the books he had read in the monastery.  At another level, he found it strangely attractive.  This young girl who had seemed to be playing games with him when they had first met, had taken well to the sudden maturity that had come to her from the trials she had faced. 
 
    Lynella was walking faster now, keeping just ahead of him.  She turned and smiled at him for an instant before moving on confidently, guiding them further into the maze of old corridors.  Finally, she paused at a door which opened of its own accord in front of her when she looked at it. 
 
    Through the door, he found himself standing at the side of a large metal sphere more than ten yards across.  The surface was copper coloured with numerous deep scratches and faint traces of green corrosion.  At intervals across it, there were signs of joints but, running his finger across one, he could tell that they had been welded together, using the power of some ancient mage.  Lynella was watching him. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Guess,’ she replied.  She was leaning against the wall now, looking pleased with herself. 
 
    Paul was completely thrown by this reply.  ‘Are you teasing me?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘No, you're the only man in this castle who doesn't tease me, so I would never do that,’ she paused.  ‘Except the old steward, I suppose.  He never teased me.’ 
 
    ‘So, why have I got to guess?’ 
 
    ‘When I put the marker bracelets on you, I thought that you must have power because you came from space.  Now, I see your power is in your knowledge of machines.  I want you to demonstrate your power.’ 
 
    Paul looked up at the sphere.  He could see a thickening of the metal around the centre of it, half way up.  This was simple; it was a ship, not much of a test in working that out.  Then he thought again.  This was a ship with a sealed atmosphere.  In all the books he had seen in the monastery, no mention had been made of flying very high.  There was no need for it in battle.  There had only been one occasion when they had needed that. 
 
    ‘This ship came from earth.’  He saw her nod her head but even as he said it, he found this idea incredible.  It meant that these people had come here without help.  It meant that at a time when the rest of the world was using sailing ships, a group had flown off and made a hyperspace transit.  She was smiling, obviously pleased with his answer.  ‘How did it get here?’ he asked, ‘Surely it can't fly this far from the source’ 
 
    ‘They dragged it here after the war,’ Lynella replied, ‘and rolled it some of the way.  All the mages were dead.  They couldn't even fly it to the edge of the source.  It took years, but they were determined to have it, even if they couldn't get in.’  She walked up to it and touched it.  ‘Nobody has been inside it since then,’ she was saying.  ‘It has a mage lock.’ 
 
    She walked round to one side, pausing at intervals to concentrate on it.   
 
    ‘I always thought that the opening would be on this side, but I could never quite be sure.’ 
 
    ‘You've always known the ship was here?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.  I used to come here years ago.  The lock on the door to this room doesn't take much power to open.  I used to think that nobody knew I was here, but I expect that they were watching to see if I could open the globe, so they could steal what's inside it’  
 
    Soon, she found what she was searching for and, as she looked at it, a small door began to swing open in the metal surface.  Paul looked in amazement as the opening revealed the metal to be almost a foot thick. 
 
    ‘Please wait there and use your gun to stop anybody who tries to get in,’ Lynella said as she climbed in head first through the small hole.  This was not easy in the formal dress that she had worn for the evening meal, but she soon disappeared, leaving Paul standing outside leaning against the globe holding his gun. 
 
    A few minutes later, nobody had come, and Paul had decided that he was probably wasting his time.  He called out, ‘How long are you going to be?’ 
 
    There was no reply but, moments later, the metal he was leaning against seemed to come alive, giving off a gentle humming noise.  He turned in surprise as Lynella called out, ‘You can come in now.’ 
 
    ‘What about guarding the door?’ 
 
    ‘Come in and I'll close it.’ 
 
    The interior was formed of a series of wooden platforms at different levels.  In the sealed environment, nothing had faded, and the wood still glowed with dark polish.  All around the outer surface were bunks.  From what Paul could see, there must have been over a fifty of them in all. Then there was space that would have been for animals and plants. Outside them, the copper wall was highly polished and was emitting a soft light which diffused throughout the ship.  Ascending the steep steps in front of him, he saw Lynella sitting on the edge of one of three couches at the centre of the globe.   
 
    She was wearing the jewel which was glowing gently on her forehead, but this was not all.  A matching stone was held at her throat by a short necklace while others from the set decorated an elaborate head-dress. 
 
    ‘Welcome to my true home.’  She smiled at him.  Before he had a chance to reply, the bracelets on his wrists started to pull him forward.  He stumbled slightly, and they eased off enough for him to gain his balance. 
 
    ‘What now?’ he asked, almost knowing the answer as she guided him carefully forward and down at her side.  Her face looked proud and almost distant, framed by the ancient jewels.  Her body was thin and slightly scarred but had grown strong and agile.  Her touch was hesitant and sensual. 
 
      
 
    Hours later, Lynella was sleeping and he rose quietly and began to look around.  The thick metal at the equator of the sphere was exposed at this level, revealing simple runic patterns.  The heraldic devices of the three families were woven into the symbols in front of the couches.  He imagined each couch occupied by a great patriarch during the flight.  Had it been a patriarch or possibly a matriarch?  Whoever it had been, their combined power had been so great that it had been able to produce a field intensity sufficient for hyperspace inversion.  Between the three of them, they had done as much as the entire fusion ring on Atlanta.  Had they known what would happen? 
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    The Director looked at the screen with satisfaction.  The Great River Mining Company logo was displayed in full colour; the NASA logo was conspicuously absent.  This software had been written over the last three months and owed nothing to NASA.  That was very satisfying but the message itself was unsettling.  It read: 
 
    LANDING SEQUENCE.  TOUCHDOWN IN 14 HOURS 30 MINUTES. 
 
    He was very uncomfortable and expected it to become progressively worse.  In four months, he had grown used to the ship and the way it worked.  The floors were slightly curved, but this could only be seen in the corridors.  Apart from that, everything had seemed reassuringly solid.  This was all about to change.  Throughout the previous day, he had felt the pull of the planet slowly build up, as their orbital velocity decreased.  While they had been passing over the anomaly, the ring had been fired to maintain their orbit.  At other times, there had been the deafening roar of the altitude jets burning vast amounts of precious hydrogen and oxygen that had been brought up by the shuttles.  Then finally, they had tipped the ring to use the curve of the field to stop over the centre of the anomaly where they now sat, in an eerie quiet with just the gentle hum of the fusion source.  He felt the pull of the planet as strong as the pull towards the floor.  The mountings on the equipment strained as everything tried to move towards the corner of the room. 
 
    ROTATIONAL FIRING SEQUENCE COMMENCING ...PREPARE TO LOSE INTERNAL GRAVITY. 
 
    This was the part he had been dreading.  He had never heard these jets before.  The ship had been rotating when he had arrived and had done so ever since.  Now it was going to stop.  The jets were mounted on the outside of the rim and scarcely audible but, over the next fifteen minutes, the effect was quite as bad as he expected.  He felt completely disoriented; the floor was no longer the floor.  The deceleration forces pulled him in yet another direction, leaving his senses completely confused.  Finally, they stopped.  Down was towards the planet now and that was the way it was going to remain for the next year.  He thought of the mining crew in comfort on the planet.  All non-essential personnel had been sent down.  They had camped a mile away from the landing field.  That was how far away you had to be, to be safe, if the altitude jets were fired near the surface. 
 
    Captain Turner felt nostalgic.  This was how the control room had been while they had been building the torus.  That was in the good old days when right was right and wrong was wrong, and the likes of the Mission Director were never allowed anywhere near the ship.  At least the man looked uncomfortable.  He insisted on staying so he would have to live with it. 
 
    SHIP ROTATION ARRESTED.  COMMENCING DESCENT.   
 
    They felt the lift from the ring ease fractionally and they were on their way down. 
 
    ‘I still don't see why you can't go down a bit faster.  This is painfully slow.’  The Mission Director was looking more and more uncomfortable. 
 
    ‘I am the Captain of this ship and I decide how fast we go.  If we go any faster, we may not be able to stop.’  The Captain was beginning to enjoy this.  Being an experienced spacer had its joys, even in this crazy organisation. 
 
      
 
    TOUCHDOWN IN 4 HOURS.  ATMOSPHERIC ENTRY IN ONE HOUR.  PREPARING TO CLOSE PRESSURE HULL DOORS ON TORUS. 
 
    They looked at the screens.  Slowly, the familiar red glow of each of the radiant coolers disappeared from view behind the massive doors.  Those doors and their seals had never been tested.  If any of the atmosphere got into the ring, there would be a catastrophic loss of power.  Now he could see the small maintenance floats carrying his men out to check them.  He watched intently as each seal was checked with the ultrasonic probes.  This was the first time anybody had been able to go near the ring since the ship had started rotating and, even now, the men looked clumsy working in the unfamiliar gravity of the planet.  Many of them knew the structure intimately, but all of their training was based on zero gravity work. 
 
    RING TEMPERATURE 300 DEGREES AND RISING.  CONFIRM ALL INSPECTION PERSONNEL CLEAR OF DOORS. 
 
    ‘Is that the last one clear?’ the Captain looked at the First Officer who was systematically checking the screens. 
 
    ‘All clear.  Let's see what it looks like’ 
 
    The Captain entered the all clear on his keyboard. 
 
    NITROGEN COOLING SYSTEM ACTIVATED 
 
    Liquid nitrogen flowed out from the massive tanks in the hub along pipes in the spokes.  When it reached the ring, it vaporised and blew out of vents on its outside.   
 
    ‘Here we go!’  
 
    The First Officer could see the beginnings of a vapour cloud forming, as the nitrogen dispersed into the outer rim of the atmosphere.  Slowly the screens went white as the cloud swirled and spread and enveloped the ship in an eerie cocoon. 
 
      
 
    The Abbot looked out from his vantage point in the upper levels of the monastery.  Below him in the valley, he could see the great circular scar of the completed landing field and the enormous tented city near it.  He had been watching the ship since dawn, when the red glow on the ring had been clearly visible against the dark sky.  Then the first rays of the sun had let him see the sheer size of his enemy for the first time.  Even thirty miles away, there was no mistaking the power of it.   
 
    ‘We shall have to go under it and get it from below.  We know where it has got to go, so it should not be difficult.’  He looked down at the ancient ship in its crucible at the edge of the plain below him.  ‘We must begin.’ 
 
    The message was passed down and a gentle hum came up from the depths of the hill beneath him.  A hundred trained minds focused on the device that had been their lives’ work, each entity moving within its intricate networks seeking out others.  As they met, they combined; gradually building, each with little power in their own right, but combining into a whole whose power exceeded the sum of its components.  Slowly, the hum coalesced into pulses which surged through the channels and emerged into the growing daylight to flow into the iron ring.  In the ring, it flowed around and around, pulsing ever more strongly now it had an avenue to escape and show its raw energy. 
 
      
 
    Captain Turner felt the ship lurch and felt fear flow through him, Paul must have been right.  He reached for the microphone and switched to the intercom channel. 
 
    ‘Paul, what the hell is going on?’ 
 
    Paul looked around him.  He too had been watching the ship from a hill at the edge of the source.  He had seen the nitrogen cooling cut in on sequence and been quietly amazed by the cloud it formed.  But now he could hear the distant roar of the altitude jets and he could see great plumes like dragons’ tails emerge from the bottom of the cloud, burning their last few reserves of hydrogen.  For the Captain to dare to talk to a listed deserter on open intercom, they must be in serious trouble.  He looked at Lynella.  She was still sleeping under her web of electrical shielding as the soldiers quietly prepared a meal. 
 
    ‘What's happened?  Nothing to do with us.’ 
 
    ‘Severe distortion in the anomaly, pulsing, coming from the north.’ 
 
    ‘It's the monastery.’ 
 
    ‘This is Atlanta to shuttle craft on planet.  We're going to have to go in.  You heard what's happened.  Take it out.’ 
 
    Eight shuttlecraft took off from the compound and flew north.  Within the hill, a slight tremor was felt as their missiles exploded in the earth, but the pulse never faltered.  The ring was now slowly rising out of the crucible.  A missile exploded on it, but it just rocked slightly and continued upward. 
 
    ‘This is Shuttle Leader to Atlanta.  The ring is out and moving towards the landing field.  We are unable to stop it.  I repeat, unable to stop it.’ 
 
      
 
    Paul looked at Lynella who had risen and was standing by him, obviously in severe pain. 
 
    ‘We're going to have to try,’ she said, her fear showing in her eyes. 
 
    They moved quickly down to the ship which they had prepared the night before, and climbed onto the small wooden platform they had attached to it with ropes.  Lynella let her mind flow down into the ring.  It was easier now because it was a way of deadening the pain.  Paul looked on helplessly as she began to pour more and more into it. 
 
    ‘Hold on tight, Atlanta.  We're going to make it worse before we can make it better’ 
 
    ‘We can feel you now,’ came the reply, as fresh tails appeared from the bottom of the cloud and the noise of the jets grew louder. 
 
    Lynella was lying prone on the platform, her small body shaking as the energy was drained from it into the iron below.  The ring began to lift, moving tentatively and swaying slightly as it rose.  The jewels on her head and neck came to life, colours coursing through them.  A cheer came up from the soldiers on the hillside.  With increased confidence, she threw the rest of herself into the ring and began to explore it in a way which had not been done since the time of the Ancients.  She found the pathways of purer metal which had been created at the time of the casting to enable her to set up eddy currents to control their flight.  The knowledge that Paul had been able to give her about magnets, and the time she had spent exploring the rings on the globe helped her and she found herself able to control the swaying. 
 
    ‘That's high enough.  Now move towards the centre.’ 
 
    Paul's instructions sounded as if they came from a different existence, but she knew that they were necessary.  She was blind to everything except the ring.  Within the ring her senses were growing keener and clearer.  The other fields were no longer the blinding pain which pervaded her senses.  Using the ring they could be seen with great clarity.  Beneath her, she felt the reassuring but complex presence of the planet which she had been able to sense throughout her life and which now supported her.  Ahead, she could sense a second field with its slow menacing pulse and above it, the third, far stronger with its searing, unnatural, high frequency. 
 
      
 
    ‘How much more hydrogen have we got now?’  The Mission Director looked drawn and terrified.  His only consolation was knowing that he would not be the only one to die if the ship crashed.  There would be no survivors within thirty miles of the crash site. 
 
    The First Officer checked his screen.  ‘About five minutes.  If the ship below us is not removed by then we go down on top of it.’ 
 
    ‘And you think that Paul Evans can do that?  Where the hell has he been all this time?  Why was I not told?  You say these ships work by magic?  You seriously expect me to believe it?  I'm going to sort this out once and for all when we get down.’ 
 
    ‘If we're alive.’  Having thus ended the conversation in the control room, the Captain switched the microphone on. 
 
    ‘OK Paul.  We have you both on radar.  The other guy is almost directly below us now and you are about ten miles south.  As far as I can see from the strength of the signal, you are definitely bigger than him.  Are you going for a direct collision?  You should be able to get rid of him that way’ 
 
    Paul looked ahead ‘I would if I could hit him.  Your vapour cloud is coming down all over the place; I can't see a thing over there.  Lynella seems to be able to tell exactly which direction to go, but she can't tell exactly how high he is.’ 
 
    The Captain looked at his screen.  ‘I can cut the cooling for a few minutes.  If you don't get him by then we're down anyway.’ 
 
    The mist cleared from the ship and, over the next few minutes, it dispersed from the plain below it.  Paul could now see the whole picture in the clear morning light.  The camp in the forest with the deep ruts between the lines of tents.  The fearful crowd who had been drawn to look to the sky by the sound of the altitude jets.  The dull grey ring floating above the landing field and slowly rising towards his ship.  Seen in the context of the features of the landscape, the great vessel dwarfed all below it.  It was slowly descending.  There was no visible sign of the struggle for its survival.  The altitude jets could be heard but, without the vapour to show them, the burning hydrogen could not be seen.  They were a menace quite as deadly as the ring below them. 
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    Lynella was conscious of the speed of their flight and the battle that lay ahead.  As her mind finally assumed total control of the ring, she formed images that were quite different from those which Paul saw.  There was a great city spread across the plain in front of her with tall graceful towers and spires built from gleaming metal.  The city had no wall or palisade for its defence, but the towers had balconies at the highest level, and archers on them were launching volley after volley of arrows from their long bows.  Through the arrows came the ships.  On each ring, there was a solid platform, surrounded by thick shields to protect the mages inside them.  Across the city, she could see, in places, the devastation that was caused when one of the rings hit a tower.  The terrified defenders were thrown into the air to crash to their death some distance away.  But the rings were not aiming to hit the towers; the arrows were a mere nuisance.  This was a battle between ships.  It was a battle of despair for the mages knew that few, if any, of them would survive this final encounter.  Forming the image of the whole plain, Lynella could now see the defending ships moving towards the attacking fleet.  The great crash rang out as the first two ships hit and the smaller of the two broke, killing the mind inside it in an instant.  The victorious ship showed no visible damage, but it seemed to falter and fall below the others that were pressing home the attack.  The realisation of what had happened left her with a cold dread of what lay ahead.  The ring had not broken but great fractures had formed, blocking the current and throwing the mind out of many of the intricate circuits inside it.  This left the mage crippled and unable to control his final descent to a crash that few survived. 
 
      
 
    The Abbot looked out at the scene that was now revealed.  The ring below the Atlanta was now being drawn up towards it with increasing speed, but not fast enough to avoid the newcomer.  He gave the command to take avoiding action. 
 
      
 
    Captain Turner watched as the monitors showed the temperature in the drive rising rapidly towards criticality.    
 
      
 
    Paul saw the ring in front of him move away and felt the jolt as they passed over the landing field and under the ship.  He felt a sudden blast of heat from above.  Looking us, he could see the glowing mouths of the altitude jets and knew that the invisible hydrogen flames were lancing out towards him. 
 
      
 
    The fields within the anomaly were complex.  In places they combined in ways which would enable a ship to gain height.  Finding these had taken weeks of surveying.  Lynella never paused to think, she was at one with the fields and knew exactly where to go.  She could sense all of the moves that she could make and prepared her next attack.  By reaching to the limit of her senses, she could even detect the changes in the other ring so, when it moved away, she was ready for it.  She knew now that she could do it and she drove all thought of the fate of her predecessors from her mind. 
 
      
 
    The watching crowds all knew that the end was coming.  They could see the larger ring with the crude wooden platform racing towards the bare smaller one.  At the last second the bare ring shot to one side as the other swept past.  A minute later the attacker was back only just missing.  They could see each attack growing closer.  The big ring turned crazily and shot back.  The crash that echoed across the valley.  A bolt of lightning flew into the hill to the North. The larger ring was swaying.  The smaller was gone, broken fragments exploding in all directions. 
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    Three hundred feet above the muddy ground, on the curved side of the hub, well above the roots of the spokes, the construction crew had cut through the ties securing a construction access hatch.  The delicate hard vacuum seals had been broken, and the waiting shuttlecraft had carried the gleaming metal away, leaving a large dark hole behind it.  Further crews had worked with enormous care; and their precious charge was passed out to a second shuttle which was already hovering, waiting to carry it down to the new executive suite which had been built a mile away, just beyond the bulky torus.  Now Captain Turner sat before that charge.  The unblemished veneered surface of the boardroom table had been polished to the point where the victorious smile on the face of the mission director, who sat opposite, could be seen in it in every detail. 
 
    The nervous personnel officer sat next to him and, on an unspoken command in the form of an almost imperceptible nod of the head from his superior, the officer spoke into the microphone. 
 
    ‘The mission director is going to permit you to know the exact contents of the executive summary of the report which he is sending to earth in the data bullet’.  His words were carried through a network of patches to sufficient loudspeakers and headphones to ensure that every individual who had arrived on the ship could hear him clearly.  He continued, ‘As soon as he has finished speaking the data bullet will be launched’. 
 
    One of the director’s attractive personal assistants picked up the microphone and placed it carefully on the table in front of him.  ‘This report is being sent with great urgency to head office on earth to report a major discovery which will generate significant returns for the Great River Mining Company.  On this planet company personnel working under my direction have discovered the basis of a totally new technology which can control very powerful electromagnetic fields.  These field are as powerful as those generated by the fusion ring on our ship but require no major plant to control them.’ 
 
    Captain Turner looked up wearily.  The strain of uncertainty could be seen on his face.  He knew that it was in the power of this man to cast him at will in the role of hero or villain. 
 
    The director continued.  ‘A detailed account of the discovery is given in the body of my report.  There is some involvement of persons who are not ship personnel and have been discovered on the planet living in primitive conditions.  These persons are descended from the crew of a ship which must have left earth some time ago.  Details of their journey are not yet known.  Under the terms of the powers given to me by government they will be subdued as necessary and subject to the same regulations as ship personnel’. 
 
    ‘In addition to this, our mining operations are proceeding well.  The ship has landed safely on planet.  A minor incident caused injuries to Engineer Paul Evans and one individual from the local population, but they are both recovering in the ship’s hospital.’ 
 
      
 
     
 
    The bullet itself lay in a shaft which had been specially excavated below the centre of the hub to enable it to reach inversion velocity, from a planet surface launch. 
 
    The final countdown sequence showed on the screens and captain Turner struggled to suppress his anger.  The un-necessary, and potentially disastrous, consequences of overloading the piles and the hull supports resting on them were not his most serious concern.  The bullet entered hyperspace from within the planetary atmosphere.  In less than a second it did more damage to that atmosphere than three centuries of uncontrolled industrialization had achieved on earth. 
 
    Two seconds later the shock wave reached the ground.  Reinforced glass in windows, and good heavy duty ear defenders, ensured that ship personnel sustained no injuries or major discomfort.  In the forest and the kingdoms beyond, the situation was totally different.  People and animals were terrified and ancient buildings were damaged.  
 
      
 
    The wave did, however, just penetrated sufficiently to cause the smoke from the director’s cigar the move perceptibly, as it curled across the room.  Below it a small piece of glowing ash was shaken off the end and, before he was able to sweep it away, it burnt an ugly black scar into the surface of the table. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part 2.  Tiana. 
 
    1 
 
      
 
      
 
    The dragon looked confused.  This was not due to any expression that it could convey because its face was fixed in a metal mask.  The confusion was visible from its hesitant movements. These were totally unexpected in a creature, which had, for many hundreds of years, never shown fear.   
 
    The man with the dragon showed no confusion.  He was determined that none would be seen.  The families from the first landing had said that more people would come and now they had arrived.  They had said that they would arrive at the source and that was where they were.  They had said that they would come in a ring-ship and that was also true.  The machine now approaching him was not described but no description of their equipment was given so he assumed that they had known about it but had simply decided that a description was not necessary.  This was his destiny, and he strode forward in his woollen cloak and worn leather boots with the dragon following. 
 
    The machine fled backwards.  The noise from its engine increased, driving the tracks so fast that the man had to run to keep up.  He made no attempt to overtake and the procession, machine man and dragon moved along the rutted muddy track and soon arrived at the compound.  The dragon now found itself surrounded by large numbers of machines.  Several of these were its equal in bulk and height and, collectively, they represented a formidable foe.  The long excavator arms hung out towards it with threatening teeth on their buckets.  It raised itself to its full height, with four of its six legs firmly on the ground and the front two reaching out with their huge claws fully extended. 
 
    ‘Don’t shoot it.’  The voice of the mission director came over the public-address system.  ‘We want it alive’. 
 
    The drivers and labourers all slipped away, and the man and his dragon stood motionless in the deserted space.  On one side the site huts formed a two-storey temporary building and the others had barbed wire fences with the rows of earth-moving machines lined up in front of them on the hard-packed earth, with only a small gap between them for the entrance.  The confusion in the offices was such that it was several minutes before one of the ship’s officers emerged. 
 
    ‘On behalf of the Mission Director I welcome you.  Under the terms of the amnesty you must surrender your weapons and you will be given food, shelter and employment.’  He showed no intention of moving more than a few paces away from the door. 
 
    ‘I know of no amnesty and require none.’  The man stood his ground.  ‘My people have had no contact with the kingdoms for many generations.  It is not my concern if you have been in conflict with them.  I wish to see your Mission Director’. 
 
    The officer decided to concentrate on the practicalities.  ‘What will the dragon do if you come inside?’  He glanced around in an un-necessary gesture to show how much larger the dragon was than the door way through which they would go. 
 
    ‘The dragon will not move until I bid him to do so.’ 
 
    ‘Bring him up.’ The Mission Director’s voice came over the speakers again.  Switching the microphone off he instructed the foreman, ‘You can’t move it so build a cage around it.’ 
 
      
 
    Standing in the office the man looked out of place but, unlike the others, he did not look uncomfortable.  It was difficult to judge the age of these people, many of them looked neither young nor old.  His clothes were simple but in good repair.  The Director reasoned that with an animal like that to clear the way, moving through the dense undergrowth without getting caught on it must be a lot easier.  He had planned to leave all reception interviews to the personnel department, but this was certainly an interesting one. 
 
    ‘What is your name?’ 
 
    ‘My name Christian.  There are few of us.  We do not use clan names’. 
 
    ‘Which kingdom are you from?’ 
 
    ‘We were expelled from the kingdoms at the time of the rebellion, just fifty years after the landing.  We live at the metal mountain.’ 
 
    The Director looked up in amazement.  ‘A metal mountain.  Pure metal?  What metal?’ 
 
    ‘The mountain is rock but in its heart, there is pure boiling metal.’ 
 
    ‘Where is it?’  The Director asked immediately, thinking of pure metal flowing directly into moulds for shipment.   
 
    ‘It is a long way away.  I started my journey when your ship arrived in orbit.’ 
 
    At that point the interview ended.  Christian was left making his offer of allegiance to the officer who had greeted him in the compound.  He was assured that the offer would be conveyed to the Director.  He was given an excellent meal and shown to a room with a comfortable bed.  The following day he was told that, in view of the number of applicants, he would have to wait some time to be seen.  He was not aware of applying for anything but saw no harm in waiting. 
 
    In the compound the dragon did not move.  It watched with mild interest as the cage was built.  Heavy steel beams were brought and lifted into place with cranes.  Welders worked through the night and the following day connecting them together. 
 
    By the second day Christian was becoming impatient and, when called to interview, demanded to know if his offer of allegiance had been accepted.  The interviewer looked bored. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry sir.  All I’m supposed to do is to find out what skills you have.  Can you work with wood?’ 
 
    ‘I do not work with wood.’ 
 
    The interviewer sighed.  This was going to be a difficult one.  He started his standard speech.  ‘We can offer you an excellent life.  You have seen how good our food is and how comfortable our accommodation is.  When you earn some of our money you can buy things like this.’  He took a small radio out of his desk and turned it on.  The music irritated Christian even more.  With a glance he stopped it.  Switching it on and off failed to cure the fault so it was replaced, and another was produced.  This time the plastic case was visibly melted.  The interviewer finally realised what was happening. 
 
    ‘I see.’ he said, sounding shaken.  ‘You can do what the girl can do.  Just bear with me a second, sir, and I shall take you straight to the Director.’ 
 
    The Director smiled broadly.  ‘You are most welcome.  If you had told me about your ability we could have avoided the delay.  Can you do as much as the girl?’ 
 
    Christian ignored the question.  ‘I must know.  Do you accept my allegiance, and that of my people?  Do you pardon us for any crimes against the state that were committed in the kingdoms?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I accept your allegiance’ The director was faintly amused. 
 
    ‘And the pardon?’ 
 
    The Director only hesitated for a second.  He had no idea what crimes they were but surely it would have no standing in law.  ‘Yes, a full pardon is granted.’ 
 
    Christian breathed a long sigh of relief.  ‘I shall tell my people.’  Looking through the window he could just see the dragon.  Using four of its powerful legs, the animal calmly bent the steelwork out of the way and sped away across the plain. 
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    ‘You can hear her screaming from the corridor outside the infirmary.’  Smith knew that his reaction would be showing.  He was trying to avoid eye contact.  ‘The pain must be incredible.  She always tried to look confident but she’s so young.’ 
 
    ‘I think they’re sedating her every time she starts.’  Gardiner sounded more detached. 
 
    ‘That won’t do her any good, will it?  She’ll just get worse.’ 
 
    ‘She won’t recover.’  They both already knew that she was only just alive. 
 
    They had taken a corner table in the crowded cafeteria.  Hundreds of people around them were hurrying to finish their meals.  Activity had been frenetic since the landing, ending months of boredom.  As ship’s officers, they were the exception.  Their workload was reduced so they could take time over their meal.  And hear Lynella’s screams.  Nobody else in the room seemed to notice, but Smith was sure he could hear them. 
 
    Smith stood up.  The captain had been arrested and when they tried to go in it would be obvious that they were part of it.  But he had to try. 
 
    He walked into the infirmary trying to look as if he had the right to be there.  It was not difficult to see where she was.  A group of three guards stood by a closed door.  It was briefly opened for a doctor to hurry in, but it was impossible to see how many other staff were already inside. 
 
    She screamed again.  The sound was scarcely human.  He heard her gasping for breath and the shouts of the nurses trying to control her. 
 
    He took the circlet out of his briefcase.  When Angus had given it to him three days previously on the hillside it had looked like the powerful artefact that it was.  Now it looked ridiculous.  He was an officer standing in the infirmary with a child’s toy.  It caught the attention of one of the guards who noticed their uniforms. 
 
    ‘Ship’s crew not allowed in this infirmary.  Director’s orders.’  The guard started towards them. 
 
    Smith replied instinctively.  ‘We’re not crew, we’re officers.  Use your eyes man.’  Before the man had the chance to say that officers were also excluded he went on.  ‘Now stand aside, that’s an order.’  He pushed past, Gardiner followed.  His lack of true authority over the guards was made up for by his superior height and obvious strength. 
 
    Entering, he saw Lynella, just visible through the mass of medical staff gathered around her.  Quite suddenly, she stopped screaming and there was a short silence while a nurse checked her breathing.  An almost imperceptible nod from the doctor said that she still lived. 
 
    One by one those by the bed looked up to see the two officers.  Smith saw them stare at the circlet. 
 
    ‘Who the hell are you and what is that?  Guards!’  He saw the fury in the doctor’s face as he turned back towards the bed. 
 
    The guards had already come in, but they were no match for Gardiner who kept them back while he ran forward. 
 
    ‘Stand aside!’ 
 
    His bluff did not work on the doctor.  He took no notice and turned to face him. 
 
    He held up the circlet.  ‘Put this on her.’ 
 
    The doctor ignored him.  The guards were getting around Gardiner. 
 
    Suddenly Lynella’s arm lunged out.  It was weak and shaking.  She reached directly for the circlet with extraordinary speed.  Smith knew that it was the only thing that she feared above all else, even above the field that was killing her, but he knew that it must look as if she wanted it.  Her eyes were gaunt.  Her expression of eerie terror shocked all to silence.  She was staring at the circlet. It was just beyond her reach.  She seemed to summon a last reserve of strength to sit up and take it.  Her body stirred pathetically but she could not move.  Her raised arm faltered and dropped. But then Smith felt the circlet warming in his hand.  He looked down.  A blue glow was forming around it.  He held it up.  The power was weak, scarcely enough to cause a spark, but the glow was now visibly pulsing, bright enough to be seen above the intense hospital lighting.  It was enough.  The doctor saw it and stood back while he placed the ring around her head. 
 
    Instantly her body relaxed.  Her breathing steadied.  The doctor looked at Smith. 
 
    ‘It blocks the field from the fusion ring.’  He tried to explain.  ‘It’s too strong for her here in the hub.’ 
 
    ‘You’re the expert, are you? How come it doesn’t affect anybody else?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what her power’s about.  It’s something she can make for herself and she’s getting it forced on her.  It’s too much for her to take.  Don’t forget she’s never been in the source before.’ 
 
     ‘Nobody told us any of that.  If only we’d known.’  The doctor hesitated.  But one of the guards stepped forward.  This time his authority was clear. Smith saw that he had drawn his gun.  ‘You’re one of them. Sounds like you’ve spent quite some time with the natives.  You must have been in this with the captain.’ 
 
    Smith and Gardiner were led away to be held at the discretion of the Mission Director.  
 
      
 
    The doctor had routine access to check the drunks, so Smith was not surprised to see him in the corridor outside his cell.  Suddenly he stopped right outside, produced a key, and let himself in in.  ‘She’s not getting better’. 
 
    ‘Every time she comes round, she’ll try to tear the circlet off, won’t she?’ 
 
    The doctor agreed. 
 
    ‘It was all we could think of.  A full metal enclosure would keep it out, but we couldn’t see how that could be arranged.  She needs to be moved away from the ship.’ 
 
    ‘I know, I’ve already asked.  The Mission Director said that it would be a security risk’. 
 
    ‘And you agree?’ 
 
    The doctor didn’t answer.  Smith noticed him glancing back down the corridor.  ‘We’ll try to arrange something to shield the whole room.’ 
 
    ‘That would be a good start.’  Smith lowered his voice and continued.  ‘If you help us get her as far as the edge of the source at the bottom of the hills to the West, we can get help from there.’ 
 
    The doctor said nothing.  After a few seconds, he turned to leave.  Smith wondered if he realised what damage Lynella could do once she recovered with the circlet removed. 
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    Lynella awoke to no pain.  No circlet and no pain.  Her memory of the last few days, or weeks, or however long it had been, was confused.  She could remember the pain.  She could remember the circlet and how it had, to some extent, eased the pain but, because of what it represented, she remembered fighting to remove it.  In all this time she had not been able to think.  To try to work out where she was and why she was anywhere at all when she should have been dead. 
 
    The room was curious.  It seemed to have been turned on its side.  The wall on her right side had a carpet, which was worn in places as if it had been walked on.  There were two doors, one was horizontal, and the other was the right way up to walk through.  The lighting was in the left wall and also in the ceiling, clearly designed to be used either way up.  The walls themselves were strange but she could at least identify them as being similar to the interior of the shuttle.  A layer of metal mesh had been fixed to them and she realised that this was protecting her from the pain. 
 
    There were many machines in the room.  Each had its own personality, which she could sense.  They were a bit like the machines on the shuttle, and she knew that she must not use her power on them.  This was not a time for experiments, she was alive and wanted to stay that way. 
 
    A man walked into the room and ignored her.  He looked at one of the nurses.  ‘How is she’? 
 
    ‘She seems to be a lot better since the doctor had the screening put in’ 
 
    The doctor entered, and the director turned to him.  ‘So, you think that she really could sense the field’ 
 
    ‘That was the conclusion of my report’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I have read your report.  But is it true?’ 
 
    ‘That was my conclusion’. 
 
    The director looked around the room.  ‘You were in the cells talking to them.  I need loyalty, not clever theories.  I think this is a fraud.  Take the screening down, I want to see what happens.’ 
 
    Lynella sat bolt upright in the bed.  ‘Who are you that you say this’? 
 
    He turned to face her and smiled slightly.  ‘And who, exactly, are you, now you are with us’ 
 
    ‘I am the Princess Lynella of the Southern Kingdom and demand that you identify yourself’ 
 
    He smiled broadly.  ‘I am the Mission Director.’  He walked up and leaned over her.  ‘And I have assumed delegated authority over your Southern Kingdom.’ 
 
    Lynella’s reaction was immediate.  She liked dealing with men who wore rings on their fingers.  It took several seconds for the Mission Director to realise what was causing the pain.  To some observers it seemed as if he did not believe it until he smelt his own burning flesh.  What was certain was that he never told Lynella that she was a fraud again, not to her face. 
 
      
 
    Paul was in captivity again.  He could see the guard on the door all the time.  The medical staff were as pleasant as possible but, even as he recovered, he was not allowed to go through the door under any circumstances.  
 
    He knew exactly where he was.  He had always admired the design of the ship, which enabled it to work both ways up.  The artificial gravity of the rotation was now replaced by real gravity in a different direction, just like it had been during fitting out on earth’s moon.  Every last detail in the hospital and other key areas worked both ways.  Elsewhere demountable panels needed moving, but the ship had been able to remain operational with minimal interruption.  Nobody had ever seriously expected to land the ship on anything again, but the facility was there.  His scheme for this landing had made very neat use of it.  He saw his idea for the plan, and his protection of the ship while it was in progress, as his crowning achievement.  Others might see it differently.  
 
    He could sense the pulses as the fusion reactor generated electricity for the ship’s services.  It was quite faint now they had landed, and power was not needed for flight.  He remembered how painful it had been in space, particularly when they had been accelerating into the hyperspace transit.  The odd thing that he had found was that he seemed to be the only one who could feel it.  Everybody had complained of nausea after the transit, but he seemed to be the only one who had felt pain.  He could feel some pain now.  Perhaps it was because he had nothing to do to take his mind off it, but he wondered if he was becoming more sensitive to it. 
 
    His summons was delivered by a uniformed guard while he was on an exercise machine.  He made the man wait while he used the shower cubicle.  This caused immense irritation and a flurry of anxious telephone calls.  He always liked to start in the way he planned to continue. 
 
    Although he had often been at meetings with the Mission Director present, and had even exchanged a few words in corridors, this was the first time he had discussed anything with him in person.  Two guards had escorted him out to the new buildings and the secretary had ushered him through and then, to his surprise, they all withdrew leaving him alone with the man. 
 
    ‘Come in Paul, sit down.’  The Director indicated an upright chair set back slightly from the back of his desk.  There was clear irritation in his voice, and no suggestion was made to use the comfortable chairs at the other end of the office. 
 
    ‘I see that you are recovering well.’  Paul knew that this was as far as he wanted the small talk to go.  The Director looked at him seeming to hope that he would say something.  The man obviously didn’t know how to start.  Paul couldn’t help comparing him with the Abbot.  In their ways they were very similar.  Both were leaders who had floated to the surface of unsavoury pools.  Neither was answerable to anybody and both abused their positions.  Physically they were also of similar type, over-fed and under-worked.  But that was where the comparison ended, the Director seemed to be struggling to start, the Abbot would have torn him apart by now.  Paul smiled slightly at this thought.  He decided to start. 
 
    ‘I understand that Lynella is also recovering’.  He looked pointedly at the bulky white bandage he noticed on the director’s finger and smiled. ‘I wish to see her.’ 
 
    ‘You may not.  You have more important things to concern you.’ 
 
    Paul ignored this attempt to divert him.  ‘I understand that almost all of the ship’s personnel saw us defend it.  If you discipline me, many of them will support me at an enquiry when we return to earth.’ 
 
    ‘Will they?’  The Director was sitting perfectly still, looking straight at him.  He made no pretence of lack of interest but showed no signs of concern.  ‘Carry on.’  He gestured slightly with one hand. 
 
    Paul decided to state his case.  ‘If you plan to continue to detain me I have the right to appeal at full disciplinary hearing before a panel of senior staff.  If not, I should be allowed to resume my duties.’ 
 
    ‘A full hearing will be arranged.  You will be provided with written confirmation shortly.’  This was an area where the Director knew where he was going.  Organising committees was said to be his favourite occupation.  ‘Do you have any other formal requests?’ 
 
    Paul was slightly thrown by this and simply confirmed that he had no more. 
 
    ‘Then I have arranged for another party to join us for a discussion of what happened during the landing.  A sort of informal preliminary hearing of your appeal.’  He looked pleased at this bureaucratic definition of the meeting and pushed a small buzzer on his desk.  The secretary opened the door and the Abbot walked in. 
 
    He still wore a brown robe, but it no longer looked homespun.  Beneath it Paul glimpsed some modern shoes and a modern wristwatch completed the transformation.  Paul’s horrified look was met by a smile, which overflowed with confidence.  The Abbot casually indicated the comfortable chairs and Paul and the Director obediently followed. 
 
    ‘I understand’ the Abbot began, straight to the point, ‘that you have been claiming that my monastery attacked the Atlanta’. 
 
    Paul stuttered and clenched his fist. 
 
    ‘This is a particularly invidious lie in view of the way in which we defended it.  It is also an insult to our casualties, many of whom would have died without the expert medical attention provided by the Director’. 
 
    Paul looked at the Director and said rather pathetically, ‘He did attack it, and if Lynella hadn’t stopped him it would have crashed.’ 
 
    The Abbot simply shook his head condescendingly and looked at the Director.  ‘I really think he believes it.  Lynella must have found him very easy to work on and he drew your Captain into her scheme for her.  She has made complete fools of them.’  He turned to Paul.  ‘You find her very attractive, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘That comment is irrelevant.  You attacked the ship.’ 
 
    The Abbot ignored him.  He turned to the Director.  ‘What are you going to do with this man?’ 
 
    ‘He has a right to a hearing.  Several staff members shall judge his conduct.’  
 
    ‘Do you think that’s wise?  These matters are very sensitive; very important.’ 
 
    The Director was about to reply but Paul cut across him.  ‘Who’s running this place?  Are you in charge or is he rewriting the rules for you?’ 
 
    The Director seemed to hesitate, but the Abbot continued smoothly.  ‘Do your staff normally address you that way.  You are the Director.  I am surprised that you tolerate it.’ 
 
    The Director clearly felt that he should say something but could think of nothing.  The Abbot continued. 
 
    ‘There is another issue; a very important issue that could have serious consequences for all of us.   This man has been involved in heathen practices; exploring the old pathways, leading to Tiana.’ 
 
    This time the Director was able to quote company policy, which permitted religious freedom, but only as long as it did not affect other personnel. 
 
    ‘What have you done?  What are these serious consequences?’  He asked. 
 
    Paul replied that he had absolutely no idea at all what he was supposed to have done.  He had never heard of Tiana. His reply was so convincing that even the Abbot seemed to accept it, and told Paul that his hearing was over and called the guard.  As he was escorted out of the room, Paul looked back to see the Abbot leaning towards the Director with a sheaf of papers.  They were word processed and printed.  The Abbot was wasting no time in using the shipload of new technology. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    The steward admired the amber coloured liquid.  It had been the only good outcome of the visit.  The company had been terrible – the Abbot and his new associate, the Director.  The declaration that they had brought was worse.  But this whisky was excellent.  Maria insisted on diluting it, but it was still excellent. 
 
    It was a warm evening, and he had retired to a terrace at the top of one of the castle towers.  It had been one of Lynella’s favourite places.  Few people knew that it even existed, and on this occasion only Maria knew he was there.  He looked at her sitting on a stone step on the far side of the terrace, waiting.  She was good at waiting.  She had known for some time that Lynella was alive; and had come out of her all devouring grief to wait.  If Lynella took a lifetime to come back, she would still wait.   
 
    She had seen him looking at her.  ‘Is there something I can get you my lord?’  She smiled with a beautiful open youthful smile. 
 
    ‘No thank you Maria.’  She smiled again.  He liked her company and freely admitted it.  It was not for conversation, because she was a servant and you did not converse with servants.  It was not even for her attractiveness, which was, by any standard, quite remarkable.  It was for her openness and loyalty.  While Lynella was absent, she had attached her loyalty to him, and nothing would change it. 
 
    ‘And I’m not your lord any more.  Henry is your king.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, my lord.’  This time he had to smile.  ‘And is the Abbot my lord as well or is it the director?’  He laughed openly. 
 
    Below him two carpenters were dismantling the staging in the courtyard.  They worked happily with their new tools, their gifts.  Everybody had had a gift; each one carefully selected, by the Abbot of course – even his whisky.  He saw no real harm in it, even if it did debase his society by trying to buy it with items, which clearly held little value to the giver.  Somebody had been given a small device which was making an awful noise which was supposed to be music.  This was annoying, but Maria had assured him that it would soon stop working.  She got this sort of information from Angus.  Since Angus had been banished nobody was supposed to see him so the steward had an unspoken agreement with Maria that she would give him the news without saying where it came from.  In return he would send her on occasional errands, well away from the castle to give her the chance for her meetings with him.   
 
    Even now the thought made him chuckle.  They had marched in intending to collect Angus and his men.  It was the first thing the Abbot had wanted.  Henry had proudly told them that he had tried Angus and found him guilty.  At this point the Abbot was about to rush down to the dungeon.  When Henry said he had banished them, the cleric had gone red with anger and, for a moment, looked as if he might take Henry instead. 
 
    And here he was.  Henry was walking proudly across the courtyard of his new kingdom.  A group of courtiers followed him.  The carpenters stopped work and bowed low.  A group of crew members from the ship that were lounging in the shade ignored him; but this had little effect on the grandeur of his procession.  He reached the far side of the courtyard and stopped to say a few words to a prince who was with him.  And then he turned around and went back again. The carpenters resumed their work.  They had seen him do this many times.  As a puppet ruler he had little else to do. 
 
    The steward looked to Maria and called. 
 
    ‘Yes, my lord.’  It made them both smile again. 
 
    ‘Please go and make sure that the carpenters clear all the timberwork off the battlements before they go.’  She slipped away. 
 
    Just months ago, it had been a super-human effort to build it.  Just weeks ago, it was their last line of defence against the dragons.  He raised his glass and drank a good measure of the whisky.  Now the defences were pathetic, an embarrassment.  The slovenly crew in the courtyard with their guns made it all a joke.  They insisted on staying even though the dragons had, as Lynella had predicted, turned back of their own accord as soon as the ship landed. 
 
    The steward’s private terrace gave him a commanding view over the castle walls to the fields beyond.  Since the dragons had gone the cattle had been returned and the cottages and fences had been rapidly repaired.  The farm workers would be using the new machines that they had been given.   
 
    Maria was crossing the courtyard below him.  The steward watched as she approached the carpenters.  She started talking with them, but soon one of the ship crew stood up and joined them.  They were too far away to be heard but it was clear that the discussion was not going as expected.  Soon after it ended Maria reappeared. 
 
    ‘They cannot do it my lord.  They have been commanded to go to start work at the mines tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘How can they do that?  The mines are within the source.’ 
 
    ‘Apparently the high council will meet tomorrow morning to revise the compact.  The man from the ship was surprised that we did not know about it.’ 
 
    He was glad about the alcohol.  It calmed him, suppressed his anger. 
 
    ‘And how will they be rewarded for their work at the mines?’ 
 
    ‘They will be paid double their normal wage.  They are very pleased.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing in ship money?’ 
 
    ‘No, we are not going to be permitted to have any ship money.’ 
 
    He had known about the prohibition on guns, but this was, in many ways, worse.  They were a minority on their own planet and this would make them a permanent underclass.  This ship would go but others would come, and they would be expected to serve each one as they came.   
 
    In his way he admired the Abbot, hated him but admired him.  When Lynella had overcome so much and won the battled he had reversed it all by simply telling lies.  The audacity was fantastic, the cunning was incredible, the timing and eloquence were perfect.  This man would now seem to many to be their only hope.  It wasn’t a real hope; the man was completely self-serving he would soon become one of the invaders, like them but worse.   
 
    A large cross stood above the castle gate.  The steward knew that it had been there for over a hundred years since the monks had asked them to put it there when they built the church in the village.  They had seen no harm in it, and had hardly noticed when the old ring that had stood there before had been removed.  They both watched as the shadow of the cross in the setting sun faded from the wall of the keep. 
 
    ‘Does she follow the cross?’  The old man asked. 
 
    ‘She knows very little of the old ways.’  Maria replied speaking so quietly that he could only just hear her.  ‘She has not studied the books as I have. Her jewel may be strong enough for her to re-discover the ancient souls, but the journey would not be easy without a guide. 
 
    He took one more gulp from his glass.  Perhaps it was as well that the Abbot would never try to make peace with her.  ‘You didn’t answer my question.’  He asked again.   ‘Does she follow the cross?’ 
 
    All Maria would say was that she had no love for the monks or their teachings.  He knew the real answer.  The forces that had caused the old mages to move away from the cross would now be acting on Lynella so, if she had not yet followed, she soon would.   
 
      
 
      
 
    Adam killed to eat.  He killed rats and ate them, and he killed people and ate the food they carried.  He took no joy from this existence, but he felt no remorse.  His injuries were so severe that for some time he could not walk.  He crawled around and among the coffins stacked in the catacomb and killed.  Although he did not enjoy killing, it gave him pleasure to have the gun that Smith had left him.  It felt heavy and cold in his hand, in all his life he could think of nothing that had given him more joy to possess.  Even his boat, which he had known to be better than any other in the village, had not been so good.  Each day he counted the remaining ammunition and confirmed that there was plenty left from the generous supply he had been given.  One day he killed a monk.  He knew that the bullets were special and could penetrate a monk’s aura.  He saw the saw the expression on the man’s face when he killed him. It was more surprise than terror or pain.  
 
    When they searched for him he hid inside one of the coffins.  He was not bothered by the decaying remains that he shared it with, because he knew with complete certainty that the souls of the dead would accept that he was good and those he killed were evil.  He wondered whether their souls might one day talk to him, and reassure him, even though they were in the monastery. 
 
    Slowly his wounds healed, and he was able to move out to other parts of the caves. 
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    Lynella’s escape from captivity on the ship was remarkably simple.  In many ways it is hard to see how the mission director could have made so many mistakes.  He was an intelligent, if rather ineffectual, man with a good education in modern science.  As such he should have understood the contents of the reports and, especially having quite literally had his finger burnt by Lynella’s power, realised the implications and acted on them.  He knew that she could induce magnetic fields in metals.  It was even in his report back to earth.  He could have worked out the destruction that she could cause.  He also knew that she could sense the bracelets that Paul wore and use them to locate and free him.  He knew that she could stop lead bullets in flight, it was in the reports and his own workshops had even made some ceramic ones to overcome the problem.  The trouble was that knowing something is quite different from believing it, and believing it is different again from having the confidence to demonstrate that belief to others.  He did not have the confidence to give orders to his managers to take precautions against magic.  His managers, in turn, although they had also seen the evidence, did not have the confidence to question this.  For his part, the Abbot never for one moment doubted that precautions had been taken, and never thought it worth his while to check. 
 
    The director surveyed the wreckage.  The heavy metal door of the pressure hull, which had been closed when the alarm sounded, lay open and distorted.  Guns lay on the ground where they had been dropped.  Each one showed signs of molten metal around the trigger mechanism, not major damage, but just enough to make them useless.  Scorched patches in the grass showed where bullets had fallen uselessly to the ground.  A Jeep lay on its side where it had crashed when a wheel had been melted away.  He turned and walked on up the road.  Normally he would never let himself be seen walking because his style of management was such that he wanted all his staff to know that he was too busy to walk.  On this occasion he simply walked on for a full mile to the crash site.  How could he explain the loss of a shuttle?  The shareholders would want to know.   
 
    They had escaped on horseback.  This much did not surprise him, he had guessed that she was sending messages to her friends outside and had let it continue in the hope that they would come in and he could capture them.  All of the opposition would have been tidied up and the Abbot would have been pleased.  He couldn’t understand then why he had been so keen to please the Abbot, and now he couldn’t understand why he was so scared to tell him what had happened.  If anything, it bothered him even more than the prospect of reporting the loss of the shuttle back to earth. 
 
    As soon as the shuttle had come down, he had ordered all of the others back to base.  He knew that the guns on the shuttle could knock her off her horse.  He had seen her jerk backwards each time she stopped a bullet, so the act of stopping a burst of heavy bullets would send her flying backwards and unable to protect the others.  But he couldn’t risk another shuttle.  So, he had let her go.   
 
    In his own time, he would go after her.  He would get his revenge on her later.  For now, he would get his revenge on the rest of her people.  He would give a speech at the pilot’s funeral.  He would make sure that absolutely all of the crew were there.  He would reassert his authority.  He would bring them all round to understand that the native people had committed an atrocity, and must all suffer for it.  He would bring them round to understand that her people must all be made to work in the mines as forced labour. 
 
      
 
    Lynella had been expecting to see her friends, just a small number as they had been before.  She knew that the few from the ship who had helped before would want to come along but now she found herself surrounded by a great crowd of people.  She asked Paul who they were. 
 
    ‘They want to start a colony.’ He explained.  ‘They don’t want to stay with the director and they don’t want to go back to earth with him’. 
 
    She looked at them all.  Angus had found enough horses for them, he had obviously known how many to expect.  She saw the doctor who had been treating her. 
 
    ‘What’s he doing here?’ 
 
    ‘He wanted to come.  We shall need a doctor.’ 
 
    She rode forward to where Angus was leading the column. 
 
    ‘Where are we going?’ 
 
    ‘We shall go wherever you say.’  Suddenly she felt the weight of responsibility.  She had much preferred Paul’s style of reply.  Angus saw her reaction. 
 
    ‘Adam knows a good place where he says we would be safe.’ 
 
    Nobody had mentioned Adam.  Not since she had seen him lying in a pool of blood in the monastery.  But Adam couldn’t die; she had been foolish to think that he had.  Adam would always be there, silent and unresponsive, but always there. 
 
    She turned to see him, he had only been a few feet away, but she would never have noticed him without looking.  She smiled at him with such warmth that even he showed a slight flicker of response. 
 
    ‘I thought you were dead. I grieved for you.’ 
 
    She tried to move closer to him, but he moved away. 
 
    ‘We shall go to the place you know.’  She said, and he responded with a simple nod of his head. 
 
    They stopped briefly at the Southern castle.   News of their escape had spread ahead of them and the crew members who had been staying there had fled. Lynella was not welcome; but Henry did not feel able to close the castle gates on his cousin.  Soon they found the Steward and Maria for an emotional reunion.  He was too old to travel with them but there was no question of stopping Maria; she would not leave Lynella’s side.   
 
    Knowing that the pursuit would not be far behind, they could not stop for long.  Soon they were riding east to the river.  A day later they turned north, riding hard up the lake shore until they reached the tower.  Continuing down the river they finally found the King Solomon on a mud bank at a sharp bend.  The rigging was loose, and the sails had some large tears where they had caught on overhanging trees, but Adam had many companions with him from his village, and they soon had the ship sailing down the river in good order. 
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    The black cliffs of the island towered over them, blocking the last traces of daylight.  Moving deeper into the bay they could see nothing beyond the pool of light from Paul’s flashlight on the black water and the outline of the top of the cliffs, which seemed to be almost directly above them.  The sails hung limp against the spars but still their momentum took them slowly forwards.   
 
    Paul shouted. There was a wooden post in the water.  Soon a second was visible.  Finally, a third.   
 
    They drifted closer.  The helmsman tried to steer away but they were moving so slowly through the water that there was no response to the rudder.  A shapeless form clinging to the tallest post suddenly unfurled long wings. It flew directly at them, almost touching, disappearing into the gloom. 
 
    Corroding metal bands on the posts held lengths of rotting rope. 
 
    ‘Sunken ship.’  Adam said.  ‘Look at the ripples by the masts, there’s a strong current flowing in.’  He raised his head and shouted.  ‘Drop anchor.’ 
 
    The crew on the foredeck struggled to free it and dropped it over the side but, as they paid out the rope they could feel it sliding over smooth rocks on the sea bed and scarcely slowing their progress.  More masts came into sight, the current even stronger as it swirled around them. 
 
    Suddenly their own ship shuddered.  They shone lights up.  The main mast was caught on an overhanging rock.  The hull was driven on by the current.  They swung round, broadside on to the flow, pulled over, the water lapping up over the decks on the lower side.  The current gripped the hull, driving it harder. The mast scraped further across the rock and lower. 
 
    The crew on deck hung on to anything they could find; tried to climb away from the advancing water.  Adam slammed down the remaining hatch and secured it. 
 
    Angus shouted at him ‘What about the people inside, let them out’.   
 
    Adam ignored him.  Screams came from below.  Within moments the water was lapping against the fastenings.  The ship was driven further over by the current roaring past it. 
 
    One last terrible scraping noise from the top of the mast told them that they were clearing the overhang.  The ship shook itself free and rolled upright.  Only its deep keel prevented it from capsizing to the other side. 
 
    They found themselves in total blackness with no way of knowing where they were or even if they were still moving.  Lights were pointed out in all directions.  There was a narrow shelf of rock with a large carved stone bollard on it.  Adam immediately took the end of a light rope and dived into the water.  Reaching the shelf, he pulled in the heavy mooring line which the crew had tied onto the loose end of his rope.  He ran to fix it to the bollard.  Almost immediately it snapped taut. The King Solomon shuddered and stopped  
 
    The ship was now secure, and a lighting sphere was taken up the mast for Lynella to illuminate. The light revealed a large cavern.  The ceiling high above them and the walls to either side had been cut smooth.  The shelf on which Adam was standing extended the full length and looked man made.  The entrance looked frighteningly low. The current surged in and through the length of the cavern, crashing into jagged rocks at the far end; seeming to dissipate through unseen vents.  There was certainly no exit above water. 
 
    Adam looked at the damage to the top of the main mast.  The spars for the topsail were hanging loose and broken and the sail itself was in shreds but this was of little consequence.  If the ship was ever going to somehow be dragged out against the current the entire mast would have to be lowered so a repair would be easy. 
 
    Two hours later the ship was securely moored against the shelf, the decks and cabins had been cleared and the sails hung out to dry.  A watch had been detailed and everybody had eaten.  The mood, however, was sombre as they could see little prospect of escape from the trap into which they had been drawn.  Their only hope lay in the faint outline of a door in the wall behind the shelf.  The entire crew was looking at Lynella as she stood in front of it.  
 
    In her mind Lynella was chasing.  She knew where she was; the hills, the fields and the trees were all familiar.  But she didn’t know what she was chasing.  It was ahead of her, just over the brow of the hill, beyond the hedge that ran along the ridge.  She was tired, but she knew that she had chased it many times before and always caught it.  Except once, and that had not been her fault, Henry had frightened it away.  Now she was up at the top of the hill.  Her legs ached but she had to carry on.  She knew how it felt to catch it, to hold it, to feel it, to know it was hers.  She knew that she didn’t need it for long; there wasn’t much to do. All she needed to do was to open a door.  It was just a puppy, easy to catch and simple to hold.  She could see it now. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she could see a group of people who she barely knew staring at her.  She could sense their fear, their fear that she might fail.  The puppy had gone, it wasn’t a puppy anyway, it was a fully-grown dog.  It could run much faster than she could.  She was going to let these people down.  They would be trapped with no means of escape. 
 
    She would have to give up.  There was one other way. The dog might never run again.  She feared that even more that never catching it.  
 
    Maria sensed the problem.  Nothing had happened.  The silence grew.  All the faith in the expedition was built on a faith in Lynella’s power. Maria could only do one thing.  She screamed. 
 
    The dog heard the scream.  It turned.  This gave Lynella time, she was almost on it now.  The grass felt firm and smooth.  The dog still wanted to know who had screamed, who was trying to help her.  It paused, but not for long enough.  Just as she was about to touch it, it turned and was gone.  The hedge was thick and full of thorns.  She was struggling to get through to see where the dog had gone.  She was angry now.  She pushed past the thorns, ignoring the pain as they cut into her bare arms.  The dog was in the distance.  She knew that she was able to stop it.  She focussed her power on its collar.  It stopped in the face of a blinding light. 
 
    In the cavern lighting spheres high up in the roof suddenly blazed with the power of sunlight.  One exploded.  People all around screamed and ran for cover. 
 
    Lynella knew she had done something wrong.  The dog was laughing at her.  It was telling her that she should have been trained.  She had had the chance to go to the monastery when she had been young, but she had refused.  Now she was useless.  She was not a mage, she was a fraud.  It was a wolf now.  Enormous, with long yellow fangs.  It had stopped running away.  It was almost on top of her.  She started to sway and fall. 
 
    Two people caught her arms and held her.  They were her friends.  But she knew that all her friends were blind, they couldn’t see the wolf.  It was about to jump at her and they couldn’t see it.  It hesitated, just for an instant the gleaming red eyes turned slightly and looked to one side of her.  And somebody met its gaze.  Another presence, something she had only ever felt in enemies in the monastery.  But this was a friend.  The wolf turned and ran.  It was only a puppy again now.  It was in her arms, she felt the warmth of its soft fur.  The door was open.  
 
    Old hinges creaked, and Angus had to use all of his considerable strength to swing the door out until it almost blocked the narrow landing stage.  Inside all they could see was a plain square metal compartment.  It was just slightly wider than the door and of similar depth and had small upholstered seats all around the edge.  Above the seats a line of runes confirmed that it was an artefact of the mages.  Lynella stepped inside and Paul followed.  Without effort she closed the door. 
 
    He found himself sitting on one of the seats looking at her seated opposite, illuminated by the dim glow of a small sphere.  They started to ascend. 
 
    At the top of the shaft Lynella opened the door and they saw daylight outside.  They heard a hidden mechanism click into place to prevent the lift from falling when Lynella withdrew her power.  She relaxed as they walked out into the sunlight.  They stood on a small metal platform high above the surface of the island.  Looking down they could see that they were at the top of a massive pylon.  Extending above them there was a short mast supporting a ring, some 30 feet across.  It was held vertically on edge and Paul looked out across the sea in the direction of its axis.  The air was clear and on the horizon, he could just make out the coast that they had come from.  A gap in the hills seemed to be divided by a single dark line. 
 
    ‘That’s your tower.  It’s on a straight line that must point directly at the source.  What does it do?’ 
 
    Lynella looked hard at the ring above her and the tower on the horizon and pictured the source beyond the gap in the hills.  As hard as she looked she could not imagine what the device had been built for. 
 
    ‘I don’t know how it works’ she replied, ‘but it’s pointing directly at your ship.’ 
 
    The stood looking at it for some time and then they turned to look around to see if anything else was visible.  On the far horizon in the opposite direction to the tower on the land a second singled dark line showed the presence of another pylon.  
 
     
 
    Back on the landing stage they expected to see fear and confusion after their sudden departure.  What they saw, however, was a calm and organised crew preparing to lower the masts. 
 
    ‘When you went,’ Angus explained, ‘we knew for sure that this island has devices on it that were built by the mages.  They must have had some way of getting out so Lynella can get us out.’  He did not show the slightest doubt in her ability to rescue them and had clearly conveyed this confidence to the others.  She realised that the trouble that she had experienced opening the door had only lasted for a few seconds, and had hardly been noticed by anybody except Maria.   
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    Soon they were back in the lift. This time they stopped half way up at the level of the surface of the island.  When the door opened they smelt age and death.  The scene was, in some ways, similar to the interior of the tower that they had seen before but it was, in every respect, more extreme.  The flowing beauty of the work of the mages could be seen in every part of it, but the detail which made the tower a home for a family was absent.  The signs of hurried departure which had been so evident in the tower were seen in this place as the remains of sudden death.  Each ornate chair around the grand circular table contained the decayed and dried remains of a mage. 
 
    They walked around them in awed silence.  Here were jewels which made the gem on Lynella’s forehead look like a child’s toy.   But still that power had been defeated. 
 
    Lynella showed a humility that she had never felt before.  ‘I thought that they had gone from the tower in such a hurry to fight at the source.  They didn’t – they had already been defeated.’ 
 
    Paul was equally awed, but saw his own perspective.  ‘Three hundred years ago your people had technology which may have been the most advanced that humans have ever seen.  We have no means to create ships and pylons, or even a bridge like the ones you created with it.  But in the space of a few hours, or even seconds, it was destroyed.’ 
 
    The main column supporting the pylon rose through the centre of the table.  Around its perimeter a single ring of solid gold would once have been perfectly formed but was now buckled.  The sealed environment had prevented accumulation of dust on the table, but this only served to expose the scorch marks which radiated across its surface.  Even the surface of the column showed signs of damage. 
 
    ‘We must find out who did it.’  Lynella stated without leaving room for questions.  ‘The monastery hadn’t been started and anyway the power of their machine couldn’t begin to compare with this.’ 
 
    ‘It would have been a war between mages.’  He cautiously placed a hand on the back of one of the chairs, keeping well clear of the corpse slumped to the other side.  ‘Probably around the time of the final battle at the source and the compact.  It would have been a battle like the ones Maria describes, almost everybody on both sides died.’ 
 
    Lynella knew that this was wrong.  ‘This was done after the compact.’  She replied simply.  ‘Nothing like this was built in the kingdoms and if they had been able to build one they would have, and they would have used it in the final wars. There was no war between mages when this was destroyed.’ 
 
    ‘So, who was fighting?’  Paul asked.  The signs of a battle were plain to see.  
 
    ‘The Mages were fighting the only power that was stronger than they were.’  She replied, sounding sure of her facts but also distressed by them.  ‘They fought each-other until the compact rescued them from oblivion but then they fought their God and died.  The God survived, but the mages died.’               
 
    Paul felt the superiority of his background in a society based on machines which depended on scientific principles which had been analysed and understood.  His God was not a medieval character who could be challenged.  His God was conveniently distanced and sanitised.  He held onto some fairly archaic ideas of the nature of evil but nothing like this. 
 
    Lynella sensed the size of the gap between their cultures.  ‘I saw the personality of your power.’ 
 
    He looked completely blank and she smiled at him. 
 
    ‘You helped me down at the door.  I see now you don’t even know you did it.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?  You can do the magic.  I’m the one who does the machines.’ 
 
    She walked over to one of the chairs.  Lifting the heavy gold crown, she found that the decomposed head started to come away with it.  She pushed it out, casually letting it fall on the floor.  Paul felt nausea rising inside him.  He shuddered back as she moved towards him. She ignored him, placing the band on his head.  One of its jewels rested firmly against his forehead.  The last thing he saw before collapsing was her smile as her own jewel glowed. 
 
    Regaining consciousness, he saw her again, differently.  He was aware of images around him.  Strangely unfamiliar. He knew what they were. This world existed in parallel to the other world, rather than dreams which take the semblance of being the only reality.  Cautiously he found that he could interact with his surroundings.  He inspected the room.  He saw the table and then the objects around it in this new perspective.  Lynella was where he had seen her in the real world.  Her expression was unsmiling but, at the same time, her mind was open.  For the first time he saw her belong.  She was alone, waiting patiently for him to be ready to follow her. 
 
    He reached out to her to find out what had happened.  She explained how she had used the runes on the table as a gateway to a network and then reached out to draw him in.  Looking again he was able to see his own body slumped down, his head to one side, his arms draped on the table and only the wings of the chair preventing him from falling.  He tied to rush over to it, but his movement was slow and uncertain.  Then he saw his chest moving, breathing, slow but steady. 
 
    ‘That is not death’.  He voice was distant but frighteningly clear.  ‘Your thinking is still in that world’. 
 
    She encouraged him to go to the threshold of the gateway to satisfy himself that he was free to go back.  But she knew he would not want to leave until he had explored.  Some of the pathways reached out in the other direction further into the network. 
 
    She waited as he tried to see what he could do in this new reality.  He found that he could touch her.  Brushing her sleeve, he saw it move in this reality but not in the other world.  Remembering what she had done in the monastery, he saw a small ring on the table and found that he was able to move it in both worlds.  He knew that if he had been able to see the ring he could have moved it without entering this world and, with practice, controlled its movement.  The network would enable him to project that power at a distance and, like the computer networks he knew, to communicate.               
 
    She led him through pathways around the tower.  Some of them were damaged but all were passable.  In an instant they travelled to the top of the pylon and back.  When he fell behind she slowed down and helped him, drawing his jewel towards hers.  Every time she sensed it she realised how much stronger it was than hers.  She realised that, without it, he would have no more power than she had had as a child. 
 
    They went down to the sea and looked at the mechanisms under the dock.  They returned to the gold ring at the table.  For all of the damage it had taken, it was still immensely powerful.  From this point he could begin to understand the purpose of the machine.  It was part of a link that connected the source to another point.  They could not tell what was at that other point.  It was a point of exit.  It could enter hyperspace to come out elsewhere in the universe.  He could follow this, but he saw that she was trying to lead him beyond this understanding.  To understand where it would go if the power was even greater.  Far greater than the power of the Atlanta.  She knew his limits.  She knew not to lead him to the point of destruction. 
 
      
 
    On the way back down, he tried to help with the lift, but his exhaustion was such that she could only just feel him there. 
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    The shape of the island, which concentrated the natural flow into the mouth of the cavern, brought with it a vast amount of sea life.  Adam quickly arranged nets over the side of the ship which provided an ample supply of edible fish.  The nets also conveniently trapped quantities of driftwood to augment their dwindling supplies of cooking fuel.  The following morning Lynella was sufficiently recovered to take Angus and Adam up with them in the lift to the surface of the island.  Realising that the chamber that they had been in previously had no outside exits; she guessed correctly that she should go to the floor above it. 
 
    When the lift door opened, she was struck by the total contrast to what they had seen before.  Here there was a small corridor with a relatively low ceiling and a number of ordinary doors to either side.  Inside the doors they found kitchens and store rooms.  Although these were quite tidy, it was clear that they had been abandoned by people who did not expect to return.  At the end of the corridor, they found an outside door secured with a conventional latch, and through this a short flight of steps to ground level. 
 
    The island was covered with a mixture of coarse grass and bare rock.  Measuring a few hundred feet in each direction, it had a small rise in the centre with the pylon positioned at the top.  There was no sign of any animal life, but vast numbers of sea birds circled above them. 
 
    ‘We used to come out here occasionally to look at it.’  Adam said.  ‘We knew that it was dangerous to go to the north side – boats that went there never came back.’ 
 
     Angus stared at him. He continued. ‘We knew that the mages must have gone in that way because the cliffs are sheer all the way round.  Since we had a mage on board, I assumed that we would get out safely.’ 
 
    Lynella said nothing. 
 
    They made a quick tour of the island and confirmed what Adam had said about the cliffs.  Angus commented on the lack of any catchment for rain water. 
 
    ‘They catch it on the roof at the base of the pylon.’  Paul said.  ‘There’s a big cistern in the top level of the building, it’s full but I don’t know if it’s drinkable.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know that?’  Adam asked in his usual direct manner.  After a slight hesitation, Paul replied that Lynella had told him. 
 
      
 
    Back on the ship, they began to discuss how they were going to get out.  They thought that if the Director was going to come after them he would probably have done so already.  To be sure, they decided to set a lookout at the top of the pylon for a day or two to look for shuttles before leaving the safety of the island. 
 
    Working with Paul, Lynella explored the mechanism for getting ships out of the cave and explained it to Adam and his crew.  She explained how it worked and they easily located the cable which hooked onto the ship to tow them.  She described the winch which was on an outcrop facing the cavern entrance and from the end of the landing stage they could just see it.  They were, however, moving towards the impossible question.  Having remained in the tower to work the mechanism, how was Lynella going to get onto the ship? 
 
    Angus provided the solution.  A small boat would be built, not much more than a raft, just large enough for Lynella to sit in.  As the King Solomon was towed across the bay a rope would be paid out and this would be used to pull the small boat across when she was in it. 
 
    Before this could be done, the critical operation was to lower the masts.  With the rigging now almost entirely removed, they stood bare above the ship.  They had been made from tree trunks and rested on the keel at the bottom of the hold and were now held upright by the large timbers that secured them.   The designers of the ship had never intended the masts to be lowered so no provision had been made to let them move at deck level.  They would therefore have to be raised vertically out of the deck before lowering.  Adam was in his element.  The more impossible the task, the more he drove himself relentlessly towards solving it.  Angus ran around after him doing his best to interpret Adam’s gruff monosyllables, and communicate them to the teams who would be required to hold the various ropes with which the operations would be controlled. 
 
    Paul and Lynella returned to the tower.  A brief second visit to the servant’s level enabled them to obtain sufficient furniture to be broken up and use to construct the small boat for Lynella’s escape.  After this, they returned to the only remaining unexplored level which lay just below the other floors. 
 
    The lower level was, as expected, the accommodation for the mages.  Emerging from the lift they found dark wood panelling with the ever present runic symbols forming the basis of complex patterns in it.  A small open hallway with doors on the outer wall surrounded the base of the pylon.  Lynella was slightly surprised to see that the doors had handles, but concluded that they must have been for the servants.  On this occasion they were, however, all locked.  Choosing one at random she tried to open it. 
 
    Sensing Paul trying to help her she drew confidence from him while, at the same time, helping him to see the mechanism of the lock and teaching him how to operate it.  She found the experience of working in harmony with another individual almost similar to working with one of the monks’ machines, but without the underlying threat of entrapment.  For the first time she sensed how lonely she had been throughout her life, as the only mage on the planet, and felt great relief that her isolation had ended. 
 
    The lock, however, did not open. 
 
    She could sense Paul’s confusion as he waited for her to decide what to do.  She put in more power, thinking that the mechanism must simply have become stiff with age.  Her jewels glowed but still the door did not open.  She felt the now familiar surge of anger and humiliation and prepared to throw in a pulse of energy that would be sufficient to destroy the entire door if the lock would not respond.  At the last moment, she sensed Paul trying to persuade her to stop and, fearing that he had seen danger, she withdrew completely. 
 
    ‘All of the private cabins on the ship have different entry codes.  If they didn’t, we would be continually walking into the wrong ones and nobody would have any privacy’. 
 
    She had to adjust quickly to realise that he was talking to her with normal speech and work out what he was trying to say. 
 
    He tried to explain it another way and asked.  ‘What did you do differently at this door from what you would have done at any of the other doors?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing, what did you expect me to do?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, but they must all be different.’ 
 
    Lynella stood back and patiently tried to work on the problem.  The doors had numerous runes carved into them.  Trying to remember what she had read in the books in the tower, she was able to recognise a few of them.  They gave her some clues about the owners of the rooms, the type of power they had and, above all, the way they would fight.  Gently probing the locks, she thought that she could recognise the characters from the way they were programmed but she could still not find the key to opening them.  Suddenly, from behind her, she heard old hinges protesting as a door opened.  Turning she saw Paul laughing at her. 
 
    He swung the door wide open and stood back for her to enter, still smiling as she walked across. 
 
    She looked back defiantly.  ‘I first opened a mage lock when I was ten years old’. 
 
    ‘But you couldn’t open these ones.’ 
 
    Looking at him, she finally realised how he had done it.  He was wearing the jewel that had belonged to one of the mages.  She carefully took it from him and put it against her forehead in place of her own jewel that she had used since childhood.  She was amazed how different it was, completely unfamiliar and larger and more complex than her own.  She felt slightly unsafe using it, and realised that it could draw her in.  Opening locks was, however, one of the simplest things a mage could do, and she could see how the perfect match between the jewel and the lock would have let her open the door with only the lightest contact. 
 
    The interior of the room was as Spartan as the chamber above it with simple heavy furniture.  There was a bed, which was neatly made, and the only other furniture was a desk and chair.  The only concession to decoration was a single portrait of a woman with a child.  They were not wearing jewels, but from their bearing and the intensity with which the stared out of the picture they appeared to have the power to be mages. 
 
    The only item on the desk was a plain metal cylinder.  Paul picked it up.  ‘The two halves have been welded together.’ He observed.  ‘You mages certainly have a way of doing things.’ 
 
    She asked what he thought it was. 
 
    ‘It looks like a message tube to me.’ He replied.  ‘The metal tube might just be a way of keeping it secure, but more likely they had a way of shooting it back to the tower.’ 
 
    ‘Whoever lived here never had time to open it.  Or perhaps he wrote it and never had time to send it.  Or perhaps it was from the lady in the picture.’ 
 
    They decided to open it.  Lynella took great care to do this with speed and precision and Paul was duly impressed.  The note largely consisted of runes, clearly written in haste but still carrying hope and power.  The only word was ‘farewell’ written near the bottom, in what appeared to be a child’s handwriting. 
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    They went up to the main chamber.  The corpses stared at them.  Paul couldn’t watch.  Lynella went up to each one in turn and took their jewels.  Decaying flesh fell away but she was more interested in her growing collection on the table, picking them off as if from broken dolls.  She examined each in turn, choosing one which was largely translucent with flecks of gold and red.  The mounting was similar to her one that the steward had given her; except that it was held in place with a gold chain rather than the simple silk cord that she was used to.  It felt comfortable against her forehead. They knew that it had been created by the mages at the height of their power.  She tried to take it off to go back to the one she knew, but it drew her in.  Each time she thought of letting it go, it always had something new to show her.  She realised that Paul was not helping.  He was encouraging her to abandon the jewel that she had known since she was a child.  Her resistance collapsed.  She could now see how great the power of the mages had been.   The pathways in the island, which had seemed complex but passable, now emerged in their true logical simplicity.   
 
    She took the necklace and bracelets from the same corpse as the jewel. They glowed in recognition.  The ones she had found in the old ship in the Southern Castle were discarded on the table.   
 
    The new jewel was very different but, in one way, easier to use.  Everything in it was more ordered and regular.  She realised that they contained none of the natural random pathways that she was used to.  They were completely artificial, far newer than hers, which had come from earth.  It was as if she had been feeling her way forward in the dark and now had a lamp.  She could see where to go, and the wolves of her terror of failure would never come near her. 
 
    They entered the network to explore.  Moving to the base of the pylon they found mechanisms which had seemed insignificant before, but could now be seen as distinct devices, each with its own purpose.  Many of them were to defend the island.  They tried to let their imagination run to picture who or what might have been able to attack it.  Others controlled the systems of the tower itself to enable the mages to live in warmth and comfort.  The last was the biggest.  Formed by a set of rings held in a three-dimensional pattern building up towards the pylon.  Its purpose was to deliver pulses of energy to the ring at the top. 
 
    ‘What could fly through it?’  Paul asked.  ‘Where from and where to?’ 
 
    Lynella did not answer.  She led the way downward.  Passing the dock, the network continued down into the rock.  In front of them was a portal.  The end of the privacy of the tower.  Beyond it they could see that the pathway continued.  They approached it, hesitating at every step.  It was surrounded by a device unlike any they had seen before. 
 
    They stopped. 
 
    ‘It looks like a trap.  We must disable it.’  Lynella said, knowing that Paul also sensed danger. 
 
    ‘How do we know? How do we know it’s dangerous?’ 
 
    ‘Maria has read about them. She showed me what she found in the books that were in the tower.  That was how I knew what this network was when we found it, and that is how I know that there are traps in it.  That is how I know that the jewels that we are wearing have the power to disable it.’ 
 
    Paul tried to look around, but the network was just blackness, a one-dimensional space in which one could see forwards and backwards but not to either side.    In front of them there was this device, and behind there was just a glimmer of where they had come from, apart from that there was just void.  It was not even black, it had no substance at all. 
 
    ‘How can we see anything? How do we know we are seeing the trap clearly?’ 
 
    ‘We can never know any more than we know how we see things in any other reality.  God gives us the power to see both in the outside world and in the network.’   
 
    ‘Have you ever been in a network before?’  He asked hesitantly. 
 
    ‘Any machine like the ones in the tower or the monastery requires a connection between where the mage can see it and put power in, and the point where the power is needed to do things.  I have used them before, but I have never been in a network before where they were all joined together.  If there was a network in the tower, I never found it because my old jewel was not strong enough’.   
 
    Paul now sensed even more danger.  They were using jewels that had last been used hundreds of years before by the people that made them.  They were entering a network that they did not understand beyond knowing that it was dangerous. 
 
    ‘What happens if we get caught in the trap?’   
 
    Lynella paused to think.  She did not know.  ‘We must go on though. It’s our destiny to rediscover the old ways of the mages.  God gave us the means to see so we should look.’ 
 
    ‘It didn’t do much good for the old mages.’  
 
    ‘That was because they were too proud.  They fought for their pride to show that they were stronger and better than their rivals.  We have no rivals.’  
 
    ‘This place is dead. Everybody who has been here before is dead.  There will be no life on the other side of the trap.  God created us in such a way that we all die but that does not mean that we should die now.’ 
 
    Just as he said this they sensed life.  They had no idea how they sensed it.  A being in the network beyond them.  
 
    ‘What is it?’  he asked, assuming she would have no answer. 
 
    ‘Perhaps it is God calling us through.’ 
 
    The reply confused him as he tried to dismiss it.  What did he know about God?  How did his God communicate?  Was this a calling? 
 
    ‘What do you want?  Who are you?’  He shouted, as much as he could shout in a place where he had no body, no mouth and not even any air. 
 
    A few seconds later they sensed the life again.  This time it was clearly a calling.  It seemed weak.  It was calling from somewhere far away for them to come.  Then there was a name.  Tiana. Nothing more.  
 
    ‘Will the trap kill us?’  He shouted again.  He tried to think through what he knew about God.  He knew that people claimed to have communicated with God.  If nobody could communicate with Him why bother with Him at all.  Here was a presence. Immortal and very powerful and could communicate. His thoughts were interrupted.  There was a reply.  Distinct but not clear.  Another calling.  It said the trap was old, ineffective and harmless. But there was an edge to the meaning.  A feeling of desperation, a feeling that life was not important.  
 
    ‘Some Gods may need sacrifices.’  He said.  ‘Remember that if we die, none of the others can escape.’ 
 
    They hesitated.  Paul turned. 
 
     
 
    When they returned to the ship, they saw at once that things had gone wrong.  In place of the busy activity that they had seen before, there were now just groups of people standing around.  One mast had been lowered but it lay angled off to one side and nobody was attempting to move it.  Angus came to meet them.  Adam was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    ‘Thank God you’re back’ Angus looked directly at Lynella.  ‘They dropped it.  It was some of the crew from Atlanta.  Adam said he showed them how to fix the rope.  I don’t know.  Perhaps he did.’ 
 
    Paul looked up at the ship.  ‘I can’t see any damage.  It’s just got to be straightened up.  Nobody was hurt, were they?’ 
 
    ‘Nobody badly hurt.  A few bruises and rope burns.  No real damage to the ship either, but it was very close.  It almost came down on some of my people and they started shouting at the crew that lost it.  Before I could do anything, they were shouting insults and now they are refusing to work together’ 
 
    ‘What can I do about it?’  Lynella asked. 
 
    ‘Just talk to them.’  Angus replied.  ‘Just talk to them and they’ll do what you ask.’ 
 
    Lynella didn’t believe him.  She couldn’t accept her position as leader, but she had to try.  She knew Paul and Angus would expect her to reason with them, discuss their concerns and help with their fear of the future.  But she couldn’t.  She threw her power into the lights and marched towards the first group of crew.  She said nothing.  She didn’t even look at them for longer than a quick glance.  The effect was immediate.  She was amazed but tried not to show it.  The men stood up as she approached.  One man offered an excuse for stopping work.  Others followed.  Soon the mast was neatly secured, and preparations were in progress to lower the second one. She positioned herself on the raised deck at the stern and did no more than to keep the lights on.  She even let Paul provide much of the power for that. 
 
      
 
    The moment came for the King Solomon to be towed out of the cavern.  Lynella went up to the chamber beneath the pylon and soon the cable became taut.  The mechanism was silent, but soon they heard the noise of the current rushing past the hull.  They passed under the overhanging rock and out into the bright daylight.  Ahead they saw the masts of the sunken ships.  Very slowly they moved on, level with the masts and then beyond them to the centre of the bay.  They looked up to see the pylon glistening in the sunlight. 
 
    Suddenly one of the crew shouted.  Paul turned.  There was a shuttle.  Flying out of the sun close to the surface of the sea.  Then they heard the roar of its engines followed by a sharp echo from the rock face.   He could see the detail now, two missiles under each wing.  One fell away, moving ahead, trailing a cloud of exhaust.  The crew around him ran back.  He found himself compelled to look at it.  The shuttle moved relative to the horizon. But the missile remained in the exact same position.  It was flying directly towards him. He threw himself down on the deck.   
 
    It tore into the hull just below him.  The ship shuddered back.  Huge splinters flew out from the shattered deck beams.  Half a second later there was a massive explosion at the bottom of the cliff.  Shards of rock flew up smashing into the hull timbers. 
 
    ‘What happened’ Angus shouted. 
 
    ‘Went straight through.  Not enough here to detonate it.’ 
 
    Paul grabbed the rail and stood up.  Many of the crew were in the water were shouting at him.  The shuttle had flown past now and was circling round again.  He looked back at the island.  High above him the great ring at the top of the pylon was turning.  Below it a port had opened, and an ancient mechanism extended from it. 
 
    The shuttle was diving again, lined up on the bay.  Soon it was skimming across the sea straight toward them.  Paul looked up at the pylon.  The ring glowed, a blinding flash.  He turned back.  The shuttle was a fireball.  A vast plume of smoke rose as fragments fell into the sea. 
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    The Mission Director was well trained to focus on objectives that would please his superiors.  Realising that chasing after Lynella and the defectors would gain him little but the personal satisfaction he gave little further thought to the idea.  When the loss of the second shuttle was reported to him, he called the pursuers back to productive work and tried to forget about the incident.   
 
    His plans for the local population were pursued with his characteristic attention to detail, and he was very pleased to find that they had the full support of the Abbot.  Packed into Atlanta there was a large amount of pre-fabricated accommodation which had been intended for use by the mine operators.  With the ship landed the miners preferred to remain in it, so the Director had the buildings assembled for the natives.  The orderly lines of huts were soon set up with water and electricity supplies and delegations were sent out to the kingdoms to explain how much better they were than the existing villages around the castles.  Those who disagreed were discretely shot so the move was soon completed and the villages demolished to finish the job.  He was reluctantly persuaded to leave the castles, but went to some lengths to block all access to them and make them uninhabitable.  In this way some five thousand people found themselves living in the encampment with token health and education provided.  They knew that they were well outnumbered by those on the ship, but had no opportunity to see how these others lived because of the fence and guards which had appeared around them ‘for their security’.  The Director now had his forced labour in place.  
 
    The survey had shown some particularly rich deposits which were too deep for strip mining, and the miners from the hills beyond the Eastern Kingdom had experience of working in tunnels.  Just a mile from the roar of the colossal bucket wheel excavators working the open faces, a shaft was sunk, and traditional wooden pit-head gear assembled over it.  The ore from it was only a trickle in the flow, but the Director felt satisfied that the price was being paid for the loss of the shuttles. 
 
    While he felt that Lynella was out of sight and should be out of mind; he did worry that she might return, and he devised what he thought was a fine plan to stop her.  He knew that she had gone in the direction of the tower by the river, so he persuaded Christian to send for some people from his village to keep watch from it.  They were at first reluctant to get involved with machinery built by the hated mages, but one of his more enterprising technicians went with them to help them and show them that they were actually very similar to some of the machines on the Atlanta. 
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    The wind came steadily from the west, and the King Solomon made excellent speed.  They had drifted back into the cave after the attack and had decided that they had no choice but to stay there while they made the repairs.   The driftwood and broken furniture that they had for the work was far from ideal, but the old ship was seaworthy again. 
 
    Blowing against the current, the breeze brought up a nasty chop of short steep waves which made most of those on the small brigantine feel unwell.  Standing on the high deck at the stern, however, Adam felt nothing from the motion, and little of the remaining pain of his injuries.  He held the wheel and steered for the next pylon.  High above him the square topsail had been set and above it again a trusted crewman scanned the horizon for shuttles. Lynella remained in the cabin below, ready to come out immediately if one was sighted. 
 
    Nobody from his fishing village had ever been beyond the island before, the main reason being that the fish kept close to the shore.  They also feared the currents.  The incessant flow that had trapped the ship in the island was getting stronger, forcing Adam to set the helm further and further across to keep them on a heading that would take them to the next pylon. 
 
    Captain Turner, Paul, and several others from Atlanta had been involved in the original mapping of the planet.  They had been able to tell him that he was crossing large bay two to three hundred miles across with the entrance so far away to the west that it almost formed a separate sea in its own right.  Since the current was flowing out from the bay close to the South shore, where he now was, it made sense that it must flow in along the North shore.  They had no idea what lay in the centre.  
 
    ‘The current is being driven by two sources which are both far away.’  Paul had explained.  ‘It is caused by the conflict between them.  It flows around in a circle in the middle of the bay.’ 
 
    ‘Why should it do that?’  Captain Turner asked.  ‘They don’t do things like that on earth.’ 
 
    ‘I think it’s my magnetic anomalies again.  That’s why it gets stronger near the centre.’ 
 
    Sailing on past the pylon they made little progress because they had to steer almost directly into the current. 
 
    ‘Why don’t you follow the current a bit?  It will surely take us around to the far side of the bay’.  Lynella asked Adam as he struggled with the wheel. 
 
    Adam looked up startled.  ‘Because you said to follow the line of pylons’. 
 
    She quickly consulted the others and told Adam in person that he could follow the current.  The ship rapidly gathered speed.  Adam was able to use the power of the sails to steer them northwards to some extent while being swept well to the West of the pylons.  Slowly the direction of the current changed, turning to the north and helping them in the direction they wanted to go. 
 
    They were now moving at great speed.  On the eastern horizon they saw pylons sweep by.  The water was becoming rough and they found themselves surfing down the face of enormous waves that seemed to be standing still in their path. 
 
    Lynella asked Adam if he knew what was happening.  ‘The water must be shallow.’  He said.  ‘These waves are result of a strong current flowing, like in a shallow river.’ 
 
    The waves became steeper and started breaking over the main deck.  All but the crew were ordered to go below.  The hatches were secured.  Lynella remained on the raised stern deck.  It was dry, but still had to hold onto the rail at the front of it with all her strength.  A cascade of foaming water poured across below her, breaking against the bulkhead and streaming out of the scuppers.  The hardened experienced crew from Adam’s village clung to the rigging as the waves flowed past them.  
 
    By now the current had turned in towards the line of pylons.  Adam was setting a course away from the centre of the whirlpool; but the wind had dropped, and the sails were having little effect.  The ship was being drawn in. 
 
    ‘What will there be at the centre of this lot?’  Captain Turner asked, looking nervously ahead. 
 
    ‘That pylon.’  Adam replied, his face as expressionless as always. 
 
      A pylon now stood about two miles away, it was just possible to see the current curving around it, but they could not see what lay at its base. 
 
    ‘The current will have formed a sand bar around it.’  He continued.  ‘Lynella will have to rescue us because the ship will break up on it in these waves.’ 
 
    Everybody turned to look at her.  For an instant, she closed her eyes, as if this would somehow help her to find a field that was not there. 
 
    ‘Your power always obeys you in time of need, my Lady.’  Adam almost showed sympathy beneath the respect and awe as he said this. 
 
    Lynella realised what he was saying.  ‘My power is within my control.’  She replied.  ‘But there is no field for me to use.’ 
 
    For the first time ever, he saw an expression approaching fear pass across Adam’s face, but it soon passed.  ‘God will help us.’  He said.  ‘Men have been here before when the tower was built, and god will help us to go where they went.’ 
 
    The waves were now beginning to break right up onto the stern deck.  Riding down the face of one they had passed they crashed into the next.  Wiping the water from his eyes Adam felt sand.  He knew that they could not go much further.  Suddenly there was a sickening lurch.  They were falling sideways over a waterfall. 
 
    They saw sand below them.  Lynella clung to the rail.  The ship leaned further and further over.  In desperation she tried to visualise the ring in the base of the ship and drive power into it.  But there was no field to work on.  They seemed to be moving in slow motion.  They spun around the pylon, driven into the steep face of water that encircled it.  She heard screams from below.  People trapped in fear and darkness.  Slowly, inevitably, they fell towards the sand.  The crash came, timbers bent.  The burst of noise from the hull itself drowned out the shouts from inside it. 
 
    Suddenly there was quiet.  The ship seemed to sit motionless.  Then it started to move very slowly, righting itself and settling into the sand.  Adam looked across the deck and saw that it was still intact.  He rushed to the rail and looked down at the hull.  He saw the surface of the sand had yielded to let the hull sink in and soften the impact.  It appeared undamaged.  The sand was continuously boiling up from below to form small volcanoes that then spread out across the surface.  These were relentlessly pushing the ship towards the pylon. 
 
    Soon the deck was crowded with people staring at the wall of water continuously revolving around them, and the sand moving below them.  A gust of wind made the rigging strain against the trapped hull and the sails were quickly lowered.  The wall of water now lay 100 yards behind them with the pylon the same distance in front.  A dock with mooring bollards could be seen around its base.  Adam looked at these with relief, not because they needed to moor the ship, but because their presence seemed to show that it was a safe mooring and the sand would not crush them against it. 
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    The ship turned itself to come alongside the dock, as if driven by some secret mechanism rather than the natural movement of the sand.  Then, just as it came alongside, it stopped exactly as Adam had expected.  By this time the crowd on the deck was quite calm, enjoying the spectacle without concern about how they would get out.  They formed a pathway and stood to either side waiting for Lynella to walk through and step onto the dock.  She found herself walking, wanting to shout out to them that they were fools to trust her to rescue them again, but finding she was unable to do so.  She walked in regal silence even pausing to acknowledge glances from some of them as she went through.  Now she stepped onto the dock.  A murmur went through the crowd.  Somebody must have told them that she did not like being watched when she used her power.  They all moved away, trying to look as if they had something else to do.  With her new jewel, however, she had no difficulty in opening the door and working the lift inside it. 
 
    They glided up.  There were no intermediate levels, she could sense the continuous featureless metal walls around them.  The room at the top had virtually no decoration.  Everything in it was clearly functional and showed that this was not a place to stay.  It was just one part of a large machine and the only reason anybody would be expected to be in it would be to build it or maintain it.  Nevertheless, the table and chairs which surrounded the central mast were elegant in themselves, and the runes on the table were beautiful to see as well as frightening to those who knew the power that they controlled. A spiral staircase led up from the room to a flat roof platform with a rail around it and the inevitable ring held high above them.  Looking along its axis, they saw the pylons to either side but apart from that the horizon was unbroken sea. 
 
    Lynella looked down at the ship in silence. From so high up its masts looked as if they hardly came above the deck.  Paul stood behind her not knowing what to say.  
 
    ‘Why do the trust me so much?’  She asked, finally putting her thoughts into words.  ‘Adam is the worst.  He would sail that ship straight into a rock if he thought that I wanted it.  This isn’t like the island, there doesn’t seem to be anything here to get ships out.’ 
 
    ‘They must have got out somehow.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps they never came here in sailing ships.’ 
 
    Paul had to agree that some other form of transport would have been needed to bring in the amount of metal needed to build the tower. 
 
    ‘What about the mooring rings?’  
 
    ‘Perhaps they are a trap to lure ships in.’  Lynella replied, ending the discussion. 
 
    They returned to the room and started work.  Entering the network, they found it to be as basic as the room.  There were no junctions or diversions which might lead to a machine to get them out, just a simple pathway up to the ring and the mechanism that worked it and down to the base of the pylon.  Further on downwards it came to another portal like the one at the island.               
 
    There had been little peace on the ship and no privacy, so they had had no chance to discuss or even think about the presence they had found in the network.  Now they felt unprepared, guilty that they had not realised that they would face the same choice again.  This time, however, they were trapped and, however unlikely, they could only hope that some form of rescue could be found if they went through. 
 
    They stopped to examine the portal feeling hopelessly blind, not knowing what to look for and not even sure about how to see.  Paul tried to rationalise how he could search, but this was like a dream, it seemed to show him what it wanted him to see not what he wanted to look at, all he saw was black amorphous void. 
 
    The presence was calling again, a sort of welcome, far louder than before. 
 
    ‘God is calling us’.  Lynella said. 
 
    ‘Is it God or is it a devil?’  
 
    Lynella gave him no reply but called out. ‘Can you rescue our ship?’ 
 
    ‘Why does it need rescuing?’  The reply was quite clear, not expressed as concepts or feeling, clearly spoken as words. 
 
    ‘It seems that your God can talk to us quite clearly now.’  Paul remarked, wondering if he could be overheard when saying it.  ‘It’s lucky he speaks our language.’ 
 
    Despite having been told about how they existed on earth, he knew that Lynella was still dubious about the concept of different languages, so his cynicism was lost on her.  She quickly explained the problem and was told that, without any doubt, the presence could rescue them. 
 
    ‘You have said that you could rescue us, but will you?’  Paul shouted out. 
 
    ‘You must make me a promise.’ 
 
    ‘We shall promise to worship you and obey you.’  Lynella cut in before Paul had a chance to reply. 
 
    ‘Sounds like the devil if it’s asking for deals.’  Paul remarked. 
 
    ‘Why do you keep talking about the devil?’  Lynella asked. ‘God asks for promises too’. 
 
    ‘It’s just that he seems to have been pretty active on this planet.  You surely don’t blame God for the mess you are in?’ 
 
    ‘No – we blame the ancient Mages and their pride.’ 
 
    Just then the reply came.  To Paul the tone seemed to have changed, as if getting a reply addressed to a God had made it talk like a God.   
 
    ‘And what about the other one who is with you?  Will he also promise to obey me?’ 
 
    Paul tried to rationalise.  He was almost certain that this God was a fraud and had only just realised that Lynella thought that it was a God, and decided to take advantage of it.  He had no idea where this might lead – he knew plenty of stories of fraudulent religions which continued totally undiminished, and even strangely assisted, by the advances of science.  His profound scepticism was however just edged with a lingering doubt.  He could not produce any convincing arguments to prove that this was not a God.  If it was a benign God of the type found in modern religions that was fine; but what about some of the malevolent ones from ancient religions or even the devil. 
 
    He knew that he had found a real sixth sense which enabled him to sense and do things in a way that had apparently never been known before.  He also knew that most religions were based on the idea that true followers could communicate with the God in some special way, which did not involve any of the five human senses.  When somebody claimed to have seen God, it was assumed that they had not actually seen with their eyes, so possibly they had been using the sense that he had now found.  He remembered colleague who had claimed to have seen God.  He had found the comment about as interesting as if they had said that they had seen a stray dog, and about as credible as if they had said that they had seen a dinosaur.  Had he been too quick to judge them?  Was he now seeing what they had already seen? 
 
    ‘Will he promise?’  The question came again.  To confuse him even more, the presence now sounded female.  He saw no rational reason why that should affect his dilemma, but he did wonder if a female God would really have put up with being called ‘father’ for three thousand years.  Finally, he had a strategy. 
 
    ‘I have faith in the God of the Christian religion.’  He said 
 
    ‘All true Gods are the one God.’ 
 
    This answer meant nothing to him, but he decided to give his promise.  At one level his argument was trivial.  If, as he suspected, the presence was lying and was not his God then his promise had no weight.  At another level, he convinced himself that any being with enough power to hurt him would have no need to conceal their identity.  The other possibility that this really was his God did occur to him briefly; but he remembered promising to obey during endless church services as a child, so this promise would then be nothing new. 
 
    They were being called through the portal.  The presence was giving detailed instructions on how to check for traps. 
 
    ‘Can’t you find them for us?’  Paul asked casually, making Lynella draw back in fear. 
 
    ‘I could but I am telling you to do it.’  This reply struck Paul as rather un-God-like, but he realised that remarking on it would cause pointless offence to Lynella. 
 
    Through the portal they came to the junction with the main highway of the network.  It was as if they had come from a dark tunnel to see the vast open plane reaching out in either direction from them.  In one direction they could sense the presence; feeling that it was watching them while they could see nothing but the faint line of a horizon, where the unknown material below them met the glowing void above them. To either side the black void was still there but, had the matter not had complicated overtones, Paul would have described their emerging at as a seemingly religious experience.   
 
    With revelation came fear.  If they ventured out across the plane would they ever find their way back?  Might they even reach a point where they did not want to go back.  The presence anticipated this. 
 
    ‘Just come towards me a short distance. You will find the mechanism, without difficulty, and without losing sight of your portal.  You need not join the souls of the dead.’ 
 
    They moved slowly and nervously.  Not knowing how they were controlling their movement, they were somehow able to glide across the bright surface and soon, as expected, they found another small portal set into the ground. 
 
    Again, the presence knew where they were. 
 
    ‘Open the portal in the same way as you opened the other one and you will find the mechanism immediately behind it.’ 
 
    They soon saw how the mechanism worked.  A large ring had been set in the sea bed a short distance north of the tower and this could be used to pull the ring set in the hull of the ship and drag them free.  The mechanism was more complex than the winch and cable at the island, but the problem was the same – it required somebody to remain in the pylon to operate it. 
 
    ‘We should ask the God to see what we can do.’  Paul remarked.  
 
    The God sounded surprised to be asked the question and asked ‘Why can’t you transport to the next pylon?  It has a safe mooring – you are at the only one in quicksand.  You could pick them up there.’  
 
    When asked what transporting was, she did not reply in words, but sent an image.  Paul and Lynella recoiled in surprise to suddenly find themselves seeing a picture rather than understanding words.  Paul kept trying to rationalise – he knew that he had not been hearing the words as sound and that they were somehow being sent to him down a network so, if it could send words, why not images as well.  He was, however, now struggling not to see religion because the image showed a person above the surface of the sea.  Their arms were outstretched and their whole body was surrounded with a glowing halo of light.  The image was easily recognisable – this was an angel.   He rationalised again – it was not a halo it was a ring.  But what was a halo?  Were religious people supposed to believe that they existed literally; or were they just a convention used by painters to help people understand who was who in their pictures? 
 
    The God went on to give them some advice on what to do.  Lynella would have to remain and then Paul would have to contact her from the next pylon when they arrived, so he could help her fly over.  She then directed them to a cupboard set against the wall.  They withdrew from the network and went over to look.  Inside it they found a ring which seemed to be set in a sort of cloak woven from fine golden threads.  Taking it out of the cupboard Lynella set it on the floor and cautiously stepped into the ring.  Lifting it up she managed to get the cloak over her shoulders where it hung, held out by the ring like a tent looking cumbersome and faintly ridiculous. 
 
    ‘I think your God has a sense of humour.’  Paul observed.  ‘You are hardly going to fly across the sea in that.’ 
 
    Almost as he said it she started to put some energy into the ring.  It lifted slightly and the cloak below it formed into a glowing cocoon around her body, moulding to it and forming a translucent glowing sphere. 
 
    Seeing an angel Paul stepped back in amazement.  Her feet were no longer on the floor and she looked down on him, smiling at first and then laughing as she saw his shock. 
 
    They replaced it carefully in the cupboard. 
 
    ‘I may be able to make myself look like an angel, but do you think that I can really drag a whole ship through quicksand?’ 
 
    Paul gave no reply, but they both knew that the mechanism had been built to be used by mages who had been trained for years and had enough combined power to build the pylon.  They had no proof that it could be used by one mage on their own – just an assurance from a God. 
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    Stepping back out into the sunlight from the lift, they found the crew experimenting with the raft to see if it could be used to move across the shifting sand.  It was only being done in a casual fashion, almost as a game.  Everybody assumed that Lynella would rescue them. 
 
    Night came, and the crew slept.  Adam only felt the need to set a minimal watch in such a deserted place.  Before they went to sleep they could hear the sand scraping the hull as it flowed up past it.  Adam had said that it was good because it would clean the barnacles off, but Paul had visions of the planks being ground away until the sand came through; and swallowed the ship and everybody in it. 
 
    The morning came and Lynella stepped off the ship alone and went back into the pylon.  The wind was from the South, blowing the ship in the direction they wanted to go, so Paul asked Adam to get the crew to set as much sail as they could without risking turning the ship over as it sat in the sand. 
 
    After some time, they began to feel pulses of force, making the timbers around the great ring at the base of the hull creak as they took up the strain.  The pulses came every few seconds, gradually increasing in strength but the ship held fast.  Soon they died back. 
 
    Paul tried to picture Lynella at the top of the pylon.  She had got past the trap and found the mechanism but had not been strong enough.  She would know that the ship had not moved but what else would she do?  Had she already collapsed?  What if she became too exhausted to get back through the portal?                 
 
    The wind was rising, and the ship started leaning dangerously. ‘It may drive waves right across here.’  Adam said.  ‘It could be dangerous if we started to move about this close to the pylon.’  His look almost described a scene with the ship being driven against the tower in the foaming water and destroyed. ‘We must take in some sail or the mast will break.  It’s not like setting sail with the boat in water.’  Almost as soon as he had said this the pulses came again.  They were more erratic this time, some weak and some strong. Sometimes almost a minute with none at all. 
 
    The crew started up the masts to lower sail but just at the peak of a gust of wind the force pulsed, and the hull moved.  It seemed to jump free.  Paul thought that Lynella must have sensed that they were moving because the pulses came faster, and they almost skated across the sand crashing into the wall of water around it. 
 
    Paul ran into the cabin on the stern deck and lowered the iron bar to hold the cabin door.  The crew on deck battened the hatches.  They were leaning into the water.  The wind was blowing the masts down into the massive whirlpool.  Another pulse came, pulling them outwards and upright. 
 
    A violent gust caught the sails.  The ship heeled over, almost capsizing, but it shot forwards.  They were out, rising up on a wave, clear of the whirlpool.  Paul could see Adam through the spray, hauling at the tiller bringing them round to face into the wind. 
 
    Turning to look over the front of the ship he saw the pylon, the sand bar round its base scarcely visibly as the ship was blown further away.  He pictured Lynella in the top of it, possibly still immersed in the network, or maybe just managing to get herself out and lie back in the chair to recover.  Above him the sails had lost the wind and were now flapping back and forth as the gale blew across them. 
 
    The ship was being driven backwards, away from the line of pylons as the bulk of the stern deck caught the force of the storm. ‘We’re safe now the ship has come head to wind.’  Adam shouted.  ‘We can get the sails reefed and get ready to tack.  Getting into the shelter of the next pylon will be difficult but we can do it.’ 
 
    The crew working the sails finally managed to secure them.  As the men were climbing down the stays Adam turned the rudder sharply, almost losing control as it dug into the water and threw the stern across.  The sails quickly filled, and they started to tack. Soon they went about, turning into the storm and racing back upwind towards the next pylon in the line.  They were now well downwind of them, but the ship still faltered as it passed the swirling eddies.   
 
    They tacked again and again, slowly gaining distance into the gale towards the dock.  Paul could see the stone landing stage with mooring bollards scarcely showing above the waves breaking over it.  Soon they came so close that he was sure that he could have touched it if he had been at the rail.  They saw that it had a deck all around it, but they were moving so fast they could not stop.  Adam appeared unconcerned.  The ship swung around one more time to tack but this time it angled well away from the pylon.  Suddenly as they came level Adam turned sharply straight towards it.  The ship lost way as it tacked and before it could gain speed again it was up against the stonework.  With perfect timing, a crewman jumped down with a rope.  The ship was moored in the shelter of the pylon.  Gusts blew in from either side as the storm swirled around it. 
 
    Paul was quickly helped down onto the ledge.  Waves breaking onto the opposite side of the landing stage sent streams of water around his feet, but he was sheltered enough to go across to the door. 
 
    ‘We may have to wait.’  He said.  ‘I’m not sure she can get here in this.’ 
 
    ‘We cannot wait.’  Adam said simply.  ‘The storm is still rising.’ 
 
    As he turned he saw crewmen lowering the sails.  He knew that he could not let them down. 
 
    In the top of the pylon he found a room identical to the last.  Feeling almost familiar with the surroundings he soon entered the network and, checking for traps, went out onto the highway.  To his relief the presence quickly assured him that Lynella was safe and preparing to move.  He asked what he should do. 
 
    ‘Put all the energy you have into the ring at the top of your pylon.  You will sense when she approaches, you must guide her in.’  She said it as if it was such a simple task. 
 
    ‘How do I do that? I’m not an experience mage.  I have no idea how to work mechanisms like that.’ 
 
    ‘You must pray, then I shall help.’  Paul couldn’t help feeling that the reply was a little smug.  Was this her way of bringing him into line?  He had no choice – he would pray. 
 
    He moved back through the portal and back to the top of the pylon, straight on up to the mechanism that worked the ring.   
 
    The pathway seemed to end in an incomprehensible mass of different devices most of which were completely unrecognisable to him.  He stopped to try to think but he kept imagining the ship below him snatching at its mooring rope in the rising gale.  First, he pictured a gust catching it as it swung about and tearing the rope apart, so the ship drifted away into the falling light. Then he pictured a violent eddy of wind spilling off the pylon and driving the ship forward to smash against the landing stage and break up into fragments of floating wreckage while the crew struggled to climb out.  Either way, he must hurry, Lynella would be waiting for him, but he had no idea what to do.  He was sure that she would have known but she was not with him and could not help. 
 
    The presence had told him to pray.  Thinking back, he wondered if he had ever prayed before in his life.  Surely the act of repeating the words aloud was not real praying – he couldn’t do that anyway in the network and the presence must have known that.  Praying must therefore be a personal process more related to asking questions of himself and exploring the limits of the conscious mind rather than reciting demands to and unknown stranger.  In desperation he tried to delve into his mind and ask questions of himself.  What logic could he see in the array in front of him?  How could it be a part of the vast machine that seemed to circle this planet? 
 
    He pleaded for answers and, imperceptibly at first, they came.  With a start he realised that he was beginning to see.  His confidence, or he felt he should call it faith, grew and with it came revelations.  Now he could see how to enter the devices and bring them to life.  With this came an understanding of the philosophy of the mages: an absolute faith in the ability of their minds to work with what they found in this planet, and step outside the bounds of time and space which had restricted all life that had come before. 
 
    Now he was in the machine, bringing it to life.  The men on the deck of the King Solomon looked up as a beam of pale blue light, more powerful than any lighthouse they could imagine, shone through the storm directly at the pylon where Lynella was. 
 
    Paul put his entire being into the light.  Around it he could sense both Lynella and the presence in the network.  He did not communicate with them in words, just images of systems and rituals from long ago, which he drew from the God and showed to Lynella. 
 
    Now the angel flew into the storm, dancing around the light, sometimes in the beam, sometimes beside it.   She was buffeted by the blasts of wind which threw her hair out in long strands around her head; but seemed unable to touch the rest of her body, cocooned in its sphere of pinpoints of light.  At one moment she would look like a cluster of stars above the cylinder of light, but a moment later she would be inside it, blazing like a sun with her face framed by the halo of the ring. 
 
    On the ship the crew dropped to their knees in prayer.  They held on as best they could as the deck swayed in the storm and the angel came towards them.   
 
    Paul could not see what he was doing in the real world, but he knew what it must look like.  He felt as if he was part of it, he was drawing information and power from others, but he was an essential conduit, a link between God and man.  His rational cynicism faded mainly because he made it fade.  He felt that what he was doing was an act of faith.  If he lost his faith it would all collapse.  Lynella would fall to the sea and drown in the storm. 
 
    He had no idea how long she took to transport, it could have been seconds or hours.  Somehow, he opened a door in the side of the room and closed it behind her when she came in. After that he let go and slowly felt his mind leave the network, holding on just long enough to get out before slipping into unconsciousness. 
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    The director had been looking forward to the reply from earth.  He had even kept a shuttle busy for several days placing satellites in orbit to detect it.  The bullets entered from hyperspace and then it took up to a few weeks for them to be collected depending on how near the target the emerged.  The reply to his first report had come through in good time; and had been detected immediately because the ship was still in orbit.  That reply had brought worrying news about political changes on earth, but he was confident that his second report would guarantee him fame fortune and a place in history.  He had, after all, reported first contact with native people and the potential of their technology. 
 
    His first reaction when the report came was to tell the Abbot and invite him for a drink in anticipation of the news that would come.  His desire to impress this man was so strong that it troubled him at times, especially when his staff made thinly disguised comments.  This time he ignored these worries, the man would surely be impressed by the praise from the great powers on earth. 
 
    They saw the shuttle land in the compound.  The container was delivered by an officer who turned smartly and left the room after showing him the unbroken official seals.  Secretly, he always wished that they would salute him like their senior officers, but he did not let his disappointment distract him.  He fumbled slightly with the seals and looked up to see the Abbot smile in a way that might have been condescending.  The man was holding out his hand.  The director instinctively started to pass him the disc but quickly saw he only wanted the container.  Another condescending smile as he looked at the complex container with its shining holographic seals. 
 
    ‘I shall admire the technology in this small item while you enter the codes.’  He walked back in a deliberate way and sat in the chair that was furthest from the director’s desk.  This was quite un-necessary, because it would not have been possible for him to see the passwords from any of the chairs other than the one in which the director was sitting. 
 
    He started entering the passwords when he looked up to see the Abbot looking in great detail at the seals.  ‘The company seal is a work of art isn’t it.’  He commented with pride. 
 
    ‘These are not the seals of your company’ the Abbot said. 
 
    ‘What are they?’ He replied suddenly thinking that he had carelessly broken them without even looking at them. 
 
    ‘They are seals of the United States of America.  It is written on them.’ 
 
    This was the new order, he should not be surprised, but he should have looked. Why did this man always see what he missed?  
 
    He used the last password to open the executive folder and displayed the leading message.  The next thing he noticed was that the Abbot was standing beside him.  He knew that he must have gone completely silent for so long that he had come over to investigate. 
 
    ALL CONTACT WITH NATIVE PEOPLES MUST CEASE IMMEDIATELY.  MINING MAY ONLY CONTINUE WHERE THIS DOES NOT AFFECT LOCAL PEOPLES AND CULTURES IN ANY WAY.  AN IMPACT ASSESSMENT MUST BE DESPATCHED TO US WITHIN SEVEN DAYS WITH YOUR CONFIRMATION OF COMPLIANCE WITH THIS INSTRUCTION. 
 
    ‘You are shocked.’  The Abbot said, leaning close to him.   
 
    ‘We must pretend we haven’t seen it.’  He replied quickly.  ‘Never seen it.  The disc was damaged.  No.  The bullet was lost in hyperspace.  Something like that.  Lost and destroyed.’  He was about to close it when the Abbot replied.  ‘Wait, we must read the rest.’ 
 
    He felt slightly uneasy as the Abbot drew up a chair to read through the whole confidential folder with him; but the man’s manner soon put him at ease.  They read a long and detailed criticism of his handling of the contact.  The document kept referring to the rules of contact for aliens.  A committee had been formed as soon as the first light speed ship had been designed.  Months had been spent drafting them and eight volumes had been produced, all carefully thought out to prevent everything from inter-galactic war to unwanted influences in folk music. He had ignored the contact rules knowing that the old company management was not interested in them. 
 
    The Abbot poured scorn on the message, and he soon found himself joining in and regaining his confidence.   
 
    ‘You couldn’t have done that.’  The Abbot was saying.  ‘By the time you were informed Paul Evans had already made the contact and broken all the rules.  These people don’t understand the situation.’ 
 
    ‘We must reply and tell them all about it.’  He said.  ‘Tell them what would happen if we let them all go back to the kingdoms.’  He reached for the intercom to summon an assistant. 
 
    The Abbot moved quickly.  The only word he said was ‘Perhaps’ and the movement of his arm was only slight, but the effect was sufficient to stop the Director before he reached the button. 
 
    ‘Perhaps we should not be specific.’  He said.  ‘Perhaps we should think very carefully what we tell them.  The new town you have built for them.’  He paused while the Director realised that he was referring to the collection of huts his men had assembled.  ‘Perhaps we should not mention that.  But we should guard it more carefully.  That’s what they want isn’t it, secure measures to prevent contact.’ 
 
    ‘I think they would want us to release them back to their towns.’  The Director said, before realising he was stating the obvious.  The Abbot ignored him. 
 
    They started preparing a carefully worded reply promising compliance and lying by omission.  The Director started a long section blaming Paul for what had happened, accusing him of mutiny and even attempted murder.  The Abbot looked at it carefully. 
 
    ‘No.’ He said finally.  ‘We must not tell them of any problems.’ 
 
    ‘But, as you said just now, they will find it all out when we get back.’ 
 
    ‘I have reconsidered.  That is in a year’s time.’  The Abbot replied with a broad smile.  ‘Let’s not worry about it yet.’  
 
    During the next few days the report and the impact assessment were prepared.  Their relationship with reality faded as they progressed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    The harbour breakwaters were massive and appeared to be in perfect condition with their smooth metal surface gleaming in the sunlight.  Only the absence of working ships, and the encroachment of the jungle on the city beyond, showed that it had not been used for generations.  Sailing around the end of the wall they saw the whole city.  Wide boulevards fanned out from the port with great houses to either side.  The jungle had taken hold, with mature trees established in the roads and creeper obscuring the windows and hanging off the ornate balconies.  The only structure which defeated it was the wall, which reached higher than the tallest house and encircled the whole city coming down to the harbour at either side. 
 
    ‘What on earth is that wall for?’  Maria asked. 
 
    Captain Turner was standing next to her.  ‘To defend the city of course.’  He replied 
 
    ‘What from?’ 
 
    ‘Presumably dragons or other people or.’  His sentence tailed off as he realised what he was saying.  Lynella had killed dragons on sight, and the mages from this city had been much more powerful than she had been when she had done it.  This close to the mountain, the mage ships could fly so no people could threaten them.  Nobody could imagine any possible reason why the walls were needed. 
 
    There were wrecks in the harbour which looked as if they had simply been abandoned at their moorings.  They lined many of the wharves, and some lay in groups where they had been anchored in the open water.  Many of them had masts still standing and, as with those at the island, these stood clear of the water with the remains of their standing rigging still on them.  One open channel lay between them leading to a length of wharf which seemed to form an ideal mooring. 
 
    Adam ordered the anchor dropped and, as the cable came taut, the ship stopped in mid-channel.  All except the crew had been so engrossed in looking at the city they never noticed him give the order, and now Lynella turned to ask him why they had stopped. 
 
    ‘It’s a trap.’  He replied in his usual tone which left no opening for discussion.  ‘This ship will remain here until it’s cleared.’ 
 
    There was no shortage of volunteers to row them down the channel in the ship’s boat.  She stood with Paul at the front while the four men rowed slowly forward and the crowd on the ship watched.  Looking down through the clear water they soon found the start of an elaborate pathway for their power.  Pausing in their plane only long enough to tell their crew to stop the boat and keep it in place they rested their physical bodies against the warm planking and descended to the gateway. 
 
    This city was a place to live.  The machines which it lived to serve were under the mountain behind it.  Apart from the simple defence at the wharf, which Lynella had disdainfully ignored, the power that was formed within it provided the many domestic requirements of the houses.  The gates in the wall at the far side of the city could be opened with the simplest possible command.  They explored the houses, Lynella leading, rushing in to find the perfectly crafted devices made for the individual owners and show them to Paul as he followed her.  She turned lights on and off as they went leaving their friends on the ship staring at the old buildings to see what would happen next.  She even chose a house and showed him how they would live in it.  She explained how they could use each room before moving on to explore the streets around it.  He wanted her to stop, to leave things which could wait for another day, but she rushed on to find more.  He sensed her energy dwindling and shouted that she must stop.  He pleaded with her to wait until their bodies were safely on land.  Finally, she listened, and they returned.  He had to remind her to disable the trap as they passed the wharf. 
 
    It was almost dark when they moored up and, with assurances from Lynella that it was safe, the crew wandered through the magnificent streets.  They paused only to enjoy fruit from the many orchards which had survived well, and even seeded some of the trees which had grown up in the streets.  Beyond the streets, but still within the walls, they found areas fully grown over with trees, and realised that they must have been fields for crops.  They crossed them to look up at the walls towering above them, but still nobody could work out why they were needed.  
 
    Their first meeting took place a few days later in the chamber of the city hall.  Many of the streets and houses had been cleared, and a start had been made on the fields.  Angus felt awkward talking to the crowd, but he seemed the only person prepared to speak for the people from the planet. 
 
    He started by explaining that he could not represent the views of all of them.  He knew that some had come from Adam’s village and he knew little of their backgrounds.  For the people from the kingdoms, however, he knew that their great wish was to reclaim the land from the Director and set free the people who were imprisoned at the source.  He was realistic.  ‘We shall have to wait’ he explained.  ‘Our priority is to defend this place until the Atlanta goes’. 
 
    The discussion moved on to the details of the defences.  ‘We have two choices.’  Angus explained.  ‘We either clear the land for crops inside the walls and risk a shuttle landing on it or we farm outside the walls.’  Since nobody knew what the walls were built to keep, out nobody really knew the answer to this.   
 
    ‘The Director’s got to explain the loss of two shuttles already.’  Captain Turner observed.  ‘I don’t think he’ll risk another’.  In the end, they decided to farm inside the walls. 
 
      
 
    The days were taken up with clearing the fields, sowing the crops was the highest priority.  Fishing was also essential to provide food to go with the supplies they had brought with them and the fruit from the orchards.  Exploring the town was a lower priority, but they still found time driven both by curiosity and, also a desire to know what else there was that shared the protection of the walls.                
 
    Most of the town was built to the same opulent architectural style but, as they cleared more of the streets, they came across some buildings that looked older and more basic.  Towards the eastern end of the harbour there was a group of cottages which looked as if they might have been built around a simple fishing port.  Behind them there was an area which was completely overgrown.  Realising that this would have been an area of garden, they decided that it was not worth the effort of clearing, so they worked around the edge and, on the far side, they found a church.  
 
    Behind the bushes and creeper, they found walls and buttresses built out of roughly hewn stone.  Clearing more, they saw that many parts had been added and changed with finer materials, but the basic building clearly dated back to soon after the original landing.  The tower was old and solid and seemed to have been lowered to keep it well below the level of the city walls.  A mage lock on the door made them suspicious so they continued cutting away the undergrowth all the way round the outside before gathering to watch as Lynella opened it. 
 
    Inside, the sun pouring in through the windows revealed nothing that showed any connection to Christianity.  All of the images were of the intricate circular patterns of the mages.  There were no pews or altar, just numerous circular tables of different sizes surrounded with wooden rails and screens. 
 
    Looking more closely, however, they could see traces of the original purpose of the building.  Some of the windows had stained glass which showed pictures of saints.  At one point on the wall an inscription included a cross.  It had been carefully worked into a new pattern, but was still visible for what it was. 
 
    Paul sat down with Lynella at one of the tables and, almost without thinking, entered the network, expecting to find the now familiar pathways around the city.  Suddenly the presence was talking to them. 
 
    ‘Where have you been?  Why have you stayed away?  You have been in the city for some days now, but you have not found me.’ 
 
    With a shock, he realised that they had been taken directly to the main highways of the network.  There had been no portal to warn them.  He felt obliged to make excuses, pleading that they had been busy. 
 
    ‘Your faith is not something that you can forget about and pick up when you need it.  Your God is demanding.’ 
 
    ‘Are you God?’ 
 
    There was a pause.  Long enough for him to feel Lynella’s horror and fear the response.  Then it came.  ‘No – I am Tiana.  I am the prophet.  I light the way for you to find God.  Serving me is serving Him.  Following me is following Him.’ 
 
    He thought about this and decided that the scenario was becoming more familiar.  History was populated with prophets, not Gods.  In some ways, the new revelation would make life easier, because he could not take very seriously the idea of worshiping somebody who engaged in conversation.  In other ways, it made life more difficult because it was going to be far harder to find out if they were genuine.  Nobody had managed to persuade many people that they were a genuine God since man had moved out of the caves.   Prophets got far more credibility by only saying that they talked to God. 
 
    Paul noticed that, while he had been trying to decide what to do, nobody had been saying anything.  Perhaps prophets needed a good flow of questions to be able to provide smart answers.  Lynella obliged, first asking for forgiveness and then asking what the God demanded. 
 
    ‘First you must come to this mountain and reclaim the halls which are being desecrated by the dragons.’ 
 
    Paul panicked.  This whole business was interesting and had proved extremely useful in getting them away from the pylon.  Now they were going to have to take it seriously.  What was being demanded sounded extremely dangerous and nearly impossible.  The idea of risking his life for something he did not really believe in, did not appeal to him at all. 
 
    ‘You must come to this temple every day and receive more instruction.’  The prophet added before telling them to leave the network and tell their comrades that they must also follow the ways of the god of the ancient mages. 
 
    Back in the church, he was just regaining his senses when a powerful light appeared.  He looked up.  Just below the rafters of the roof a vast glowing ring had appeared.  So bright that he had to shield his eyes. It was almost as wide as the church.  A brilliant pale blue torus.  It pulsed every few seconds.  Glowing even brighter, humming.  The noise reverberated off the old walls.  Ancient plaster fell away in clouds of dust.  Then it faded.  A few more seconds and it was gone.  Vanishing and leaving no metal ring or any other trace behind it. 
 
    ‘The God of this place has sent you a sign.’  Lynella spoke to the silent people around her.  ‘Be fearful’. 
 
    They had little trouble convincing the crew of the King Solomon to return to the ways of the old religion.  The crew members from the Atlanta gathered later by the dockside.  It was almost dark but still warm as they sat on the stones of a fallen building.  Captain Turner had called the meeting but made no attempt to become the centre of attention.  Paul knew that he formed a bridge between the two cultures, they all expected him to tell them what was happening.  He told them all he knew. 
 
    ‘I can’t help feeling that we might be like the primitive tribes that thought that they were seeing gods when the first saw explorers arrive with ships and guns.’ 
 
    ‘There’s just one problem.’  The captain replied.  ‘I’m not saying that I am convinced by anything that I have seen so far, but I would like to feel that I could be convinced by something.  A mind that is completely closed to new ideas might as well be dead.’ 
 
    ‘The ring in the church was just some sort of plasma.’ One of the officers cut in.  ‘And the way she flew between the pylons was just some sort of magnetic levitation’. 
 
    ‘But do you accept that the exact mechanisms went well beyond any science we know about?’  Paul asked. 
 
    The officer agreed.  The captain turned towards him.  ‘Is there anything that could happen.’  He asked.  ‘That would convince you that it had a supernatural cause.  Or would you explain absolutely everything as being some unknown development of science.’ 
 
    Almost without thinking Paul looked down at a mooring ring near the man’s feet.  Focussing on it he made it move.  The anchorage to the stone edge of the quay had rusted through and, having lifted slightly the ring moved to the edge and fell, sending ripples across the still water of the harbour.  Everybody looked at him, he could see fear in their expressions. 
 
    ‘Sorry – I shouldn’t have done that.’  He said.  ‘I don’t know how I do it and I don’t really know what makes me do it in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘Do you yourself think that there is a supernatural presence doing it?’ The captain asked. 
 
    ‘What do you mean by supernatural.’ 
 
    ‘I mean some sort of independent intelligence.  Not just your prophet in the network that could just be artificial intelligence, I mean the actual God that they talk about.’ 
 
    Paul didn’t know. 
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    A month later, in the warm spring sunshine of a late afternoon, Paul and Lynella stood in the middle of a partially cleared field.  At one end, men from Angus’s village were felling the trees with axes.  The first product from the workshop that the technicians from Atlanta had set up was a trailer.  This was being used to haul the logs away to build fishing boats and fuel fires for heating and cooking.  Finally, Lynella was using her power to operate a winch and cable to haul the stumps out.  The combination was effective, behind them and entire clear field had already been sown.   
 
    With their work done, they walked back to the city. One street was now clear all the way from the fields to the docks.  Most of the heavy stone paving had survived intact but where trees had broken through they had been cut down to level.  Originally there must have been gardens with ornate trees to either side of the roadway.  These had mainly only been cleared where they had grown against houses that were being used.  This left an impression of an overgrown but still magnificent avenue.  Some of the houses had partially collapsed; but even in this state they still showed the grand proportions with which they had been built. 
 
    Soon they came to the workshop.  Captain Turner greeted them at the door and asked them how the day had gone in the fields. 
 
    ‘Another good day’.  Paul replied.  ‘Not far to go now’.  They knew that the people from Adam’s village had only been able to bring a limited amount of seed corn with them.  Some of the fields would have to wait until next year.  Their few seeds of high yield crops from earth would take years to develop. 
 
    ‘It’ll make a good start.’  The captain replied.  ‘We’ll just have to get used to eating fish for a little while.’ 
 
    ‘Or fruit from the forest.’ 
 
    The captain was less sure about this.  The more he looked at the walls the less he liked the idea of sending his men outside them.  He decided to change the subject.  ‘Come and have a look at this.’  He said leading them into the workshop. 
 
    They had seen inside before, but it never ceased to amaze them.  The building had originally built for the use that it now had, a workshop.  The difference was the type of machine that was used.  The two types now stood side by side.  Ancient machines built by the Mages for mysterious purposes were standing next to small tools and electronics that had been secretly accumulated in the days before they escaped from Atlanta.  The captain was showing them one of the former.  It was a small metal sphere the size of an orange surrounded by six rings.  The sphere and the rings all had bands of gold inlay etched with runes.  They were arranged on a carved stone pedestal so that one person could stand in front of each of the rings and were connected with a network of golden wires.  Other plastic insulted wires led back to electronic instruments on a bench. 
 
    ‘I have checked the response of each of the rings.’  He said.  ‘Each one is different, they were all set up so that six different people could power them and send that power into the sphere.  The amazing thing is that the sphere in the centre has a response which is different from any of them.  It’s also different from anything else we have checked in here.  We think that this machine was used to make jewels.  The centre of the sphere is stone.’  He pointed to a small hole in the top of the sphere.  ‘Their power was so strong that they if they put raw material down there into the middle of it they could get it hot enough to make a jewel.’ 
 
    Paul pictured a child coming of age, starting to learn about their power.  Six adults, probably the parents and their friends, would make rings for this machine and use it to create a jewel exactly to suit the child.  He thought of her own jewel that he had stolen from the dead body on the island.  Had that person stood here and watched it being made? 
 
      
 
    Their evening meal was, as predicted, fish.  Maria insisted on preparing all their food.  Lynella was well aware that, in this small community, everybody needed to help, and nobody should be spending their time as a servant to another.  Maria, however, insisted that she should do it and everybody else refused to ask her to do other work. 
 
      
 
    Lynella walked across the fields and climbed the steps to the top of the wall above the gate.  She was quite alone on the wall, it was so high that nobody had thought it worth the effort of keeping watch from it.  She stood looking out across the forest at the mountain.  The remains of a road led straight towards it from the gate below her.  The road was heavily overgrown and would be difficult to go along.  Occasionally dragons could be seen on it.  Wisps of steam rose from the bare rock summit of the mountain and, even from this distance, she could sense that it had a field that was even stronger than the source, which would make it easy for ring ships to fly.  The city had no ring ships and going on foot would be hard and dangerous.  The danger from the dragons was not all.  The books said that Christian’s people lived in a village near the mountain.  She had no doubt that they would try to stop her.  Despite all of this, Lynella knew that she must go.   
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    From ground level, the road looked even more dangerous than it had from the top of the walls.  The paved surface could only be seen in small areas between the trees that had grown up through it.  To either side there was impenetrable undergrowth.  Glimpses of stone showed that this had once been a major highway.  The paved surface had been wide, and it had ruts which had been worn down by the wheels of thousands of carts and carriages.  But now it was just a slight gap in the forest, a tangle of branches, each one concealing the dangers that lay behind it. 
 
    Paul looked back through the gate.  A crowd had gathered on the neatly cleared field.  Every one of them had volunteered to come; but he was sure that they were secretly relieved to be left behind the security of the walls which towered up above them, higher than the tallest trees. He saw Lynella turn to look back and the massive iron gate slowly closed. 
 
    They moved on in single file.  Soon they were out of sight of even those who had climbed to the top of the wall.  At the front of the line, Angus moved forward at a steady pace cutting a path through the undergrowth.  He carried a gun and had used some of their limited supply of ammunition to practice with it, but Paul knew he would still be reluctant to use it.  He was massively built and looked as if he had been born to fight with a sword.  Like all of the others who had come, he had simply refused to be left behind.   
 
    Paul followed behind Angus.  He knew that, as the only person from earth, his stamina would be put to the test.  He carried a gun but also kept his jewel ready.  He had trained hard and knew that his power was getting stronger.   
 
    Almost as soon as they were through the gate he sensed movement in the forest.  He could not see it, and first thought that it was just fear working on his imagination.  Without having to say a word, he could tell that Lynella had also sensed it.  He looked back quickly but not before James caught his eye.  James was immediately in front of Lynella and now also turned to see her.  Seeing her expression, he looked around ever more cautiously.  He was young, but he was now an experienced soldier and well-practiced with his automatic rifle. 
 
    Maria followed Lynella.  Her knowledge of the history of the mages in the kingdoms was of little use in this land, but nobody had even tried to stop her coming.  There was no sound from behind her, but Adam was there.  He was also carrying a gun, but Paul thought that he could probably kill a dragon with his knife.  He was sure that he would try if Lynella was threatened. 
 
    He could sense that Lynella’s mind was being probed through her jewel.  Pulses would come into it and jump back in confusion.  He longed to stop so he could concentrate and call out to them but knew that they must keep going to find some open ground before nightfall. 
 
    They moved steadily uphill.  Periodically they heard noises away to either side; brambles tearing, branches breaking.  They would stop briefly to listen, but they always went on.  On the brow of the hill they found the ruins of a tower.  They stopped briefly to look at it.  Trees had grown up, but they could not conceal the distorted remains of thick metal walls and charred stone and timber.  It had been smaller than the tower at the source, but still a formidable structure to suffer such complete devastation. 
 
    Eventually, after several hours, Angus turned to Paul.  ‘Where do you think we should stop?’ 
 
    Paul knew that the question was meant to see how far he could go with his heavy pack in the heat of the day.  He replied that he was doing well, but he sounded breathless. 
 
    ‘Let’s hope for open ground in the next valley’.  Angus’s reply seemed optimistic.  Paul saw no point in telling him about their unseen company.  Angus already knew that the dragons were out there. 
 
    At the top of the next hill, they found the ruins of another tower but no view or break from the trees.  In places the road became difficult to follow, and Angus had to go ahead to look for signs of the stone surface reappearing from the debris on the forest floor.  They were wasting more and more time and making little progress.  
 
    In early afternoon, they suddenly emerged into a small clear space where a large tree had fallen.  Looking along it, Paul saw a dragon.  As he looked, it vanished into the trees, but he had time to see that it was different from any he had seen before.  It was slightly smaller, meaning that it might be a younger one.  He suddenly realised why this made it so different, it had no metal mask.  This meant that mages could not hurt it with their power.  His caution turned to fear, but it was too late to go back before dark.  
 
    The gap in the trees gave them a chance to look across the valley and, directly opposite, they saw a tower which appeared to be undamaged.  Angus took one look and said that it was too far away to reach before dark; but they had no option, so they moved on. 
 
    In the last light of the day, they reached the bottom of the slope, crossed a crumbling stone bridge over a steam and started up the far side.  They moved closer together but still the sharp leaves of the ferns tore at Paul’s clothing and cut into exposed skin.  All around them now he could hear the dragons.  He dared not use lights for fear of attracting attention, although he never really thought that the dragons could not find them.  They were waiting. 
 
    It was now completely dark.  The dim starlight was blocked by the dense canopy of trees.  He could hear Angus probing the ground with his sword to make sure they were still on the road.  A successful clink of steel on stone and they struggled forward a few paces. 
 
    ‘It’s level here.’  Paul whispered.  We must be right by it. 
 
    A light gust of wind blew, he smelt them.  Overpowering and sulphurous.  The dragons were there.  Stopping to listen, he could hear each breath.  He staggered back. 
 
    He used his torch, quickly scanning.  To one side dense undergrowth and tree trunks.  To the other just blackness.  One of the dragons took a step forward, making him jump back, towards the blackness.  He shone the torch again. It was a black and featureless wall.  He placed his hand on it…  It was cold iron.  Working with Lynella he searched for a door.  Probing the smooth surface, they found pathways leading to one side.  Angus ran ahead, slashing at the thorns with his sword.  Then they sensed it, a clear line, then another.  They tore the undergrowth away from it.  One last burst of energy and it swung open.  Rushing inside they could still hear the beasts breathing behind them.  Lynella put power into the lights and locked the door shut.    
 
    They found themselves in a comfortable room.  The chairs had been untouched for hundreds of years.  Sealed by the mages so nothing decayed.  They smelt dry and dusty.  Angus asked Lynella if they could sit down. 
 
    ‘I’m sure there aren’t any traps.’  She replied.  ‘I don’t know if the owners would have wanted us to be in this place but since we’re using their rooms we might as well use their chairs.’   
 
    Soon they were sitting round the table in the centre of the room eating some of the food they had brought with them.  They had found plates in a cupboard and even some cutlery. 
 
    ‘What do the dragons want?’  Angus asked.  ‘Will they let us carry on?’   
 
    ‘I don’t know what they’re doing.  It was as if they were talking to me in a foreign language.’  Paul explained.  ‘I’m sure they were trying to communicate with me like they do with Christian, but nothing got through.’ 
 
    ‘Only one of them communicated with Christian.’  Maria corrected him.  ‘And none of us saw him do it, we just heard about it.  We don’t know what he could say to it, it may have just been simple ideas like telling a dog to come or stay’.  She asked Lynella what she had heard. 
 
    ‘They didn’t even try to talk to me.’  Lynella replied.  ‘I just got an image of total confusion and frustration.’ 
 
    ‘I got that when I used my jewel.’  Paul observed.  He knew that Lynella wore hers all the time.  She said she felt blind without it, helpless and vulnerable. 
 
      
 
    After the meal, they went up to the roof of the tower.  It was just level with the top of the trees.   
 
    ‘They must have had something at the mountain that could destroy these towers.’ Looking out in the starlight Angus found that they were not at the brow of the hill and he could not see the mountain.  ‘They couldn’t get this one because it was out of sight.   That must be why the city had such thick walls.’ 
 
    Far below them they could see the faint light glistening on the dragons’ scales. They were crowding around the tower, packed tightly among the trees.  When Paul and Lynella looked down, they started moving, pushing forwards against the walls.  Then one roared with a deep resonance that spread across the forest.  Others joined it and soon the whole structure seemed to be shaking with the noise.  Everybody on the roof shrank back from the edge.  Now Paul could hear the claws scratching at the walls. 
 
    ‘Can you scare them off?  Is your power with your new jewel strong enough to fight this number?’  Angus asked Lynella. 
 
    ‘Why?  They can’t get in.  It’s something we’re doing that is making them do this.’   
 
    She stopped for a few seconds.  Reaching slowly for the gold chain she lifted it over her head and held out her jewel.  Paul looked at her, hesitating, and then took it carefully from her.  Now she unclipped the necklace, passing it to him.  Still moving slowly, she walked right up to the low parapet.  He reached out to pull her back but there was no need.  Quite suddenly the noise subsided. 
 
    She stood, motionless, looking down for several minutes.  Paul came up beside her to watch.  The dragons were still moving around, but the motion was more deliberate.  The older ones with the metallic masks were moving back.  Younger ones, indistinct shapes, were moving forward.  They all gathered immediately below her and fell silent.  Finally, she withdrew.  They went back quietly into the edge of the forest. 
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    Paul woke in the night to the sound of dragons fighting outside.  Even through the thick metal walls he could tell that this was no play or mock battle, this was dragons, young dragons he thought, fighting to kill.  He could hear them crashing into the tower directly below where he was as if they were trying to hurl themselves right through the massive structure.  Suddenly he noticed that Lynella was not there.  He turned on the lights.  She was nowhere in the room.  He shouted out her name. Only Maria shouted back asking what was wrong.  Then he saw Lynella’s jewels lying in a lifeless discarded pile on the floor. 
 
    In panic, they ran up to the roof.  Looking down, they could see vague shapes moving fast in the trees outside the door.  For a moment, it was quiet.  Then roars of anger were followed by crashes of breaking branches and the clash of scales as the dragons met.  They could even hear the claws tearing at flesh and roaring, now of pain, as the attack pressed home. 
 
    ‘Paul!’  Maria had called his name.  She stood beside him holding a lighting sphere above her head in both hands. 
 
    ‘I can’t, you might get hurt if it explodes.’  One look from her told him that he must.  He poured energy into the sphere and the scene below was floodlit.   
 
    Seconds later, Maria screamed Lynella’s name.  The scream seemed to hang in the air, even the fight below went silent and then the sphere exploded. 
 
    Maria knew that Paul had been unable to look down while lighting the sphere.  ‘She was down there.’  She said, ignoring the pain from the scalding glass. 
 
    ‘We must go out.’  Paul shouted. 
 
    ‘No.’ she replied, much quieter now.  ‘We cannot go out.  You know that she broke the sphere, you didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Was she hurt?’ 
 
    ‘She was hurt.  The old ones were holding her back with their claws.  They are as sharp as swords and they had cut through her night clothes and we could see the blood.  But I could see that she was not feeling her pain, she was feeling the pain of one of the young dragons that was fighting.  If we went out they would kill us, and they might kill her.’  
 
    They watched helplessly as the dim shapes charged again.  Only one was moving quickly now.  Then came a final agonizing sound as the other stirred for the last time.  The forest fell silent.   
 
    Finally, daylight came, and they saw that the dragons had gone.  The body of a young male lay on the ground.  It had terrible injuries across its back and legs and had been killed by a single final slash that had torn it throat out with such power that it had almost severed its head. 
 
    Adam inspected it carefully.  ‘It had been very badly injured in its battle with its rival.’ He said.  ‘But the rival did not kill it.  This final blow was from another, a strong adult.’ 
 
    ‘The loser was killed quickly to prevent a slow death.’  Maria said.  ‘That would be what the dragons would do.’  They searched for Lynella, but Paul knew that if they found her it would be because she had been killed and left behind.  All morning they went back and forth around the tower and into the undergrowth in a wide circle around it, but they did not find her.  It was easy to see from the tracks that the dragons had departed along the road towards the mountain. 
 
    Soon after mid-day they drifted despondently back into the tower to eat. 
 
    ‘We must make a decision.’  Paul said.  ‘I suggest we give up searching here, they obviously took her with them.  I can’t see any point in wasting two days going back to the city to get more people, we need to go after them.’ 
 
    ‘When do we go?’ James asked.  ‘There should be another tower a day’s walk from here.  I don’t want to spend too many nights in the open with the dragons and we won’t reach it before dark.  But I don’t want to wait until morning.  If only we had more ammunition it would be worth going back for more men.’  But they already had more than a fair share of the city’s limited supplies of bullets that might have to last them for months or even years. 
 
    ‘We mustn’t kill the dragons unless we have to.’ Maria insisted.  ‘They haven’t killed Lynella, I am sure of it.  She can talk to them.  They could have killed us on the road yesterday, but they didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘There seem to be two ways to deal with them.’  Paul said.  ‘The mages used their jewels which meant that they could not talk to them, but they could protect themselves from them, or at least the older ones.  Christian had no jewel and he talked to them.  It could be that there simply were no jewels in Christian’s village, but I don’t think that was it.  I think it was a choice, and Lynella seems to have made that choice as well.’ 
 
    ‘What about you?’ Maria asked. 
 
    ‘I’m not good enough at using my power to be able to talk to them.’ Paul replied.  ‘Remember I only just started at it.  That’s one of the reasons they were so confused yesterday. Besides which.’ He continued. ‘Somebody has got to carry on using a jewel to open the city gate when we get back.  It can’t be opened without one.  That’s why Christian’s people never got in.  We don’t want to be standing in the jungle waving our arms to try to get somebody to come around in a boat to pick us up from a beach.’ 
 
    ‘Couldn’t you carry it with you and just use it when you needed it?’  Angus asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t think a mage could.’  Maria replied.  ‘A mage’s contact with a jewel is too deep.  If it was replaced with contact of another sort it might not be possible to find it again.’ 
 
    While they were talking, Adam had stood up and was collecting his pack.  He said nothing but made it clear that he was going on whether the others came or not. 
 
    ‘Stay close together.’ Angus said as he collected up his sword.  ‘If they come towards us we’ll try not to annoy them.  We’ll back off if necessary and find a way round.’ 
 
    Moving on, they had no trouble getting through the forest.  The dragons had all gone straight along the road towards the mountain, tearing out the undergrowth as they went.  This made progress faster and they soon reached the crest of the next hill; but this only revealed another valley full of featureless forest with the road cutting through it.  They stopped to look but couldn’t see or hear any dragons. Another stone bridge took them across the stream at the bottom and, by late afternoon they were well up the far side.  Darkness came quickly, and they had to stop to make camp before reaching the summit. 
 
    ‘There’s no point in carrying on up because we won’t see anything anyway’.  Angus found a place where there was a reasonable gap between the trees slightly back from the road and started to prepare a camp for the night. 
 
    Adam, as always, scouted around and within a minute he was back and asking them all to keep quiet.  In the silence, they heard a twig break down in the valley, and then another.  Then they heard a startled bird take flight from the bush not far from them. They slowly moved together and gathered up the packs that they had put down.  Another branch snapped, and they heard the distinct noise of a heavy footfall as it broke through.  Gradually they became aware of the smell of rotting flesh and knew that there were dragons behind them.  They ran back to the road and on up the hill.  Paul looked quickly over his shoulder and saw the silhouette of a giant adult in starlight on the road behind them.  It was not hurrying but it was steadily following them. 
 
    ‘Go steady.’  Adam shouted.  They aren’t attacking.’  They slowed slightly.   
 
    In the darkness, they tripped over the broken branches, falling onto the rough ground before scrambling back to their feet to continue.  Each time they looked back the dragons seemed closer and they ignored Adam’s advice and rushed on as fast as they could go. 
 
    ‘We can’t go on forever.’  Angus shouted.  We’ve got to stop and face them.  Paul started to turn, ready to use his jewel and try to focus on the vague shape in the darkness behind them. 
 
    Adam almost ran into him.  ‘Keep going.’ He shouted.  ‘We’re almost at the top.’  He pushed him forward leaving him little choice but to carry on running. 
 
    Suddenly they emerged at the top of the hill.  Angus was at the front and shouted out in surprise.  The others joined him.  They were looking down on the lights of a town.  There were streets of houses with lights in the windows just a short distance away.  Clear of the trees there was light from a moon, and they saw that almost directly in front of them there were fields full of crops. 
 
    They heard a noise behind them.  The dragons had not stopped.  The road was smooth now, and they ran headlong towards the town.   
 
    ‘We can’t lead these things into the town – there’s no wall round it.’  Angus said. 
 
    ‘They must have been here before.  Keep going.’  Paul shouted back. 
 
    The road gently curved as it sloped down towards the long street through the town. Looking back, they saw that the dragons behind them seemed to be holding their distance. The surface was clear, and firm and they found themselves gaining confidence as they walked along it.  They were discussing what the inn would be like when they noticed what looked like a large black lump in the middle of the road just beyond the last house. 
 
    As they moved closer the lump began to move and slowly stood up to reveal itself as a large dragon. 
 
    ‘It’s on guard duty.’  Angus said.  ‘I’m not surprised they don’t need a wall if they can persuade the dragons to be guards.’ 
 
    ‘Is it going to stop us?’  Maria asked, but nobody knew the answer.  Angus’s hand moved to the hilt of his sword. 
 
    They walked steadily towards the dragon as if showing confidence would persuade it to let them past.  Nobody managed any conversation.  Adam was as expressionless as always.  James seemed to be marching with a measured stride with his gun held low but ready.  Paul was staring intently at the ground just in front of his feet as he shuffled along. 
 
    Don’t distract him.’  Maria said urgently.  ‘He’s trying to keep them out.  If they get in and start talking to him he won’t be able to use his jewel any more.  We’ve already lost one full mage.  Just think of it, she gave up the power to cross the universe just to live like the people in this mean little town.’ 
 
    ‘But if he lets them talk to him he could stop them attacking us.’ 
 
    ‘Of course they won’t attack us.’  Maria stopped as if shocked by the bluntness of her own reply.  When Angus showed no reaction, she continued.  ‘They saw the globe above the tower.  They know that one of us can use power, but they don’t know which one. They want that person and, until they find out who it is, we’re all safe.’ 
 
    They were now just yards from the dragon in front of them.  The ones behind were closing up.  They grouped together around Paul. He held his own jewel in one of his clenched fists and Lynella’s in the other.  If he was found with them it might mean death.  He didn’t know. 
 
    A group of people emerged from the town.  They were heavily armed with swords and spears.  They charged up the road.  The dragon stepped aside.  A big man pushed through to the front.  He held his sword in front of him, menacing them with it as he spoke.  
 
    ‘When we received the message from Christian we sent more people to the source.  That was all that you asked for.  Why have you come here?  What do you want with us now?’   He stopped talking and for a moment Paul thought that the man was staring directly at him. Then he felt the warm breath on the back of his neck.  He turned.  There was a dragon just feet away behind him.  ‘We would also like to know.’ The man went on. ‘Why one of you is shutting out the dragons from his mind.  If you don’t talk to them, you can’t expect them to be friendly.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps some of them are mages with jewels.’  An old man shouted from within the group.  ‘Remember that we first came here to get away from the mages.  We should kill them before they start killing us and our dragons.’ 
 
     ‘We have no mages with us.’ Maria said, staring straight back at him.   
 
    ‘Where are you going?’ the big man asked. 
 
    ‘We are trying to find a girl who went off with the dragons.  We don’t know why she went.  We think that they may have taken her to the mountain.’ 
 
    ‘Why were you here in the first place?’ 
 
    ‘We fled from the source.  We were pursued and took a ship.  This was the first land we came to.’ 
 
    Hearing this, he slowly lowered his sword and invited them to come into the town for food and rest and told them that he would explain where the dragons had gone with Lynella. 
 
      
 
    The town was a little better than Paul had anticipated but had none of the grand buildings of the kingdoms.  It seemed to have a solid and quite substantial town hall but even this looked very functional.  There was a small church with a tower and a conspicuous Christian cross on it.  The inn, when they came to it, looked comfortable, and when they went in they were shown to a table next to a good fire.  The room was full of customers when they arrived, but the fat man quickly cleared them away leaving the small group to have their meal on their own.  They could hear talking in another room, but they said little themselves.  After some minutes of this silence, punctuated only by their thanks to the servers who brought them food and drink, the man came in.  Maria grinned briefly to Paul as he confirmed his suspicion that their host had been listening at the door. 
 
    He started to explain what would be happening to Lynella.  The young dragon who was to learn to communicate with her would have already been selected.  This dragon would remain with her throughout her life and would not defend itself with metal on its scales until she died.  The bond between person and dragon would dominate the lives of both.  The process of learning to communicate with a dragon and developing the bond apparently took some time and, having been through the process himself, the man spoke of it with awe.  He explained that she would come to the town when she was ready, and he offered to let them stay until she came.  Alternatively, he suggested, she would be quite safe travelling to meet them back at the city with her dragon to defend her. 
 
    ‘It would be quite safe for her if you moved on as soon as you want to.’  He explained, seeming more enthusiastic about this idea than having them stay in the town.  ‘But the other one of you who has some power will want to stay.’  He waited for a response to this comment but when none came he asked hopefully.  ‘Which one of you is it that has the power.  The dragons were sure that they could sense it and a person always knows when that happens.’  
 
    ‘We are not all from this planet.’  Maria replied.  ‘You know that there is a ship from earth at the source.  Some of us are from the ship.  If a person comes from earth they may not respond to the dragons in the same way.’ 
 
    The man looked up at them in stunned disbelief.  They were all wearing similar simple clothes.  The remains of Paul’s ship uniform had been abandoned long before and his attempts to remain clean shaven had failed.  There was nothing to tell them apart.  Maria took advantage of his hesitation to explain that they had had a long journey and suggest that they should continue the discussion in the morning. 
 
    In the privacy of an upstairs room in the inn they still spoke in whispers for fear of being overheard. 
 
    ‘That was a clever way to stop his questions just then.’ Angus said to Maria.  ‘But all he needs to do now is to ask which of us is from earth.’ 
 
    ‘What does he actually want?’ James asked. 
 
    ‘He wants to know if any of us are mages.’  Angus replied.  ‘And when he’s killed them he wants to get the rest of us out of the way, well away from his town and the mountain.’   
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    In the morning, the pretence of hospitality was gone.  They were taken the town hall with an escort of armed men and dragons.  It soon became clear that their captors had compared notes and realised that one of them had to be a mage if they were planning to open the gates to get back into the city.  The first direct question was the one they expected, and they replied that all of them except Maria and Adam were from earth.  After some discussion, all the others were led out one at a time for a group of dragons to see which ones responded to attempts to communicate.  When Paul’s turn came, he found himself facing the dragons remembering what Maria had told him.  ‘You can keep them out.’ she had said ‘their communication with any person but the one they are bonded to is weak – just keep your mind blank’.  He could not do this, so he stood in the town square facing the dragons rehearsing everything he knew about the design of the fusion reactors on a spaceship.  He had practiced it for much of the night and worked his way steadily through it.  At first the dragons seemed to be watching him closely but slowly, one by one, he lost the audience for his silent lecture. 
 
    When they had all been tested, and nothing had been found, Angus started his prepared speech.  He tried to convince them that Lynella had been injured and that they must go to the mountain.  He explained that none of them had any power at all and that Lynella had lit the globe above the tower.  He was still talking when the fat man interrupted. 
 
    ‘Enough.’  He said.  ‘You have made it clear that you want to go to the mountain.  That is absolutely forbidden.  If we let you go, you will surely try to go there to take your friend away.  Tell me.’  He continued.  ‘Why did you come here in the first place?  Where are you going?  Why not stay in the old city of the mages?’ 
 
    The old man who had shouted out the night before spoke in a more measured way this time.  ‘The dragons are not all there is under the mountain.’  he said as the room fell silent.  ‘There are the ancient machines that the mages left there, locked up and probably still working.  Why else would these people have come in this direction?  You can see the mountain from the city, they knew they were going there.  Why don’t we search their packs?’ 
 
    The crowd surged forward.  James and Adam had their guns ready.  They fired two shots each, aiming low.  Two men fell to the ground, blood pouring from wounds in their legs.  The crowd turned to run in panic.  The route to the doorway was now open.  Angus ran through first and the others followed. Outside they met the dragons charging towards the door.  They stood back, and Paul went forward.  He drove power into his jewel and on to the leading ones.  The gem flashed and the metal masks glowed red.  The beasts reared up and turned to run.  The younger animals, without metal on their scales, were caught in the headlong flight. 
 
    Angus lead the way down the deserted streets.  Looking around, they thought that they saw movement behind some of the partly closed shutters but, as they had hoped, nobody had time to set an ambush for them with cross-bows. 
 
    Beyond the narrow streets, the land was clear and flat.  The open fields felt far safer than the forest and seemed to extend ahead of them all the way to the base of the mountain.  Soon they saw the unmistakable profile of a tower in the distance offering them safe refuge for the night.  Soon after this the attack came. 
 
    The townsfolk had horses.  They also seemed to have practiced moving in formation with the dragons.  They came up at enormous speed straight up the road from the town.  Almost fifty horsemen with swords held high with the same number of dragons with them. 
 
    ‘I can’t do anything.’ Paul shouted as he lay in the grass and looked at them through the telescopic sight on his rifle. ‘All young ones, no metal at all.’ 
 
    ‘Any bows or cross-bows’ Adam asked. 
 
    Paul looked at the group thundering towards them.  ‘I see bows. We’ve got to stop them out of range’ 
 
    ‘Not yet.’  Angus shouted.  ‘They’re only short bows and every bullet must hit.  The dragons are in front, go for dragons.’ 
 
    James fired the first shot near the centre of the line.  For a moment nothing seemed to happen and then one of the leading dragons fell sideways with blood pouring from its head.  They effect on the horsemen behind it was catastrophic as they charged into the great falling body.  Several of them were thrown to the ground.  Angus and Paul fired at either end of the line bringing down two more dragons and many more horsemen.  The rest of the dragons were closing fast.  Their huge teeth and scimitar like claws on their front legs reached forwards as they used their four other massive legs to charge forward in great bounds.  Only a hundred yards away they closed ranks to fill the gaps left by the three who fell and then, quite suddenly numbers of them turned, causing chaos in the line. 
 
    Angus gave a great cheer.  ‘The bonded ones have turned.’  He shouted. 
 
    As they turned to help their fallen human companions the dragons were completely oblivious of the damage they caused to the rest of the line of horsemen behind them and more fell.  
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    Lynella awoke to the absolute darkness of a deep cave.  She could smell the dragons all around her.  Most of them were asleep, but some sent her thoughts of reassurance. She was told that soon she could light one of the lamps which they kept for the humans who were blind in the dark and needed them to move around the caves.  The images were not exact, the dragons didn’t seem to know exactly what a lamp was.  They didn’t even know why the humans needed the lamps, but she was able to work out the meaning.  She longed for the light, so she could see to run away if one of them came too close.  A single careless step by any one of them could crush her. 
 
    Words came to her mind.  ‘You are safe.  This is our home.’ Only Star could send words.  Star was the young dragon who had been chosen to bond with her.  She soon found that all of the words came first from her own mind.  During the bonding process, she was teaching Star what they meant. With the other dragons, there were only the images which were often slow and difficult to understand. 
 
    The straw bed was hard, and the smell was overpowering.  The heat was also intense this close to the core of the mountain.  She thought of the clean comfortable beds in the house in the city; and wondered why she had come.  In her half-awake state, she let these thoughts slip out through the mind shield that she was learning to use. She found herself smothered by wave after wave of simple reassuring thoughts which could not comprehend her images of the city; but conveyed with absolute certainty the message that she had been right to choose to come.  Within this there was, however, the shadow of doubt.  She had been a mage once, an enemy.  But now she was with them and the past was forgotten. 
 
    She was not really aware of having made the choice.  Her memory of the night when she had walked out of the tower was not clear, her mind seemed to have been taken over by something entirely alien for some of it.  All she remembered clearly was riding on Star’s back through the forest, and into the mountain.   
 
    She waited and tried to stop the dragons from sensing her fears.  They started to move but still she was not told where the lamp was.  Perhaps they were looking for it. She should not worry. They could see her.  They could smell her. They would not crush her. 
 
    Then she heard one coming towards her.  It was getting closer. She could hear the massive footfalls and smell its breath.  Suddenly she felt something touch her shoulder. She panicked.  She was no longer learning to live with the dragons.  She was a mage, jewel or no jewel.  She threw her power outwards in all directions.  Just as the older dragons began to feel pain she contacted a circuit and began to explore it.  She found globes and suddenly the chamber was lit with a blinding light.  She saw that she was in a great hall surrounded by long forgotten relics of mages who had built it.  The furniture had been destroyed but she saw a glimpse of pictures on the walls, covered in cobwebs.  Looming over her, she saw Star.  The young dragon had moved up with great care and gentleness but now she lurched forward, falling, crushing Lynella’s shoulder. 
 
    Lynella saw hundreds of massive older dragons.  Many were rearing up towards the high ornate ceiling.  The sudden pain made her break her contact.  The lights went out.  Through her pain, she could sense their jumbled feelings of terror and anger.  She tried to call out to them to say that she had not meant to hurt them, but their minds were closed.  She heard them charging around the room and realised that after the flash of bright light they could not see.  They were crashing into each other and the walls.  She tried to move away but Star’s weight was pinning her to the floor.  She tried to plead with Star, forming words to describe how easily she could be crushed.  There was no response, so she formed images of her own body and tried to show her limbs broken and bleeding.  The more she concentrated on it the more she became terrified by the pictures she was creating in her mind. She managed to send them out in short powerful bursts.  She started to get a response, complete confusion.  Star could not accept that her chosen partner could be one of the hated mages.  She was terrified about what would happen to her and whether she would be hated too.  But she was also terrified about what would happen to Lynella. 
 
    One of the large dragons crashed into Star but she held firm and stopped the blow from driving her down onto Lynella.   Star stood up, slowly and carefully placing her feet on either side of the frail body below her.  Another dragon rushed across the room, but she braced herself and again held firm. 
 
    Free to move, Lynella used her one good arm to push herself up onto her feet and ran.  She sent one final image of warmth and thanks to Star as she felt her way along the wall searching for an opening.  Just beside her she heard a fight as two dragons tore into each other.  A powerful tail crashed into her back sending her flying forwards to land hard on the floor.  She staggered to her feet and found the wall again.  She had no idea how long it was, or where it went, but she moved on desperately along it. 
 
    The noise behind her subsided slightly.  She could tell that the dragons’ eyes had readjusted to the dark and they were starting to band together again.  Thoughts came through strongly now, thoughts of her, finding her, and killing her.  She sensed a small amount of dissent, but it was overpowered by images of chasing her and tearing her apart. 
 
    Now she felt her way through a door into a corridor which was even darker than the room behind her.  She ran, heedless of what she might run into, blindly hoping that she might run through an opening too small for the dragons.  But the corridor was wide.  She heard them behind her.  She crashed into a wall that curved around in front of her.  She fell onto her injured shoulder and tried not to cry out in pain.  She lay for an instant of silence but knew that the dragons could smell her as they charged forward.  She reached out with her power to anything she could find.  She sensed a lock and drove her mind into it.  The lock opened, and she used all of her remaining energy to push at the point in the wall where she knew that the door must be.  It would not move.  A dragon charged at her.  She turned to blind it.  It fell against the wall. Then she saw, the weight of its body had pushed the door slightly open.  She rushed through the opening and slammed the door behind her.  She heard a dragon crashing into it, but the lock held 
 
    She found herself in complete darkness.  Through the door, she heard the dragons roaring in anger.  More of them charged against the door.  Metal scales crashed against it. She ran her hands across the smooth surface until she found a small opening panel.  She slid it open and tried to communicate with them, sending an image of herself with Star outside in the sunshine.  Seeing the small opening the dragons rushed against the door even harder.  She could hear them come and then feel it shudder as they hit it.  Their long sharp claws came right through as they tried to tear it out from its opening.  Each time she tried harder to send her message and finally she had a response, but it was nothing but hatred and anger.  She tried to send special images to Star, but even then, the response was hatred.  Finally, Star sent an image of what she could see outside the door.  In the near darkness, the dragons were still trying to break the door, but not so hard now, they knew it was hopeless.   Most of them had gathered around the large mass in the middle of the corridor. 
 
      This was one of the oldest and most respected dragons.  Lynella had killed it, instantly and almost casually, when closing the door.  Now some of them moved away and soon they came back struggling under the weight of enormous boulders.  The last attempts to open the door stopped as the first boulders were piled against it.  There was just the slightest trace of pity in Stars last message before the link was broken by the growing pile of stone which would fill the entire corridor up to the ceiling where it passed the doorway. 
 
    Lynella sat in the darkness for minutes which became hours.  She felt secure but betrayed.  She had made the decision to form a bond with them and now they wanted to attack her.  She thought back to the events which had brought her to the room.  She thought about how she had walked out from the security of the tower to trust her life to the dragons.  She had made a decision, the same decision that a group of mages had made hundreds of years before, a decision to reject their powers.  She had been ready to accept the persuasive messages from the dragons because she admired Christian and his people for what they were.  They were not as powerful as the mages, but they were at peace.  The mages had destroyed themselves, wrecked the city, and almost killed everybody on the planet.  Christian’s people had lived at peace through that time and remained at peace ever since.  She longed for the security of Christian’s community, as much as she feared for her future as a mage. 
 
    But they had rejected her.  They must have known that she was a mage when she went to them, and all she had done was to react like a mage.  She tried to think why they had done it, why they had not thought about her and made allowances.  Slowly she realised that she kept thinking about them in the same way she thought about Christian, as people, not animals.  They were not people and did not react like people for the simple reason that, despite their powers of communication, they were nowhere near as intelligent as people.  Because they lived for hundreds of years and had good memories, the dragons always seemed wise in the stories but, in reality, they were only making simple deductions from what they had seen or been told.  The more she thought about it the more she came to despise them.  She, as a full mage, would not be beaten by dragons who were scarcely more intelligent than dogs.  She would never again reject her heritage. 
 
    She quickly lit the room and stood up.  She knew immediately that she was looking at a part of the last and finest work of the mages on the planet.  The dragons had not been able to get into the room and it was as tidy as when the mages had left it.  It revealed the perfect detail of their work.  Unlike the bare and functional rooms in the pylons it was elegantly furnished.  Several armchairs were gathered around a low table and to one side a single upright chair faced a wooden desk with ornate metal inlay.  There was a rug on the floor showing faded images of men on horses and pictures on the wall showed intense faces looking straight ahead through layers of dust.  A first glance might have made her think that the room was a place for rest and relaxation, but it was circular, and the low table was at the exact centre so there could be little doubt that it had another use.  Before exploring it, she sensed another door in the opposite wall and decided to investigate.  She worked hard to convince herself that this was just mild curiosity and she was not worried that the dragons could trap her for long enough to be a problem. 
 
    The door opened onto a smaller room with a bed in it.  This room had been well sealed and there was no dust so despite the passage of so much time the bed looked very comfortable and inviting.  There was a small alcove and in it she found a metal basin with a gold tap above it.  Turning the tap produced a good flow of cool clear water.  While she surely would not need it, she was relieved to find a supply of drinking water.  She felt tired and resolved that the simple tricks of the animals outside would not deprive her of the chance of a good rest to make up for her interrupted night in their cave.  She carefully washed her cuts and bruises, opened the panel in the outer door to let in some fresh air, and lay down on the soft bed. 
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    With no daylight to guide her, Lynella had no idea how long she slept for.  She woke feeling that her energy was restored and, although very stiff, even her shoulder felt better.  She found clean clothes in a cupboard and washed again and drank from the tap.  Dismissing slight pangs of hunger, she started a methodical search through the two rooms.  There were no more doors.  A search of the bedroom revealed nothing but more clothing and some jewellery which, while attractive, gave no response to her power.  She put on a thick gold necklace and, feeling the weight of it on her chest and the fine heavy fabric of her borrowed dress, she felt true to her heritage as a mage. 
 
    She cleared the dust from the table, meticulously working at it until the entire surface was polished.  Slowly revealing the patterns of circles and runes she relaxed, feeling certain that, even without a jewel, she could use the machines to take control of the entire complex.  It pleased her to feel how easily she could use her power as she entered the first pathway, using the large gold ring on her side of the table.  As if taking cautious steps into a darkened room full of fine ornaments, she made her way forwards.   She felt her way around and soon found the links to the other rings set into the table.  This device could link the power of mages in a way which was so simple and elegant that she carefully memorised its design, so she could make one for herself later.  In this moment of hesitation, she lost her concentration.  Now she was fighting the wolf of her own self-doubt. Staring at a table with nothing more than strange patterns on it.  She felt for the jewellery she had put on, but it was cold and un-responding; she had nothing to help her.  She realised that the wolf could kill her.  Access to the network was her only chance of survival.  The wolf sat glaring at her with unblinking yellow eyes.  Then she realised that it could not attack.  There was no crowd waiting for her.  Nobody, except her, would know if it took her an hour to work the device.  She stared back.  It turned and ran. 
 
    Now she started to look for ways forward, along the pathway to take her into the main parts of the machine.  The next portal was easy to find.  She realised that she could have gone directly to it using the solitary ring in the centre of the table.  Being alone, this would be the proper way to enter, so she moved her focus to the centre ring before moving on.  Sensing some minor pathways to either side, she ignored them, and she progressed proudly towards the core.  She felt sure that she would soon find the highway where she could communicate with the prophet and ask her God to help her.  She was, after all, in the mountain where her God had told her to go.   Suddenly, she sensed a blinding flash.  It shot through her eyes to every part of her body.  She convulsed in pain.  In one final thought, she knew it was a trap. 
 
      
 
    She awoke in darkness.  She knew that the room was warm but felt cold in every part of her.  The trap had drained her energy.  She was scarcely able to pull herself back up onto the chair.  She felt hungry to the point of wondering if she could eat, even if she had any food.  The walls seemed to loom out of the darkness, closing in on her. 
 
    In desperation, she worked the lock on the door, letting it swing inwards.  A few small rocks rolled into the room and she fell to the floor again as one crashed into her chair.  Once again, she struggled up, crawling to the opening, clambering onto the lowest rocks.  Seeing a faint light, she felt a glimmer of hope, until she realised that she was looking through a tiny gap in a pile of rocks that extended far along the corridor.  She pictured the dragons at the end of it, hearing the sound of her opening the door that she had used to stop them.  They would be mocking her, however much she despised them, they would still mock her. 
 
    Fighting back feelings of self-pity, she struggled to her feet and managed to make a globe give a faint light.  Painfully slowly she searched every inch of the walls of the two rooms, pausing only to drink from the tap as she checked the wall around it.  She found nothing, no exit and no other pathways to communicate. 
 
    Finally, letting the room go dark again to conserve her last energy, she entered the pathway from the device on the table and moved slowly forwards towards the trap.  She could see no sign of where it was ahead of her and knew that if she was caught by it again she would never recover.  Still she edged forwards.  She noticed one of the paths that lead off to the side.  She moved down it, only to find another room, similar to the one she was in, at the end of it.  She found no sign of the highway and no machines or anything else to help her, just another abandoned room.  The next side opening revealed the same, another simple link to let the mages talk to each other without entering the main machine.  She tried to remember how many entrances she had passed before she reached the trap.  She had never even counted them.  Venturing forwards, she found another useless connection.  She feared that she would be drawn on to look down these dead-end pathways until she was finally taken by the trap.  She hesitated, but soon the fatalism of the mage took control and she went on.  She had lost count of how many entrances she had looked at when she found one that seemed to have no room at the end of it.  The pathway was long, faint and unclear but she managed to move through it not knowing if she was travelling towards the highway or away from it.  In places, it was difficult to know which way to go, some routes seemed to go off to the side, but she went on forwards.  Suddenly her body shuddered.  A trap had gone off, but she realised that she was still conscious to know it.  This trap must have been weakened by the passage of so much time, and it was so distant it had not hurt her.  
 
     The route grew clearer, new openings appeared to either side.  Gradually she found that the area she was in seemed familiar.  Wondering if she was dreaming she recognised the city.  She drifted onwards and found herself at her house, but Paul was not there, she had no idea where he was, but she knew he would not have returned.  She touched many of the mechanisms but, even if she had the energy, working them would not help her.  In despair, she returned but, as she came back she sensed a faint presence. 
 
    It seemed like an illusion, it was not the prophet.  It was more familiar, less threatening.  Paul was with her.  She sensed his shock as he recognised her.  Wondering if she was talking with a ghost, she sent an image of the room and the rocks at the door.  He was drawing her forwards, up the main pathway and, leading from it to a scarcely discernible track to one side.  She wondered if this was just some elaborate trap that was feeding itself from her imagination, but she went on.  They came out in a room with a large round table in it and she was being told to wait, holding her presence in the device in the table.  She waited, not knowing if it was real but desperately trying to maintain the link through the fragile network.  Suddenly she felt a powerful shock and wondered if it was a trap.  Then energy was pouring down towards her and she realised that her jewel had been placed in the device. 
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    Paul was in the circular room at the top of the tower.  It resembled a smaller version of those in the pylons.  The decoration was minimal.  The table in front of him had rings set into it and only the occasional pattern of runes where the creators had been unable to leave it with no trace of the elegance of form which was such an integral part of their civilisation.  However, in this case, even the functional elements were smaller than those he had seen before.  This tower was just an outlying fortification for the great fortress in the mountain behind it.  That fortress was full of dragons and, among them, was Lynella. 
 
    He had not been sure if he had really met her as he had frantically searched the pathways for traces that might show where she was.  When he placed her jewel in the recess in the very centre of the table he had not dared hope for a sign.  The flash of brilliant white light as the energy poured from it had briefly stunned him before he recovered and chased in to find her. 
 
    They were a mile apart, but together.  The miles of optical cables on Atlanta could send sounds and images but this was something more.  It was a link to their minds through the rings in the golden inlay in the tables in front of them.  He had no idea what the network linking the tables was made of.  It just was, and he could travel along it, and now he must.    
 
    They rushed off to explore together.  The original trap now looked clear and simple; and they were soon past it and into the great machine in the core of the mountain.  But he drew her back.  However much she could use her jewel; he knew that her body was still trapped and fading fast. 
 
    They finally stopped to talk.  She described her journey into the mountain and showed him how she was imprisoned.  She showed him how they would be able to lever the rocks away to free her and, while trying not to seem too desperate, she asked him to hurry.  But then he started showing images to her.  He moved straight to their fight with the dragons and showed them fleeing to the tower.  Now they were inside and secure, but he showed her what could be seen from the high windows.  Hundreds of dragons had gathered at the tower and more seemed to be arriving all the time.  Smarting from their defeat they looked determined to even the score.  She asked him if he still had his gun, but he explained, they had guns but few bullets, nowhere near enough to fight the army of dragons. 
 
    ‘This mountain is a weapon.’  The words came through to Paul with such strength that he wondered for an instant whether it was human speech from someone else in the room.  He asked how she knew.   The reply came stronger still, proud, forceful and distant. 
 
    ‘Do not ask questions.  I know.  Follow me.’ 
 
    Paul was shocked and confused.  ‘Who is that?’  He asked.  ‘Is that still you Lynella, are you all right?’ 
 
    There was a delay of some seconds before he heard the much softer voice he knew.  ‘Yes, it’s me.  Suddenly I know so much.  It came to my memory.  I know all the pathways around the mountain.  I can take you to the biggest rings at the lowest levels that draw energy from the core. I can show you where the pylons were made.  I can take you to the galleries where the colony ships are made.  I can show you where they were launched from for the exodus.’  Paul noticed a slight bitterness in her voice as she said this, but he did not interrupt as she continued.  ‘I can show you the close-range weapons in the outer galleries’. 
 
    ‘What can they do?’ he asked, picturing the dragons outside the tower. 
 
    The view changed.  He was looking down on the plain from an observation tower high up the mountain.  He could see the cultivated fields around the village and, as the image moved across he saw the tower where he was.  But there were no dragons.  The line of sight kept moving and now he saw the city and realised why he had not seen dragons by his tower.  The harbour was full of ships, even twenty miles away, the tall masts stood out against the blue sea beyond.  He wanted to ask a question, but the image was still moving.  He saw a glimpse of a brass telescope on a ledge and then he was looking through it, hunting for movement in the forest.  It scanned back and forth trying to follow paths through the trees.  Off to one side, he saw movement.  There was a blinding flash.  The telescope swung away wildly. The holder staggered back.  The image slowly focussed back on where the movement had been.  Over a small area, the trees and scrub were burning fiercely.  In the centre, there were charred bodies.  Paul looked carefully to see the shape of dragons.  He realised that he was looking at something different.  He was looking at the corpses of a group of people.  He felt sick and tried to look away, but the image would not move. 
 
    ‘Who were they?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘The Lord Mage of the eagle and his personal guard.’  She replied, in a cold voice. 
 
     ‘How can you know these things.  How did you form those images from so long ago?’ 
 
    ‘I have that memory, it was given to me by God.  Let me show you how useful my enlightenment will be.  I shall show you the other weapons.’ 
 
    Paul had little time to worry about what was happening to Lynella.  Once again, he was looking out from the top of the mountain but this time the scene was quite different.  A battle was in progress.  An army of hundreds of men was moving in, overpowering defenders who were trying to hold the road.  The attackers had occupied a tower and their archers were shooting from the upper levels with devastating effect against the men below them. He knew that this had been the last line of defence; the mountain would surely soon fall.  He saw the men in heavy armour below him so clearly, he could hear the clash of swords and smell the sweat and blood as they fell. 
 
    A ring ship flew out from the mountain to attack the tower.  Archers on the precarious wooden platforms on the iron rings shot a flight of arrows.  Several of the soldiers in the tower had been taken by surprise and their bodies slumped forward.  The wooden shafts embedded in their chests, blood pouring out down the stone walls.  But the attackers also had ships.  These came up fast, angling for position for the attack.  With a single deafening crash two ships met.  Their mages died.  The others weaved and dodged away round the mountain.   
 
    The archers in the tower were replaced.  The assault continued.  A flash from the close-range weapon he had seen before seemed to stop the momentum for a moment, but soon he saw that mages in the tower had turned it back on itself.  Their combined power had wrested it from the exhausted defenders.  He heard a gallery explode far below and the battle with swords continued.    
 
    But now feeling began to grow, overpowering the visual images.  He sensed an enormous work that had been completed just in time.  With it he knew a fear based on the knowledge that this was to be the last chance.  This was to be the fulfilment of their greatest work.  With this they would live or die. 
 
    The flash came.  At first, he thought it was similar to the one he had just seen, but then he saw the blasted stump that had been a tower seconds before.  The surge of joy and power was so strong he could feel himself straining for more.  The image moved to another tower, further away.  Another flash and this was gone.  The feeling was even stronger now, the need to destroy.  The image moved to another tower and this was also reduced to a shattered ruin. 
 
    In his rational self, he suddenly realised that he was seeing the images of the mind that was controlling this ultimate weapon.  The line of sight that he saw was directing the beam from the heart of the mountain. 
 
    Destruction rained on the plain below him.  Each time the need to kill grew stronger.  The range grew longer and still towers fell.  There were many other targets, the ring ships returned, and the attackers were thrown from the sky.  Remnants of the army and dragons died until at last the city came into view.  Virtually without thinking energy was drawn from every possible system and the most powerful beam of all was fired.  Within the mountain mages collapsed and died, but the city walls stood and protected the houses beyond them.  Some ships in the outer harbour burst into flames, but that was all. 
 
    The image faded leaving a void, as if the mind that had created it had obliterated all trace of what followed.  Paul could scarcely detect Lynella’s presence.  She seemed to have been subsumed by the God.   
 
    ‘What can we do?’  He asked.  ‘How much longer can you survive?’ 
 
    The reply came, cold and firm. ‘We can attack the dragons.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘You can see them.  You can be the eyes of the weapon.’ 
 
    ‘But we have no power.  I know from what I saw of the abbot’s machine that it takes the power of many people to fight with a machine like this.’ 
 
    Paul sensed confusion at this remark, as if she had forgotten who the abbot was.  The effort of reaching into her own memory rather than drawing images from the machine brought forward Lynella’s personality, and he was relieved to hear a reply in a tone that sounded far more familiar. 
 
     ‘The abbot’s machine was different.  This one is far more complex.  It can draw power from the planet’s field, rather than just working against it.’ 
 
    ‘So why did people die in the mountain when the weapon was used against the city?’  This time the reply was firm again, but it conveyed with it an overpowering grief.  ‘It was too fast.  The machine moved too fast.  No, that’s wrong, I moved too fast.  They had no time to recover from when the attack was driven back.  There was no energy left in the rings, so they gave from their minds.  And they died for it, for no purpose at all.  I killed them.’ 
 
    Paul saw confused glimpses of an image of a grand hall with the inevitable large circular table in the centre.  At the table were mages in their gilded chairs with their jewels glowing but, among them, several where the light was gone.  Servants had gathered around, but any who saw the faces below the lifeless jewels knew that there was no hope.  Now she was talking again. 
 
    ‘I know that we are weak, but we can still draw power into the base rings and then we can use it to free you from the tower.  It is the only hope.’ 
 
    ‘But what about the dragons in the mountain?’ Paul asked.  ‘Are there weapons that can drive them out?’ 
 
    There was no reply, so he asked.  ‘Can you drive them out the way you drove the men out from the monastery.’ 
 
     By now he sensed that the two minds were working more closely because there was little delay before the reply came.  ‘There are loose rings that can be used.  This machine has not been used that way before because we have never had an enemy within the mountain, but it can be done.’ 
 
    Lynella drove her mind far into the machine, moving quickly so Paul had no chance to urge her to show caution.  Soon they were drawing power into the lowest rings.  The images were with them again, practical guidance showing methods and pathways.  As ancient mechanisms were brought to life, Paul sensed numerous personalities within the circuits, but the link to Lynella was through the single powerful presence from before.  ‘We shall start within the mountain.’  She said.  ‘And clear the filthy animals from the fine halls of our home.’ 
 
    They had no way of knowing what damage they did.  They were working from a knowledge of the layout of the rooms and corridors from hundreds of years before.  Rings tore themselves out from machines and flew down the ancient corridors.  In places, there was resistance but there was no way of knowing whether they had killed a dragon or simply broken furniture.  In other places, they were stopped by solid rock and Paul felt the jolt of pain as their energy shot back into the machine.  Soon every room and corridor had been traversed. 
 
    ‘It is done.’  The cold voice was strong now, but even as it said this, a spark of other knowledge appeared to dispute it.  The presence was clearly bemused and drew back as six rings were gathered into one place and their deadly pattern was woven as it had been in the monastery.  First two of them began to orbit around each other and then the others were added, each to a new orbit.  As the system began to rotate Paul sensed the curiosity of the presence in the machine.  When the pattern began to move, and its lethal efficiency was shown he sensed respect.  He could also tell that Lynella was using her control of it to guide it so that, where possible, it drove the dragons out rather than trapping and killing them. 
 
    They had done their work.  The rooms in the mountain fell silent; but far below them the power was continuing to build.  One after another the great machines began to hum with energy until the pulses radiated throughout the core. 
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    Paul sensed loss as he withdrew from the machine, a temporary farewell to the mind inside it.  Soon he was out, the contact broken.  He hurried down to his companions.  His explanations given, not waiting for questions, he went straight back up to watch through the windows.  He waited until he saw the shattered column of dragons appear along the road from the mountain.  As they came closer he saw how effective the rings had been.  Some had blood pouring from wounds, one had a front leg missing and another seemed to have lost its entire tail.  Seeing them, the dragons at the tower appeared to falter, but soon there were horsemen among them and they held firm.  He looked carefully and found a group of standing well clear of the tower. 
 
    In the network again, he soon regained contact. Near the top of the mountain a massive metal door slid open for the first time in three hundred years.  The signal was sent, and the blast shook the ground.  For a moment he was blinded but then he saw only scorched remains where dragons and men had been.  He felt an urge to fire again, but his rational self knew what this would do to Lynella, so he watched in silence as the terrified army below him turned to flee towards the village. 
 
    Suddenly he heard a noise.  He knew that he should know what it was but as hard as he tried he could not place it.  There was an explosion and the tower shook.  He heard breaking glass and shouts of terror from below him.  The roaring fading now and then coming back.  It was a hydrogen jet, he knew it now.  He looked up to see a shuttle banking in a turn high over the mountain.  Instantly he sent the signal again and the weapon fired.  The fuel tanks exploded, tearing the machine apart in mid-flight.  The fireball of burning debris fell to the ground and he realised he had fired too quickly.  He tried to ask Lynella if she was hurt. 
 
    The reply was totally alien to him ‘What are you asking?’ 
 
    ‘Who ARE you?’ 
 
    ‘I am Tiana.  I am the prophet.  Who are you?’ 
 
    His confusion and terror grew through a long silence.  He was distracted. Below him his companions were moving out towards the mountain.  He had no way to warn them about what they might find.  But he himself had no way to know what was there.  Unless he asked. 
 
    ‘What will my companions find in your mountain?  Will they find Lynella? 
 
    ‘So that is her name.  Lynella, who came through my traps to find me after all this time.  What does she look like?’ 
 
    The attempt at conversation only increased Paul’s sense of terror. 
 
    ‘LET HER GO’ He almost shouted out loud as he sent the demand ‘SHE MAY BE DYING’. 
 
    ‘I did not trap her.’ Tiana replied. ‘She came in of her own free will.  She spent her energy freely for you’. 
 
    ‘But she never meant to stay.  She never meant to give so much’.  
 
    Paul made an offer.  ‘If I show you who Lynella is will you at least show me who you are and what you want?  We shall give you anything we can if you will help us rescue her.’  As an afterthought, he added that he would also show who he was. 
 
    The offer was accepted, and he projected images of Lynella as he liked to think of her, laughing, walking, running in the halls of her Southern castle and the fields around it.  He showed a glimpse of her using her power to light a room but was asked for more sight of the open air and the sky.  He insisted on some information in return. 
 
    Tiana was keen to tell her story while he was prepared to listen.  The images he saw were constructed with detail which showed years of rehearsal.  He could feel the emotion running through them.  
 
    New images appeared.  Paul knew that the battle for the mountain would not wait, but his entire exchange with Tiana would only take a few seconds of the time of the outside world and it might give him an understanding that would help.  He even thought that he might find God in the way Tiana had; and he should do this because he might die before reaching safety. 
 
     He was looking out over a brightly lit hall packed with rows of mages wearing fine clothes and their jewels.  From his viewpoint, there could be no doubt that he was above them, this was the leader looking down on her subjects.  They were angry.  Their pride would not let them shout or speak out of turn, but their expressions could not be mistaken.  Looking at the front row he saw the same faces he had seen in the mountain after the weapon had been used against the city and the village.  Among them there were empty chairs, each with a jewel taken from the dead.  An elderly man was standing and in measured tones he was saying that she could no longer be accepted as their leader.  For what she had done she could not even be accepted among them.  The images became less clear as he continued to speak; at times her concentration was broken by the terror of what was being described.  By using the assembled power of the other mages in the community she was to be forced to do what all mages dreaded.  She was to have her mind driven so far into their machine that she could never escape.  She was banished to the void between the living and the dead. 
 
    From this point, he realised that the images changed and were now seen through the eyes of others and shown to her by their contact with the machine.  He could see the passage of time as some of the faces he recognised grew older.  He also sensed a feeling that they were concealing something from her.  They were sustaining her physical body but not letting her find out what they were doing.  He saw the images they gave her, but they became increasingly mundane, and he sensed the growing tension as they refused to show her their work. 
 
    While Paul’s mind retained the link, his eyes remained fixed on his companions disappearing along the road to the mountain.  Now something intruded into his consciousness to he saw the image and it interrupted the flow to the extent that Tiana also saw it.  The dragons had returned and were pouring past the tower intent on revenge. 
 
    ‘We must fire again’ Tiana said. 
 
    ‘But that will weaken Lynella still more’. He replied.  But he knew that it had to be done.   
 
    ‘She lives.  She will live again.’ 
 
    Paul tried to believe her as he looked down and gave the signal.  One moment there was a column of dragons and horsemen chasing his friends and the next moment the front of the group had been obliterated and the others were in confusion.  The shot echoed across the valley and the surge of power and excitement swept through him, but this time he could contain it. 
 
    Immediately he was shown the next image.  The viewer was standing on a high platform in a large brightly lit circular cavern.  The walls had been cut out from solid rock.  Around the edge he saw the enormous bulk of a ring and Paul realised that this must be one of the main power rings in the base of the mountain. The platform and a series of wooden steps had been built to enable people to climb over it to reach the door in the wall outside the ring.  All across the floor there was a mass of machinery, and in the centre, there were large spheres.  He recognised them immediately as sealed ships for space travel.  Looking up he saw the base of a shaft which had been cut through the rock to launch them out of the top of the mountain.  The mages were all gathered around it looking up at the viewer.  He knew that they were letting Tiana see them and they were smiling and laughing about it.  Before leaving, however, they showed her one final terrible scene. 
 
    This time the viewer was standing high up on the mountain looking down on the plain below where an army of dragons had gathered.  They had been drawn by the surge of power as ships had been launched.  The viewer was almost alone, there was only one mage with him.  The others had gone, just these two remained and between them lay the body of a woman.  This was Tiana’s body which had been sustained as the source of her human existence.  The two men leaned down, took up the body and hurled it over the edge.  She prepared herself for oblivion.  It crashed against the rocks below. The dragons tore it apart.  She was too shocked to think of the consequences of being able to see it.  The image ended abruptly as the viewer withdrew, never realising that her mind had survived in the void.  Soon the last two mages made contact with the machine again to prepare to launch their ship. She was ready.  Unprepared and unsuspecting they were easy prey for her final revenge.  She had no idea where their bodies were when they collapsed but she was certain that they were dead. 
 
    Paul could sense that what he had seen had been rehearsed innumerable times.  He was prepared to believe that the story was true, but it did not prove anything. 
 
    ‘So, you are now an artificial intelligence in a big network which controls the artillery on the mountain.’  He replied, trying to sound detached.  ‘How does that make you a prophet?’ 
 
    ‘A prophet is somebody who brings knowledge of God.’  She replied.  ‘After the great mages had gone, I gained that knowledge.’ 
 
    The next images showed more destruction.  Not all of the mages had left the planet.  Others had been in the pylons helping to guide the ships and hoping to make the journey in the future.  These were not the most powerful mages and they were completely unprepared so, with her all-encompassing rage, Tiana killed them in a single blast.  She knew that Paul had seen the destruction and also explained that those in the tower by the source had sensed the destruction and left the network just before she could kill them. 
 
    After the destruction came darkness.  She knew that she must contain her anger and not destroy the network itself.  Deep down she was aware that the machines had sufficient power to rupture the planet itself, but she could control her anger and resign herself to the darkness.  In the network there was no time, there was not a present or a future; but at one point in the void there was a light; and at another she had considered the light in every aspect and detail and needed to know what it was. 
 
    She tried to compare it to her God, but found that she knew too little to do this.  Hers was an old religion.  It was not as old as the one it had replaced but it was still old enough to have become victim to rituals and power and leave little time for true understanding. 
 
    Tiana saw images of the light.  It represented a single point of complexity in the void and, as she studied it she found it communicating with her.  The images stopped, Paul sensed that she was unable to explain what happened next. 
 
    ‘So, you found something in the network that communicates.  What makes that a God?’ 
 
    ‘What is your definition of a God?’ She asked, reminding him of the captain’s argument that nobody should be so arrogant that they would never acknowledge a higher being however compelling the evidence. 
 
    ‘A God is a creator.’  He replied.  ‘A creator of the world and the life on it.  They are not part of it, but they created it.’ 
 
    ‘There can never be proof about who created the world, but would you believe in a God that can create life, a God that can overcome death.’ 
 
    He thought about the promise of eternal life which was so central to the religious teaching he had known.  Then he thought of Tiana; as far as he was concerned she was just artificial intelligence. 
 
    ‘You have eternal life.’  He agreed.  ‘And back on earth they have never been able to make artificial intelligence which is truly sentient, aware of its own immortality as you are.  But that does not prove that it took a God to do it.’ 
 
    Suddenly he found himself standing in a room.  Sunlight was pouring in the windows to show all of the elegance and fine detail he recognised as work of the mages.  Looking around the room he saw a large table and on the far side, in the shadow, there were two men.  One of them was standing and walking towards him.  Now the man was facing him, Paul could see his bearing and his clothes; there was no doubt in his mind, this was a mage from the ancient times. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’  The man asked. 
 
    Paul was so shocked it took him a few moments to reply.  He introduced himself and asked who the man and his companion were.  Somehow, he thought that he recognised them. 
 
    The man bowed and introduced himself.  He was a Lord Mage and he went on to introduce his companion.  He held out his hand and shook Paul’s with a firm positive grip. 
 
    While he was doing this Paul suddenly realised who they were.  These were the two Mages that Tiana had killed.  He had no doubt she had killed them but now he could see them, hear them, feel them and even smell them.  They were as real as he was. 
 
    ‘Were you not killed by the Lady Tiana.?’  He asked directly. 
 
    ‘We were.’  The man replied.  ‘But our God is a forgiving God and in the same way that he forgave Tiana for killing our companions and resurrected her he also forgave us for killing Tiana and resurrected us.’ 
 
    ‘Is Tiana with you?’ 
 
    ‘No’ The man shook his head slowly.  ‘She killed us and many more after she was resurrected.  She cannot live with us.  She must remain in purgatory, neither in this world or the other.’ 
 
    He was shown around the palace, meeting many people.  Most were servants, but some were Mages and they all seemed to be completely real.  Paul kept trying to tell himself that it was a dream, but he could not; all his senses were telling him it was real.  He walked through magnificent halls opening onto beautiful gardens with glimpses of a whole city beyond them.  He even shared a meal with them and enjoyed fine meat and wine until he could eat and drink no more after it, quite without warning, it ended.  He was back with Tiana in the network. 
 
    ‘Now you have seen the other end of the network.’  She was saying.  ‘Now you must believe in our God.  Before you return to your world I shall show you what happened to me.’               
 
    The images moved on.  Tiana went to the remaining mages on the planet as a prophet and preached to them about their God and the new life she had been given.  They listened to her preaching, but they knew her as a murderess and set traps around the mountain to keep her in protect themselves from her.  Without access to the mountain they were isolated from their God and the main source of their power. She could still communicate with them but only weakly and over the years she could tell that activity in the network faded.  Each new generation became more isolated and finally the monastery was formed to challenge and destroy the mage’s religion and she was forgotten by mortal men. 
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    Paul knew that they could not fire the weapon again without killing Lynella.  Looking through the windows of the tower he could see that the dragons had been driven well back toward the village.  His comrades were out of sight, they would be almost at the mountain by now.  He had no choice, he opened the door and ran.  His time of living on the planet had left him fitter than he had been on earth, but the heat from the sun in the clear sky was intense and the mountain lay about two miles ahead.  The flagstones on the road had been lifted by roots and now the dragons had torn many of them loose, leaving him to pick his way through the debris.  He came to the point where the dragons’ last charge had been stopped and one lay dead, oozing blood onto the road and forcing him to push through the scrub to one side.  Soon the road began to climb towards the mountain.  He had to pause to get his breath.  He looked behind.  Well beyond the tower he could see a dust cloud.  The dragons would be coming back and this time there was nothing to stop them.  He ran on, struggling up the slope as fast as he could with his pack and his rifle. 
 
    Near the mountain there was forest.  Almost as soon as he was in it he knew that there were dragons nearby.  He could hear them.  He could smell them.  They must have been left behind in the flight from the mountain.  He hoped that they might be injured.  For some minutes, he felt sure that they were watching him from either side, keeping level as they had done on the road from the city.  The trees provided welcome shade, and, despite his exhaustion, he managed to continue running, even slightly faster, driven on by the hope of reaching the mountain entrance before they closed in.  Then, what had been a clear path a moment before, was suddenly blocked.  The beast stood motionless, just yards in front of him, its front legs raised, claws fully extended.  The sulphurous smell of the its breath made him choke.  A barrage of thoughts flooded into his mind. 
 
    ‘Surrender’.  They were saying it so loud, so close that he could not mistake it.  ‘Surrender or die’. 
 
    Paul was standing still now.  Very slowly, he started to raise his rifle.  He was sure that they would not know what it was.  But he could hear them moving in from all around him, too many and too close. 
 
    He tried to reply.  ‘What would you do to me?’  but the response was confused.  Then he realised that the dragon in front of him was not communicating, it was an older one with metal on its scales.  He had thought of surrendering to it but now he saw his opportunity.  Letting go of his rifle with one hand he brought his jewel up to his forehead and drove his power into its eyes.  As soon as he did it he ran, straight past the animal before it fell. 
 
    The confusion and terror created by the jewel gave him just a few seconds.  This was just long enough for him to turn and raise his rifle.  He saw the first dragon climbing over the body.  It was a smaller one, young enough not to be hurt by his power.  It was digging its claws into the dead flesh as it struggled to get past.  He aimed at its head and fired.  It collapsed, balancing for a second before falling away from him on top of its comrades behind it. 
 
    He ran, not even daring to look behind him.  Then he could see the opening in the rock face ahead of him.  There was a small clearing in front of it with several dead dragons in it.  It was too far away.  He could hear a dragon just behind him and jumped to one side as it struck.  Its claw tore through his sleeve and sliced his arm, but he managed to move away to the side of the road.  It had gone past him now, blocking his way while others came up behind.  He raised his gun again but before he could fire he heard a shot from the mountain.  More followed in rapid succession.  He ran on.  He knew that the dragons would re-group again.  He was in the clearing now.  His friends were at the door.  They reached out. Pulling him through while others continued firing.  They slammed it shut and the great iron locking bar fell into place.   A crash from the outside was followed by a roar of frustration. 
 
    ‘We came out when we heard your shot.  We didn’t know you were coming.’  Angus said.  
 
    He explained that he had had to come because Lynella could not help him to attack the dragons again.  ‘I must try to talk to her.’ He said. 
 
    ‘We don’t know where she is.  We have been looking but this place is enormous, we could search for weeks.’ 
 
    ‘Find me a door that the dragons never opened.’  Paul asked.  ‘Then I may be able to find her in the network again.’ 
 
    The first two doors with mage locks revealed tidy rooms but no sign of the type of rings that were in the images that he had seen from Lynella.  In the third, however, he found a table exactly like the one he had seen.  Soon he was in the network, moving forward carefully, unsure whether his jewel would protect him from the trap.  Quickly he found the side branches and the rooms at the end of them.  Moving through them he could find no signs of life.  He knew that she was weak, perhaps she was resting.  He could not think of her collapsed on the floor, or worse.  He kept looking, finding all of the rooms he could, going back to them in turn to try again, but still he found no sign.  In the end he had no choice, he came out of the network briefly to warn his friends and ask for what little help they could give. 
 
    ‘If you see my body shudder badly,’ he said, not really knowing what effect the trap would have, ‘pull me away, break up the table and the ring or something’ 
 
    Cautiously he went into the network again.  Forward past the openings.  He was watching out but had no real idea what it would look like.  Then his jewel seemed to take charge, it pointed him towards the mechanism and seemed to lock into it, fixing it in place.  He carried on forwards and then, suddenly, he sensed Tiana in front of him.   He welcomed her as a friend; but gave her no time to talk.  He asked urgently for help and she gave him directions, both in the network and in the caves.  He took her with him past the trap and into the ring in the room with Lynella.  They waited for several minutes, sending out all of the time, asking for any type of response but if one came it was too faint for them to detect.  Leaving Tiana, he came out into the outer world and led the group far into the mountain.  They went through the old hall where the dragons had lived.  He recognised it from Lynella’s images but now, rather than coming alive with the roars of the beasts, it held only carcasses and dried blood on the stone floor.  Finally, they came to the corridor that the dragons had piled full of boulders. 
 
    Many of the boulders were far too big for the men to move but they soon found that prizing out some of the smaller ones caused the pile to settle away from the ceiling enough for Paul to squeeze through.  This was a slow and dangerous process and it was several hours before he came to the door and climbed down into the room.   Lynella was unconscious but breathing steadily.  It took them another hour to move her gently back past the boulders and make her comfortable on a bed in another room.  Just as they had done this Paul smelt cooking.  Having eaten nothing but dried meat and bread for the last two days he rushed to find out what was being prepared.  Adam was sitting by a fire with large steaks arranged above it. 
 
    ‘What’s that?’  Paul asked.  ‘I had no idea there were animals that big for us to hunt in here.’ 
 
    Adam gave no reply and, looking up at one of the dead dragons that had fallen nearby Paul realised what it was.  The thought horrified him. 
 
    ‘We can’t.’  He said.  ‘We can’t do that.’ 
 
    ‘Why not.’ Adam replied.  ‘They would eat us.  The meat is still fresh, so we should eat well while we can and preserve some of it for later.’ 
 
     ‘But they aren’t just animals, they can talk and think like people.’  Paul said, but he already knew that he had lost the argument. 
 
    ‘If the ones outside had got you they wouldn’t have thought like any people I know.  They would have eaten you.’  Adam picked up a piece from near the centre, inspected it carefully and took a bite from it.  He held the next piece out to Paul. It looked succulent and smelt good so finally he succumbed.  It was good to eat with a taste that reminded him of pork. 
 
    Later in the day Lynella started to recover.  Opening her eyes, she saw her jewel which Paul was holding. 
 
    ‘Go carefully.’ He warned. ‘Take your time.  Maybe wait until you are a bit stronger’. 
 
    Ignoring him, she reached out and took it, holding it tight in her trembling fist.  She held it for several hours, eating and drinking with her other hand, never letting it go.  Then, very slowly, she raised it to her forehead and it began to glow, very faintly at first. 
 
    ‘They made me abandon it and said I could never use it again.’  She said.  ‘But that was a trick to make me weak. I always knew it would call me back eventually.’ 
 
      It took her several days before she could walk.  The rest of the party spent the time exploring some of the rooms and corridors.  They found the ways up to the viewing platforms up on the mountain side.  They saw the dragons waiting for them among the trees below.  Great numbers of them had gathered and they could be seen in groups out on the plain towards the village and on the road back to the city.  After a few minutes, the beasts looked up and saw them.  They charged at the main door again and again and reached up to try to climb the sheer rock face below the platform. 
 
    Inside it became clear that the dragons had only occupied a small part of the complex.  This was the part that had been built around a long natural cave that led into the boiling pools of metal in the heart of the mountain.  Within this area, they found a large number of carcases and soon it was filled with a putrid stench which made them stay in other areas and keep the doors closed. 
 
    They found living areas, kitchens, dining areas and everything that would have been needed by a community that they guessed must have been several hundred people.  Paul found the main doors easy to open.  There were others that seemed more complex.  Fearing that they might have traps he left these undisturbed until Lynella could help him. 
 
    When she was fit enough, Lynella wanted to see every detail of what they had found.  Then, with Paul helping her, she tried to open one of the other doors which, she was sure, lead down to the machines and the ringships.  Very quickly they discovered that it was like the doors in the tower, it could only be opened with certain specific jewels. 
 
    Paul quickly worked out their problem.  ‘They would have set it so any of the mages could get through.’  He said.  ‘But all but two of them went off in the ships.  Tiana killed the last two, but nobody knows where their bodies are.’ 
 
    ‘We haven’t found any sign of human remains.  Which means that the dragons probably ate them.’  Angus observed. 
 
    As a last resort, Paul and Lynella contacted Tiana. 
 
    ‘Why do you want to find the ships?’  She asked.  ‘I could show you how to get through the doors, but it is only a ship and I have shown you exactly what it looks like.  You are not ready for the ships.’ 
 
    They knew that Tiana was driven by her fear of renewed isolation so there was no point in trying to persuade her.  They tried another approach.  ‘Could we have an open ring ship, just to get back to the city so we can bring some more people.’  She was finally persuaded when they showed her some images of the dragons on the road. 
 
    She showed then where to find the right door and they found that the lock had been adjusted to suit their jewels. 
 
    The door opened onto a lift.  They went down a long way and came out in a cavern which contained several ring ships.  They were basically iron rings, but they had substantial wooden structures on them with seats for the mages who used them and even a cabin for passengers.  In the ceiling of the cavern there was a wide inclined shaft for them to fly out. 
 
    Angus had to grab the side of his seat as the ring lurched sideways as it lifted, but it soon steadied and rose through the shaft.  Emerging into the sunlight they saw the dragons gathered below them and in the distance the village and its surrounding farms looked peaceful.  Near the mountain Lynella found it easy to control the ring and they flew slowly towards the city.  Beneath them the shattered towers on each hilltop stood in a line along their path and ahead the walls of the city rose up massive and defiant.  Nearing the city, the field grew weaker, but they knew that it lay close enough to the mountain for them to reach it.   
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    After having had to navigate the shaft at the mountain, they found it easy to land in an open square near the houses that had been re-occupied.  The crowd rushed out and greeted them, but the welcome was subdued and quickly Captain Turner pushed through.  ‘We have to go back.’  he said.  ‘They are using the people from the kingdoms as forced labour.  The conditions are terrible.  We must get them out.’  
 
    The messenger was Adam’s brother.  They looked so alike that until they stood together it was difficult to tell them apart.  It also became apparent that they were similar in more ways that appearance.  He greeted Adam with nothing more than a brief nod.  The story he told of his journey clearly left out more than it described.  He had avoided capture when a force of heavily armed men from the ship backed up by some of the Abbot’s soldiers had arrived.  The village had been surrounded in the middle of the night and the attackers used Jeeps and shuttles to ensure that nobody got out.  Precisely how he had got through was not clear but, when pressed, he confirmed that he had killed at least five men.  He had also obtained a gun which he still had with him. 
 
    He had followed the convoy of prisoners back to the source and watched as they were taken into the camp.  He had continued to watch for many days, hiding among the massive spoil heaps from the opencast mine which now extended past the camp for miles, almost all the way from the ship to the monastery at the Northern edge of the source.  Each morning he had watched as everybody was forced out of the huts and herded towards the single ramshackle shaft head at the edge of the compound.  All of them went down, men and women, old and young.  The ore was taken out by an electric hoist which was operated by two of the guards and loaded directly into lorries that took it away.  Well into the evening, they emerged.  All were visibly totally exhausted and the able bodied had to help those who could not walk on their own and, as he had seen on two separate occasions, carry the dead.  
 
    Finally, he had managed to approach the fence without being seen by the guards.  The people inside had quickly fetched the Steward.  The old man had looked at him with a burning intensity and told him that he must go.   He must not stop, and he must not try to help.  He should go immediately and find Lynella, no matter how long it took, and tell her to come. 
 
    As the crowd listened to his story they could tell how much he had wanted to try to go in and rescue them, but he knew that he needed help and he knew that Lynella was the only person who could give it.  The soldiers had wrecked all of the fishing boats back at the village, so he had to spend several days on the exposed beach rebuilding one from scavenged timbers from the whole fleet.  Finally, he had set sail.  He knew that Adam had gone North, so he sailed North West, so he could work East along the far coast and search for where they had landed.  Fortunately, this kept him well clear of the pylons and the whirlpool. 
 
    It took just two days to prepare the King Solomon for the return journey across the sea to the kingdoms.  Almost half the people in the city crowded back on and they set sail in the early evening.  They sailed East along the coast, taking advantage of the current, which flowed strongly around the end of the vast bay.  It swirled past the rocky outcrops at the headlands and drove them on across the sandy bays.  Soon it was dark, and the starlight was too faint even to see across the ship.  The people from earth longed for a moon to see by but Adam stood alone and apparently unconcerned at the wheel, confidently steering them onwards.  At dawn he insisted that they moor under a tall headland rather than risk being seen in the open in daylight.  By the time they emerged the following evening the wind was strengthening from the North.  The sea was also rougher, but Adam insisted that his crew went up the masts to set the topsails and they sped forwards into the darkness, following the coast around as it turned back West, and the full force of the ever-increasing gale came at them broadside on. 
 
    Paul and Lynella could do nothing so they stood at the rail at the side of the raised stern deck, holding on and watching the foaming water speed past below them.  In front of them the main deck was frequently awash as the boat heeled over and smashed into the waves.  Still Adam insisted on keeping full sail and the crew swore and struggled to keep them trimmed. 
 
    Adam rarely spoke to his crew, his orders, when they were needed, were often given by abrupt hand signals but, just as first light of dawn came on the horizon he shouted a succession of commands.  At this point, even the hardened crew looked visibly scared, but they only hesitated for a moment before running back to the masts to take the ropes. 
 
    Suddenly Adam turned the wheel hard and the ship swung round.  The crew strained and one of the enormous mainsails swung across and with one sail set to each side and the gale behind them they flew forwards towards the coast. 
 
    Lynella looked ahead and saw white water boiling up in front of them.  She shouted out to Adam. 
 
    ‘Hold on’ he shouted back. 
 
    Even if he had wanted to say more he could not have.  They shot forwards into a wall of water which broke so high that it came right across the main deck and up and across the stern deck.  They held on, waiting for the crash as the ship hit the rocks, but it never came.  They went through another wave and another and then the water became calmer.  The light increased, and they could see land to either side.  They were in the river. 
 
    ‘It boils up when the current meets the wind over the bar.’  Adam explained calmly.  ‘The current is strong just now’. 
 
    They could see now that the current was strong, but no match for the ship as it sped forwards with the gale behind it.  The crew were now continuously struggling with the sails as the river twisted and turned through the foothills of the Eastern mountains.  They sailed on all day, keeping close to the forested banks to stay out of sight of shuttles. 
 
    ‘Can we land at the tower?’  Lynella asked. ‘It would be a good place to set out from.’ 
 
    Adam agreed with a slight nod of his head and before long it came into sight, the top levels high above the trees in the far distance. 
 
    With no moon, night came suddenly, but Adam showed no sign of wanting to stop.  Lynella fetched a small supply of lighting globes that had been kept on the ship, but Paul warned her that, with shuttles in constant use, they would be seen from the mine.  Even now they could see the distant orange glow of the arc lights far away at the edge of the source.  Adam was achieving the near impossible, with only the feel of the current and a distant memory of having sailed down the river to go by, he was judging the bends and rushing on under full sail.  Suddenly they heard noises from above them and looked up to see an overhanging tree brushing past the mast almost dislodging crew members who were setting the topsails.  Lynella went up to Adam and asked him to stop.  He obeyed as quickly as he could, giving orders for the sails to be lowered, but it was too late.  The ship crashed hard into the next tree, heeling over to an alarming angle and jarring to a halt as the stays strained under the load. 
 
    Never losing his cool Adam immediately had the anchor lowered and, as soon as the current drove the ship out from under the tree, it was held in mid river.  But many of the men who had been up the mast had been injured and others were in the water shouting to be rescued.  In the darkness no help could be given so Lynella picked up one of the globes.  Almost without hesitation she drove it high in the air and lit the whole area with its bright blue glow.  It stayed up for almost a minute, long enough for lines to be thrown to the men in the water and rescuers to climb up the rigging. 
 
    The ship was quickly restored to order.  Lines were taken to trees on the shore and teams on the windlass took the load on them, swinging the vessel in close to the bank where it would be less visible when daylight came.  The injured were treated and a meal was prepared, only Paul remained on the raised stern deck watching for a shuttle.  Below him he could hear the murmur of voices and the sound of the current swirling past the hull.  All around him he could hear the night creatures in the forest.  Over this he listened for the faint sound of a shuttle, not with its engines roaring for take-off but with them at a bare minimum for glide.  He was sure that it would come in over the forest to try to see the masts in silhouette against the water in the starlight.  It would come without lights so all he could look for was a small pattern of stars being obscured by its stubby wings.  At one point he thought that he might have seen one, but he couldn’t be sure. 
 
    Lynella walked quietly to his side.  ‘Have you seen one? Why would he risk another when we have destroyed three already?’ 
 
    ‘Never under-estimate the director, not with the abbot to help him.’  He replied, still looking intently at the night sky.  ‘We must sleep up here tonight with our jewels ready.  They may attack at first light.’ 
 
    ‘All right, we sleep here, but go down now and get something to eat.’ 
 
    No attack came during the night or early morning but when he awoke Paul was sure that he could sense dragons in the forest.  They were keeping out of sight, but he knew that if any of the crew tried to set out on land they would be waiting.  Setting his jewel to one side he projected an image of the abbot and his monastery with a single word. ‘EVIL’. 
 
    All that came back was confusion but mixed in with it there were images of Christian, who was clearly their leader.  He tried to ask where Christian was, but the only response was hatred of him as a mage.  There was not even much fear, the dragons seemed to have complete confidence that Christian would defeat him and let them chase down any survivors. 
 
    While the crew repaired the rigging, and prepared to make sail, his companions joined him on deck.  ‘What do we know about the people from the village?’  He asked Maria.  ‘When we were there they never challenged us at all, and Christian may be more powerful than the ones we met.’ 
 
    ‘They cannot use jewels at all.’ Maria replied.  ‘You will always win against them in open combat.’  
 
    ‘What if they are using some of the monk’s machines?’ 
 
    ‘That may be what they are planning.’ Maria agreed.  ‘It would be dangerous, but you should still win.’ 
 
    ‘What the abbot doesn’t know.’  Lynella added.  ‘Is that we have different jewels now.  He may have the message from the village that we are two mages now, but he will not know that my jewel is far, far more powerful.’ 
 
    Captain Turner looked intently at the forest.  ‘Would he risk ground troops with rifles this far out?’ 
 
    ‘Not unless they get on well with dragons.’  Paul replied.  ‘But we had better stay inside just in case.’   
 
    As they went in they talked about the dragons.  Nobody knew why the beasts seemed so confident. 
 
    The sails were set, and the ship got under way, moving neatly away from the bank just far enough to make progress upstream.  Lookouts on the mastheads watched for shuttles overhead and any signs of activity in the forest below.  The river turned slightly eastwards, and they sped along a wide reach with the snow-covered peaks of the mountains ahead of them.  Then it turned and once again they saw the tower ahead of them, much closer now.  Adam glanced at it and guessed that it would take them just a few more hours to reach it.  He never noticed that a small port had opened just above the windows at the top level.  The beam caught the ship broadside on as it went about, burning straight through the heavy planking, breaking it clean in half.  The weight of the masts brought the two ends crashing over, throwing survivors into the water. 
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    Lynella and her companions were in the cabin high on the stern of the ship.  The blast threw them forwards against the bulkhead, knocking their breath out and leaving them stunned with no idea what had happened.  Before they had a chance to get clear the whole cabin was driven down into the water by the weight of the mast with such force that it broke straight through the planks.  With the mass of the massive iron ring in the remaining part of the hull pulling it down, it quickly flooded.  The rich furnishings had been torn loose and now floated up, jamming against people and walls.   Angus struggled to his feet to find himself caught between the legs of a table.  Looking around him, he could see others trapped by it as well and, on the far side, he could see the door.  Using his enormous strength, he threw the table at the door and smashed it open.  Pushing it out with a chair after it he turned to see Paul and Lynella just standing up.  The water level was rising fast and he pushed them through the door, followed by Maria and the others.  By the time they were all out the cabin had almost disappeared below the water. 
 
    Lynella emerged to see the devastation around her.  The hull below the cabin had taken the full force of the blast and most of those who had been in it had been thrown out into the water.  The mast had been driven outward towards the river bank and many of them were clinging to the shrouds and other bits of broken rigging.  The topsail spars seemed to be embedded into the mud, holding the mast and the parts of the ship still fixed to it and preventing them from being swept down by the strong current. 
 
    As they watched, they saw those already in the water working their way along the mast to the bank.  Lynella hesitated so Paul went first, jumping into the water and grabbing the ropes as he was swept past them.  Maria followed but Angus waited until last, seeing all of the others safely away while he clung onto the ship’s rail as it slowly submerged.  Moving in single file they struggled to pull themselves across to the bank where crew members reached out to help them up onto dry land. 
 
    Finally, there were no more signs of life in the river.  The group on the bank were in a terrible state, many had broken bones, and some had had entire limbs torn off in the blast and were just clinging to life while their friends tried to staunch the bleeding.  On the far side of the river, on the mud bank on the inside of the bend, they could see others who had been near the front of the ship.  They tried shouting to them but could not hear the replies, nobody had any radios with them.  They could see that the others were in no better state.  For an hour they tried to help the badly injured but there was little they could do for them.  A few more people emerged through the undergrowth along the bank having managed to swim to the shore further down river.  They reported having seen many bodies floating with them in the debris after the blast.   
 
    Adam was one of the last to appear.  Having been at the helm on the rear deck he had taken the full force of the blast and been thrown well across the river, but once again he seemed indestructible.  He arrived carrying an injured man who must have weighed far more than his own body weight.  Having left his charge with Maria he took no time to rest and went out immediately to hunt for food.  Minutes after he had gone he came rushing back and called to Paul to come up the valley side.  From just a few yards up they could see movement in the trees above the survivors on the other side of the river.  He could not see any detail without binoculars, but he could see a bulldozer which appeared to be clearing a route through the forest for a line of Jeeps behind it.  Using the telescopic sight on his rifle he saw it more clearly.  With only a moment’s hesitation he took aim and fired.  He saw the driver of the bulldozer fall down as he was hit and the Jeeps disappeared rapidly over the brow of the hill.  He shouted down to the riverbank and they ran just as the men from the Jeeps opened fire. 
 
    On their side of the river the cover was far thinner because they were on a steep slope which seemed to go right on up to the mountains behind.  They climbed as fast as they could, resting for seconds behind bushes and low scrub.  Soon they had the advantage of height and, even with just three rifles between them, they were able to keep the men on the far bank pinned down. The survivors on the far side had taken cover and were able to fire a few shots but they were too low to see their enemy. 
 
    They went on, climbing when they could, carrying the injured until eventually they found some large boulders and took cover behind them.  The firing stopped, and an uneasy silence hung over the valley.  They were now high enough to see right across the low hills opposite and could even make out the outline of the mine at the source beyond them.  Suddenly they saw a shuttle approaching.  It flew low over the hills and stopped above the river.  Lynella drove her power into it but nothing happened. 
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’  Angus asked.  ‘Quick, get down.’ 
 
    The missile exploded against the boulder and large parts of it were blasted away.  Rock fragments flew across the hillside. 
 
    ‘It’s not Lynella’s fault.’ Paul shouted ‘It’s the shuttle, they’ve given it protection.  Lynella’s power can’t touch it.’  In a futile gesture he stood up and fired his rifle at it. 
 
    The second missile shot away most of the rest of the boulder.  Rifle shots rang out from the far side of the river, pinning them down as the shuttle took aim again.  Paul saw that Lynella was kneeling up with the jewel on her forehead shining so brightly that the light was even reflecting off the hull of the shuttle. 
 
    ‘You can’t do anything’ he shouted, ‘get down’ 
 
    The shuttle was about to fire when the surface of the river below it erupted throwing out enormous waves in all directions.  The next moment he saw the tail of the shuttle thrown upwards.  The missile flew off harmlessly down the valley.  The shuttle lurched back and forth and lost height.  In its place the iron ring from the base of the ship hung motionless.  Without thinking he put his jewel to his forehead and helped drive it on upwards. 
 
    One part of him saw the shuttle crash into the river but on another plane, he was seeing images of more shuttles coming and only one way to stop them.  He was being probed for information.  She wanted details from plans he had drawn up long before.  Lynella had a detailed mental image of the field above the source and he was mapping locations onto it.  The ring flew slowly over the hills.  The men in the Jeeps stared up in disbelief but it flew on.  It flew out across the plane and, with awful precision, crashed into the hydrogen separation plant. 
 
    Paul was totally drained of energy.  He was barely conscious of hearing the explosion in the distance and then counting.  He knew that he should count to five, five seconds for the heat from the blast at the separation plant to penetrate the super-cooled liquid in the storage tanks.  The second explosion was so loud it seemed to shake the stones around him even at a distance of forty miles.  He felt ashamed of himself, he had designed the tank farm and his colleagues had built it.  Some of them would have died.  Then he felt strangely pleased.  He had positioned the farm far enough away from the mother ship that this explosion would not have breached the hull.  The director had poured scorn on him for wasting resources by designing it so far away.  The damage would be enough to ground the shuttles for some time but no more than that.  The plant would be re-built and then the ship could still take off and go.  He realised that he had planned the attack sub-consciously long before.  He wondered how long ago Lynella had found out about it through the linking of their minds.  He was barely aware of his body being carried up the slope and away from the shattered boulder which now offered virtually no remaining cover. 
 
    Across the river, the survivors who had been pinned down near the river bank shouted out in defiance and charged up the slope behind them.  The soldiers around the bulldozer seemed to have been mesmerised by the explosions and were taken completely by surprise.  Even with only three working guns between them the attackers quickly overcame them, hitting them with sticks and stones and wrestling their guns from them before they had a chance to fire. 
 
    Adam and Angus watched them moving about on the hill-top, tying up their captives and searching the Jeeps for supplies.  Then, looking slightly downstream, they saw a vast army of dragons moving forward, concealed by the shape of the hills at the bend in the river.  Adam took careful aim and shot one of the dragons.  Risking fire from any of the director’s men still loose on the far bank he then stood out from the cover of the boulder and waved his arms, shouting and pointing as clearly as he could at the dragons.  On the far bank they took cover when they heard the shot and then looked on in bemusement at his signalling.  Eventually he gave up. 
 
    ‘I hope they have a lot of ammunition.’  He said.  ‘There’s a whole army of dragons.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll need more than that.’  Angus replied.  ‘Look at the tower.’ 
 
    The port had opened again.  It was well out of range of the rifles so there was nothing at all that they could do.  The people opposite had found medical supplies and were all concentrating on treating their many wounded.  Angus moved his party around the enormous boulder that they were sheltering behind to give them cover just in case they were the target, but they knew what would happen.  The dragons started their charge.  Just as the men heard the dragons the cone of blinding blue fire flashed out and the fuel tanks on the vehicles exploded even as those around them were falling to the ground.  Exactly on cue the dragons reached the open ground and they charged up the slope with scarcely a shot fired. 
 
    Angus watched in helpless silence until the battle was over.  ‘The people in the tower can command the dragons perfectly.’  He said.  ‘And they didn’t hesitate to kill some of the Director’s men.’. 
 
    ‘They’ll know where we are.’  Adam replied.  ‘We must move far away, as fast as possible.’ 
 
    All through the evening and the night they struggled up the slope into the mountains.  They tried to move South as well as East so that they would get a clear view across the tower to the source.  Seeing their comrades killed left them completely demoralised, despite the defeat of the shuttle and the explosions at the source.  Now they were fleeing for their lives from an enemy that could just as easily be in front of them as behind.  Paul was semi-conscious and staggered on with the help of another man.  Lynella was still completely unconscious so Angus carried her.  The loose stone on the slope made any movement difficult but they managed to keep moving slowly onward.  At first light they saw that they were in a barren landscape of loose scree with rocky outcrops.  They had a clear view of the ground for a good distance below them and Angus judged it safe to stop and rest.  The tower was now almost directly below them, commanding the only route through from the river valley to the source.   Beyond it they could see the clear outline of Atlanta in the distance and could even make out the scar on the landscape where the hydrogen plant had been. 
 
    The dragons seemed to be moving gradually towards the tower, spreading out along the river bank as they went.  Some of them crossed the river, swimming easily across using their powerful tails to drive them forwards.  They gathered opposite the tower but showed no sign of climbing up the slope.  Angus could not tell if they simply did not know where he was or if they just knew that he would have to come down when his food ran out.  Adam managed to trap a couple of birds and even found some wood for a fire to cook them, but they had little meat on them to share round.  Eventually after another full day of waiting Lynella started to regain consciousness. 
 
    When she awoke she wanted to know everything about what had happened.  She kept asking questions.  She asked Paul why she had been unable to use her power on the shuttle and was not satisfied until he had described exactly what an atomic bomb was, why they gave off electromagnetic pulses, and why the shuttles had been designed so they could be hardened against them and used to support a nuclear attack.  Finally, she made him try to work out whether it would have been possible to harden the tower against them.  He could see no way it could have been done in a way which could not be seen. 
 
    Lynella stood up to get a clear view of the valley below.  Angus was about to warn her about possible snipers remaining in the forest opposite but something about her look made him hesitate.  She had assumed the leadership of the group in a way he had not seen before.   He glanced at Paul and saw that he was also looking anxiously out from the cover of the boulder.  To their horror a single shot rang out and Lynella’s body jerked backwards.  Maria rushed forwards but before she had moved more than a single pace Paul held his hand out to stop her.  Lynella’s jewel had flashed.  Two flashes in as many seconds.  Now a scream rang out, not from her but echoing up the valley from below.  It was short, the lone soldier’s cry was cut short.  The first flash had stopped his bullet and the second had made his gun explode in his hands.  Paul remembered having calculated that the ceramic bullets would be inaccurate at long range.  He had discussed it with the men in the workshop on the ship where they were made.  This explained why the sniper had not used them, but once again he could only conclude that this was another part of his plan of attack that Lynella had found out from him without waiting for him to tell her. 
 
    The valley fell silent.  Lynella stood motionless, only the steady rhythm of the changing glow in her jewel showed that she was still concentrating on the scene below her.  Paul merged almost imperceptibly into the field of her power and found that she was probing the tower below them.  With all of the ports closed she had no way of getting past the outer metal walls but she worked carefully across the entire surface.  Those inside could be in no doubt about the challenge that she offered.  No response came. 
 
    Lynella walked slowly and deliberately out in front of the boulder and beaconed to Maria to come to her side.  With great care she started to walk down the slope.  Maria watched out for a safe path and had to guide her because she never let her concentration on the tower lapse for an instant.  Gradually the rest of the party realised that they would have to follow.  Paul was quickly ushered to the front to walk next to Lynella.  Angus moved up to help him because he also kept his eyes fixed on the tower. 
 
    The dragons at the bottom of the slope fell quietly into a single line, drawn up along the bank of the river.  There were over a hundred of them, all facing directly at the small party of humans moving very slowly towards them.  Even though he was using his jewel Paul still sensed that they were sending a message.  It had no words, it took the form of an aura that hung over the base of the valley, an aura of destruction and doom.  To the very edge, towards the route back down the river to the sea there was an impression of peace but directly below them lay nothing but blackness. 
 
    They moved so slowly that an hour later they were still looking down at the tower.  They all knew that the trial of strength would take place when they came below the level of the ports at the top of it.  They walked in complete silence, each one engrossed in their own thoughts.  The dragons below them were ready to charge.  If they saw any sign of victory for their masters, they would finish off survivors in minutes. 
 
    Paul kept his power merged with Lynella’s.  He knew that by this time the enemy in the tower would have had the chance to study the power radiating from their jewels.  They would not see what they expected, the jewels that they faced could deliver destruction with an intensity not seen on this planet for hundreds of years.  They would know this, there were many of them and they had the machinery to help them, but they would be worried. 
 
    They came level with the top of the tower.  They were close enough to see the enormous unblinking eyes of the dragons staring at them.  They could even hear the rippling water of the river as it flowed behind them.  Soon they stopped, close enough to smell the sulphurous breath of the dragons blown towards them on the gentle breeze but not too close to stop them seeing in through they high ports on the tower when they opened.  Forming into a group they stood motionless, ignoring the heat of the mid-day sun. 
 
    Lynella’s jewel had kept up the steady pulsing all the way down the slope but now it suddenly stopped. 
 
    Paul reached out to her with his mind, expecting to sense her resolve and know what plans she was forming.  He found confusion. 
 
    ‘It’s all a pretence.  A bluff.  I can’t possibly stop the beam.  I couldn’t even light a globe.’  Her thoughts came through as a complete jumble.  She was trying to see her way through the turmoil and find the thread to her power.  Her mind was full of images of having betrayed her friends, of leading them out into danger with no hope of protecting them.  She was Lynella, the ordinary person who had once been able to use her power but that was all over.  He tried to tell her that it was her choice.  She wasn’t listening. 
 
    He concentrated on his own jewel, making it pulse brightly, even projecting a taunt at the tower.  But they had seen the weakness, the port was opening, sliding silently back to reveal the mechanism inside.  He was so close he could see the individual rings and wires as the blue glow built up within them.  In a fraction of a second the energy grew, and he drew on every reserve of his own, his jewel flashed, and the glow faltered.  But it did not stop, and the beam drove out causing an explosion of pain as it drove all his energy and much more back into the jewel.  In that instant of time before he lost consciousness he was aware of something of terrible strength that came from Lynella.  It was not just a flash.  It was an explosion, it was an outpouring of hatred and anger focussed through the jewel to a searing intensity.   Only the bulk of the tower protected the machines at the source.  The beam was driven back with such ferocity that the entire mechanism was destroyed together with the structure around it leaving nothing more than a smouldering ruin. 
 
    Lynella could not stop.  Just as they turned to flee she killed dragons, pouring out indiscriminate destruction.  The remains of a bulldozer on the hill opposite exploded.  Even her friends felt one final wave of terror as she started to turn before she collapsed into Maria’s arms. 
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    The steward looked out of the window of his house.  Calling it a house was actually a generous description because it was just a couple of rooms in the end of one of the temporary accommodation blocks at the encampment.  It had been raining and the rain was running down the partition wall.  The roof should have been sealed where the next unit joined onto the one he was in, but nobody had bothered to do it when the structure had been set up.  The water gathered in pools on the floor and was slowly working its way across to his feet.  He thought about the castle with and his warm dry study now lying half ruined, blocked off and deserted, but despite all this he was happy.  He had just heard the explosion.  It would have been difficult to miss.  His window had rattled violently and almost blown in on him and the flash had lit up the whole valley and even seemed to make the low grey clouds glow white for an instant.  What he could have missed, but was very glad he had not, was the ring.  Just for an instant before the crash he was sure he had seen it in the distance and it gave him great reassurance.  It was a clear signal that Lynella and her friends were coming back.  He had been too old to go with her, but he had been sure she would return and now she was coming and this hell on earth that was a mining camp would soon come to an end. 
 
    Soon the miners started to reappear from the shaft.  He was too old for manual work, so he had been condemned just to watch.  Each day the remnants of the four proud kingdoms became less.  Less in number as they were killed by endless accidents but also less in spirit as they lost their identity, forgot about their homes and gave up hope.  For him the worst tragedy was the way that his planet had been subdued entirely by its own internal conflicts.  The monks, Lynella, and Christian and his village had all had the power to stop the intruders, but they had been too busy fighting each other.  It was the story of the last battles of the mages all over again but worse. 
 
    Today, however, it was different.  They had heard the explosion and he soon told them about the ring.  There was better news to come.  The guards were careless and casual and quite convinced that the local people would never understand anything technical.   They were openly discussing the fact that the fuel supply for the shuttles had been destroyed and even better than that they were worried.  They knew that the ring could have hit the mother ship, their only way of getting home.  They were nervous, always looking out at the horizon where the ring had come from and talking on their little communicators to try to get some reassuring news.  But no news came.   
 
    They took their revenge by making the evening meal even worse than normal.  There were scraps of meat from some indistinguishable animal and buckets of fruit that the women had been permitted to gather from native plants in the forest.  For the steward and the other former royals this was almost impossible to eat.  He saw Henry looking weak and sick.  Since he had been unceremoniously rounded up after the loss of the second shuttle he had slowly lost weight and his thin shirt now seemed to hang off the bones of his shoulders.  The news that Lynella was likely to arrive and rescue them did nothing to raise his spirits. 
 
    The next day was an anti-climax.  After all the excitement the men still had to go down the mine and when the re-emerged nothing had happened.  The guards had a reassuring message from the Director that ‘everything was under control’ and marched about with renewed confidence.  One more day and the next signal came. 
 
    The camp was close to the centre of the source and the top of the tower was normally just visible through the gap in the hills.  They heard a second explosion that was far more distant than the first but carried no shock wave.  The guards’ communicators stopped working which alarmed them. It seemed that the even satellites that carried their messages had been damaged by the great blast. Then one of the men noticed that the top of the tower had gone.  They all climbed on the roofs to look.  Normally the guards would have stopped this, but they were too distracted to bother.  Somebody suggested that the trees might have grown up to hide it but, although nobody could remember checking that it had still been there for several months past, it was obvious to the steward that it had just gone. 
 
    He was tempted to open his last bottle of whisky.  He remembered being given the bottles by the Mission Director as a bribe to make him accept the new order.  The days of bribes were long gone and just one last bottle remained.  He didn’t open it, he felt he ought to keep it.  Maria had told him how the tower had been built with thick solid metal walls.  There was no way Lynella could have destroyed it with the power she had when she left.  He was going to need the whisky later when he found out what was happening.  He had just made this decision when there was a sharp knock at the door and a guard entered. 
 
    ‘Come with me’. 
 
    He eyed the guard suspiciously. 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    The guard looked resigned.  Even on this planet there were limits, and he could not physically drag the old man along. 
 
    ‘The Mission Director wants to see you.’ 
 
    The steward smiled.  His thoughts did not go directly to the possibility of more whisky, but the idea did occur to him.  He stood up, dusted himself down, and prepared to follow the guard. 
 
    It was the first time he had been out of the compound for months, and he was shocked to see the barren wilderness of spoil heaps that they drove through.  Arriving at the compound, he saw a dragon standing absolutely motionless in the centre of a large open space to one side of the car park.  He had never met Christian before and was interested to see what one of the legendary outcasts would look like. 
 
    As soon as he entered the room he could see what had happened.  The Director had a problem and his immediate reaction was to call a meeting.  The steward had never heard of all of the books full of theories of problem solving that the Director had studied, but he had seen it done often enough.  This was a meeting to pass out blame and to prepare the ground for passing out more blame if things got worse.  The steward had the impression that he had been brought along as a repository of last resort, to be blamed if nobody more influential could be made to take it. 
 
    Nobody wanted to be there. 
 
    The steward could immediately recognise Christian.  He had never seen the man before, but he was one of few who did not come from the ship, and he was also first in line to get the blame.  The Director was working on him. 
 
    ‘You told me the tower had all powerful weapons in it.  You agreed to stop her coming through that way.  I respected your people and gave them privileges and you have let us down.’ 
 
    Christian was having none of it.  His patience with the Director had been wearing thin for some weeks, and now he had lost a number of good friends and was angry.  He reminded the Director that he had never offered to use the tower for defence.  His people would have been reluctant to use devices built by Mages and not very good when they did use them. 
 
    ‘You said that you had done things to your shuttles so Lynella could not stop them.  You said that the powers of my people were of interest but probably little use.’  This was true, and the Director knew it.  The Abbot, however, sitting next to the Director and also looking worried, did not.  He said nothing and let the man solve his own problems. 
 
    Next the Director turned on a man in uniform at the far end of the table.  The steward’s eyesight was not what it had once been, but he could just read the name badge which read ‘Acting Captain’.  It made sense to him, Captain Turner had gone with Lynella.  He remembered the Captain from when they had been introduced when they had stopped briefly at the castle.  He had been polite and pleasant and showed genuine concern for those staying behind.  The Director was in full flow: 
 
    ‘We need to know where they are.  We need shuttles.  Why are the fuel tanks of Atlanta empty?’ 
 
    ‘They fuel was all used during the landing.  For safety reasons we left them empty until they need to be filled for take-off.’ 
 
    The steward was shocked that he was being permitted to hear this discussion.  The Director must have such a low opinion of him that he thought him quite unable to use information of any type.  He remembered the brave fisherman he had sent out to take the message to Lynella about the mining camp.  He was reassured.  If the man had been caught this would not be happening.  The Director had moved on. 
 
    ‘And none of the satellites are working?’ 
 
    ‘No.  They failed when the tower was destroyed.’ 
 
    ‘Why were they so badly made?’ 
 
    The man looked resigned.  The steward pictured him with a personality similar to the Captain, professional and very competent and polite but with little time for fools.  ‘I shall file a report to the mission administration to determine responsibility for the specification.’  That was all he said, no mention of any attempt to repair them.  The director went red with anger.  The Steward fought to suppress a smile.  Lynella had certainly done something this time.  Nobody had a clue where she was. 
 
    There was a moment of complete silence.  Nobody dared say anything.  The Director looked at his secretary and she swiftly produced a box of cigars.  He carefully chose one and made a point of offering one to the Abbot.  Nobody else was offered and the Abbot refused so the Director lit his cigar while everybody else patiently watched and waited to see what he would do next.  He turned to the Abbot. 
 
    ‘Can you stop her?’ He asked bluntly.  ‘You stopped her last time and protected the ship while it was landing.’ 
 
    The steward wondered if the Director still genuinely believed this.  On this occasion, he had to say it, that was understood.  But did he still believe it after he had been told the truth many times?  It looked as if he did. 
 
    ‘No.’  The Abbot replied simply.  ‘Our machines were almost completely destroyed defending your ship and many of our people died.  You have given us no help in rebuilding our machine, so we have made little progress.’ 
 
    ‘So, this time you can do nothing to stop her attacking Atlanta.’ 
 
    The Abbot waved his hand to clear away a cloud of cigar smoke that was moving towards him and asked.  ‘Do you really think she wants to destroy Atlanta?  She could have done it last time if she had wanted.  The ring she sent at the fuel plant – it could have done so much damage it would have taken you years to repair it.’ 
 
    ‘She just threw that ring at the source.’  The Director replied.  ‘The fuel plant was a lucky hit.  She would have hit the ship if she could.  How could she control it?’ 
 
    The Abbot looked at Christian and then at the Steward himself.  They were unlikely allies to help him try to explain to the Director the massive gap in his understanding of the powers of a Mage. 
 
    At that moment the door was thrown open and a man rushed in.  Seeing the meeting he immediately slowed down and walked across to the Director’s secretary as discretely as possible.  It was a pointless effort.  All eyes were on him as he whispered to the secretary and she wrote what he said on the pad of paper that she had ready for the purpose and handed it to the Director.  The Director stood and rushed out of the meeting dropping cigar ash on the secretary’s hair as he went. 
 
    The paper remained on the table.  The Abbot grabbed it before the secretary could reclaim it.  He then pushed her roughly out of the way and rushed after the Director. 
 
    The Acting Captain looked up.  ‘Come on Janice, are you going to tell us what it said?’ 
 
    She brushed the ash out of her hair and looked uncertain for a moment before looking up.  ‘Ship in orbit’ she said. 
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    Admiral Charles Sydney paced the bridge of the Unicorn and admired the view of the Atlanta below him.  He remembered his visit to see the great ship under construction ten years previously.  He had been impressed by the size of it.  The bridge could easily fit twenty men in comfort as opposed to his own which was just three paces from end to end.  He had also been impressed by the revolutionary design, but the Engineers with him had been less so.  They had eagerly inspected every part of it and had gone home determined to do better.  The result was the sale of the Atlanta for commercial mining and the construction of the Unicorn.  Scarcely bigger than one of Atlanta’s shuttles, he knew that she was a speedboat when compared to the lumbering hulk below her. 
 
    The image that he was seeing was not real.  The thick cloud cover that seemed to be a permanent feature of this planet prevented that but the data from the wide array of sensors was so cleverly combined by the display unit that it was almost impossible to tell. 
 
    He could see the extent of the mine and a very obvious scar from an explosion between it and Atlanta.  He wondered what had exploded and whether it had been an accident.  He was also puzzled by lines of huts in a compound to one side of the mine.  His sensors showed large numbers of people in them.  His last message from his friend Captain Turner had been tense with hints of more to say that could not go on the data bullet and be seen by the company. 
 
    The reports he had seen, privately from the captain and confirmed by the company documents, had said that there were people already on the planet but little else except for vague hints about their use of magnetic fields. 
 
    ‘Shall we move on to have a look at the rest of it sir?’  The first officer always seemed to be implying that they were on a vast battleship with thousands of men under their command rather than just 20 in this tiny ship. 
 
    ‘Yes, move on right away.’  He replied instantly without a second thought.  His ship was capable of real exploration through hyperspace to other universes, but the politicians had said that he had to sort this planet out before he could go.  He had been there for half an hour and was already impatient to get back and prepare for some real work. 
 
    The rest of the planet revealed little:  a second magnetic anomaly that appeared useless for landing ships because it had a mountain in the middle and some quite large towers that looked old.  The sensors showed few people far from Atlanta except for a village near the mountain. 
 
    His instructions from his superiors were simple:  find out what is going on and make sure that it won’t affect us either directly or by upsetting the voters and then proceed with the main mission of exploration.  This was already proving more difficult than he had expected because there appeared to be no radio signals at all coming from the planet and when he had called there had been no reply.  The two communication satellites appeared to be dead and they were an obvious place to start his investigation.  Within a few minutes they were loading one of them into the cargo bay. 
 
    From the outside the satellite looked undamaged.  Working in full protective clothing the Chief Engineer removed a panel in the outer casing to expose the circuit boards.  Seeing no sign of a fault he carefully removed the first board and installed it in his circuit tester.  He looked up at the captain without speaking. 
 
    ‘Any ideas.’  The admiral asked, growing slightly impatient. 
 
    The Engineer looked down at his tester again and then finally spoke. 
 
    ‘This board has been totally destroyed by an electromagnetic pulse.’ 
 
    He didn’t need to say any more.  They all knew that the only source of a pulse strong enough to destroy a satellite was a nuclear explosion. 
 
    The admiral ordered a detailed radiation scan of the entire planet.  Several hours later they had found nothing, and he knew that he was wasting time.   
 
    The Unicorn entered the atmosphere at speed and glowed red briefly before deploying long swept wings and gliding towards the source.  Stopping over an area where the trees had been cut to low stumps it hovered briefly before landing.  The entire process took less than five minutes and it took some time for a ragged convoy of Jeeps to arrive from the Atlanta.  By the time they arrived the hatch of the Unicorn was open and a ramp that had folded out and reached down to the ground. 
 
    Scanning the welcoming party, he saw no sign of his friend Captain Turner or anybody else in anything resembling the uniform of a ship’s crew.  A large crowd was gathering, all dressed in working clothes except for a single over-weight man near the centre who was wearing an utterly incongruous and rather creased business suit.  He stepped through the hatch in his immaculate navy uniform and waited while the fat man staggered up the ramp.  In the distance he could see the imposing bulk of the outer ring of the Atlanta looming over the landscape.  He was not impressed by it; he knew that the weapons on his own ship could destroy it at any time with ease. 
 
    The director knew instinctively what to do.  Having walked up the slender ramp he just stopped a few feet short of the captain and said. 
 
    ‘Welcome to our planet.’ 
 
    The admiral was standing to one side ready to welcome him onboard the ship, but he did not move.  The captain tried saying.  ‘Welcome to the Unicorn.  I am admiral Sydney and I assume that you are the Mission Director from the Atlanta.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I am the Director, and how can I help you?’ 
 
    ‘We have been sent to help you with your dealings with the people who we understand were on the planet when you arrived.’ 
 
    The Director knew he was winning.  ‘Thank you for your concern, but we do not require assistance.  The local people are prospering.  Would you like use to take you to them to see?’ 
 
    The admiral made one last try.  ‘Perhaps you would like to come inside to discuss arrangements.  Then perhaps you could come in our ship while we visit the main sites’ 
 
    It was pointless.  He was told that the company had set up excellent offices which would be far better for the discussion and that there were many places to visit where it would be impossible for his ship to land however advanced it was.  The admiral and three crew members were escorted to one of the Jeeps for their tour.   
 
    As the Jeeps pulled away a siren sounded on the Unicorn warning the remaining crowd to stand back.  The ship took off gracefully and flew low over the Atlanta before powering back up into orbit.  The Director was not in the same Jeep as the captain, so he could curse loudly without fear of being heard. 
 
    When they reached the offices, the visitors were escorted into the board room and refreshments were served.  Nobody was able to tell them exactly when the planning meeting would be except that it would be ‘soon’.  The admiral was growing more and more impatient when eventually a large number of people entered the room.  He was relieved to see one of them in ship’s uniform but worried that he did not recognise the man.  Another of the men wore a brown robe and had a large gold crucifix hanging from a chain round his neck.  
 
    The introductions started around the table.  The heads of mining, process plant and personnel all seemed nervous and were clearly under instructions to say as little as possible.  Next came the man with the crucifix who calmly introduced himself as the Abbot of the monastery of Saint Christopher.  Admiral Sydney said nothing but could not help staring at the man in amazement.  If he was typical of the local population this was certainly not a case of dealing with primitive people.  Finally, it came to the man in uniform who introduced himself as the Acting Captain. 
 
    ‘I had hoped to see Captain Turner.  He is an old friend.’  Admiral Sydney’s remark was intended to be light conversation to start the meeting, but it was met with an icy reply from the Director who informed him that Mr Turner had deserted his ship and was no longer a captain.  While all eyes were on the visitors the Acting Captain briefly shook his head.  
 
    The Director came directly to business. ‘I offered to take you to see the local people.  One of them is here as you can see, and you can also see that he does not require your assistance.  How many more do you wish to see?’ 
 
    The admiral had a prepared speech and he thought that this was the best time to use it.  ‘Your reports of contact with other people caused great interest on earth and considerable concern about their welfare.  I have been instructed to delay my other duties to investigate the matter fully and to rectify any problems so that they can be reassured.’ 
 
    ‘And what are these pressing other duties?’ the director asked with a tone of blatant sarcasm. 
 
    ‘The Unicorn is capable of deep hyperspace transits.  It can be navigated to other portals and I shall be investigating what lies beyond them.’  This information was intended to impress, and it achieved it, even with the director, but not for long.  He moved on. 
 
    ‘So, you intend to inspect us and tell us what to do?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’  The admiral replied simply.  ‘And I would like to start right away.’ 
 
    ‘And what if we disagree about what should be done?’ 
 
    ‘We have brought clear guidelines that have been agreed by our governments so there should be no disagreements.’ 
 
    ‘This is ridiculous.’ The director stood up abruptly causing his chair to slam to the floor behind him.  ‘You come here in your little ship with your rules from earth and try to tell us, the people who have studied this planet for over a year, how to run it.  We run it how it should be run, and you should go back to earth and tell them.  ‘Or,’ he added after a pause long enough to be menacing, ‘perhaps your ship should return without you.’ 
 
    The admiral had had enough.  ‘The President would consider it an acceptable outcome if your mission was eliminated entirely and the local population was left without further disturbance until more appropriate contact can be arranged.’ 
 
    The Director was not impressed.  He walked towards the door saying that he had more important business to attend to.  When the officers of the Atlanta did not show signs of following him he added.  ‘Move along captain, we don’t want to waste time on this man and his ridiculous threats.  We scanned these men for radios and they don’t have any, so the crew of the Unicorn don’t even know where we are, and they wouldn’t risk killing their admiral.’  As he approached the door he told the security guards not to let the visitors leave.  He was disappointed to see that this appeared un-necessary as they were still sitting, apparently unconcerned, at the far end of the table. 
 
    The daylight was fading outside but, glancing out of a window, the acting captain saw a bright glow high in the sky, which cast a strange red light across the valley.  At first, he mistook it for the sunset but then realised what it was. 
 
    ‘The ship’s coming in again, much faster, it looks as if it’s burning up.’ 
 
    The Director looked out of the window as the glow grew even brighter and turned with a satisfied smile. 
 
    ‘That’s the end of that then.  We regret the loss of the rest of your crew.’ 
 
    He did not, however get a reply or any reaction at all.  The crew members of the Unicorn simply looked back at him. 
 
    The glow grew brighter still. 
 
    ‘I’m amazed it hasn’t broken up yet. but...’  he stopped mid-sentence.  Although the light was now almost too strong to look at the sleek shape of the Unicorn could now be seen with its wings scarcely deployed. 
 
    It was impossible to look at it now, it was far too bright.  There was no sound yet, that would follow well behind it. 
 
    Nobody moved in the room, they each cast bright shadows against the wall as the light poured in through the windows.  Over the next few seconds the shadows fell as the ship came closer on its trajectory to pass close overhead.  Then it was gone, and the sonic booms came one after another as they echoed off the higher levels of the atmosphere.  Only the crew members of the Unicorn thought to look across to see the glow recede and the sudden burst of orange flame as their ship blasted its way back into orbit after completing its dive. 
 
    Now the room started to fill with smoke and panic followed as everybody near the door rushed to escape.  Admiral Sydney finally stood up, but he walked in the opposite direction to the end wall of the office which was where the smoke was actually coming from.  When he reached it, he placed his hand cautiously on it checking that it was not too hot to touch.  Satisfied that he would not get burnt he pushed it away from him and the whole end of the transportable building fell outwards onto the ground.  The floor and ceiling sagged but not sufficiently to prevent him and his crew members walking out across the fallen wall.  They looked briefly back at the ends of the structure which had been exposed by the laser cut and at the panicked occupants inside before walking round to wait by the Jeeps for their tour. 
 
    The car park had been made with black dusty quarry waste but beyond it there was a small area of grass which had grown up where the forest had been cleared.  Some larger rocks had rolled onto it, but it was largely unspoilt, and the office workers had used some oil drums and rough planks to form benches and tables.  Admiral Sydney and his three companions soon decided to sit on the benches while they waited.  From where they were sitting their view was blocked in all directions by the offices, the bulk of the Atlanta and spoil heaps from the mine.  None of these were of particular interest but the grass itself was some of the first native plant life they had seen so the admiral leaned down and with unexpected difficulty managed to pull up a handful of it to look at. 
 
    ‘If this is anything to go by this is a tough planet.’  He remarked.  ‘It’s so tough I’m amazed anything can eat it.’ 
 
    ‘If something does eat this it probably eats people as an appetiser.’ He remarked as he tried unsuccessfully to break some of it. 
 
    At that moment the office door on the other side of the car park swung open and the Abbot walked out of it.  Seeing them he closed the door and walked very quickly past the Jeeps towards them. 
 
    ‘I am very pleased you have come.’  He said, slightly out of breath, ‘We, the people of this planet, have been misled by the Director and his crew.  He told us that he had the authority of the government of earth, but you now tell us that he has not.  You must help us.’ 
 
    The Admiral looked at him suspiciously and offered him a seat on the bench.  The Abbot refused.  ‘No, I can’t stay here.  I must go to tell the people that they should not obey the Director’s men because they are not the real power from earth.’ 
 
    ‘Nobody should be obeying anybody except their own leaders but please don’t use us as an excuse to start a sort of civil war.’ 
 
    ‘There already is a war.  Where do you think you friend Captain Turner is?’ 
 
    The Abbot jumped into one of the Jeeps but could not see how to start it.  The admiral patiently helped him and guided him as he reversed it out of the parking space, scraping along the side of the one next to it as he went. 
 
    ‘Don’t try that on earth.’  He advised. 
 
    ‘I have seen how to drive these things and I shall soon be as good as you are.’  The abbot shouted back to him as he ran into another car on the far side of the car park.  ‘I have many skills and can soon learn this’. 
 
    At that moment the Director ran out of the offices with a security guard.  Grabbing a gun from the guard he fired into the air shouting to the abbot to stop the car. 
 
    The abbot ignored him.  Taking deliberate aim, the Director shouted again but the abbot was still intent on manoeuvring the car.  The Director fired a second shot in front of the Jeep which hit one of the picnic tables throwing splinters into the air.  Still he was ignored.  The Jeep was now almost clear, and the Director fired straight at him.  Admiral Sydney saw the man’s body jerk back as the shot was fired and first assumed he had been hit but then he saw him drive off apparently uninjured as the bullet rattled off the mudguard and fell to the ground.  He remembered some of the stories he had been told about the people on this planet. 
 
    ‘It seems that he does have many skills.’  The admiral observed. 
 
    The Director briefly pointed the gun towards the picnic tables again but when the admiral simply looked at him with contempt he passed it back to the guard and went back into the offices. 
 
    ‘What do we do about your friend and his civil war?’  His officer asked in a voice that betrayed far more fear than he had. 
 
    ‘Let’s just wait for the tour, shall we?  I am looking forward to it.  It should be interesting.’  The officer said nothing.  He could see why this man had been chosen to explore the voids of hyperspace. 
 
    A full two hours later the Director emerged again and saw the visitors still sitting at their table apparently just talking about the planet and a variety of different grasses and weeds they had found in the picnic area.  
 
    ‘Where would you like to go?’ 
 
    ‘First I would like to meet some more of the local population and then I understand that you have had a small civil war so a visit to the main battle sites would be of interest.’ 
 
    ‘The abbot was lying.  We have been mining, not fighting.  Shall I show you the mine?’ 
 
    ‘What has captain Turner been doing then?’ 
 
    ‘He has deserted.  I have no idea where he is or what he is doing.’ 
 
    ‘So, what happened to your satellites?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing has happened to our satellites.’ 
 
    ‘The one we looked at had been burned out.  Are you sure that was just a mining accident?’ 
 
    The Director made no reply and went to his Jeep and they drove off towards the hutted encampment he had built for the local population.  His fears about not being able to explain what they would find there were never realised.  It was deserted. 
 
    They walked around the squalid huts together looking at the signs of a hasty departure.  The admiral could see that the director was as surprised as he was.  He was also horrified by what he saw. 
 
    ‘It is appalling that they were kept in a compound like this.  I shall report this in detail back to earth.’ 
 
    The director simply observed that if he was instructed to release them it would be pointless.  The surrounding area was covered in piles of mine waste leaving no clear lines of sight and no signs of tracks to show where the people had gone. 
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    The steward had been taking a few moments of rest after lunch.  The few moments had possibly extended somewhat longer than they might have in the past, but he was old now and in this dismal camp nothing of interest ever happened.  The meeting a few days before had been the only event to punctuate his life in months until today that was.  Now he was awakened by the sound of gunfire.  This was not just single shots that he heard occasionally as the camp guards shot local birds and animals to add interest to their diet, this was sustained fire from automatic weapons.  He jumped up and stumbled to the door.  Leaning on the damp frame and slowly getting his bearings, he looked down the muddy road that ran through the centre of the camp.  In front of him the camp guards had formed rough a line facing solid ranks of soldiers marching towards them.  He stared at the soldiers in complete disbelief.  They were in full plate armour, marching with slow but perfect discipline.  The guards were firing repeated bursts at the soldiers but none of the bullets were having any effect.  He could actually see them clattering off the plate armour and falling to the ground.  Looking more closely he saw monks within the ranks, with each volley of shots they had to be supported by the men around them as they absorbed the momentum with their auras.  More guards were running to join the line bringing more ammunition and guns with them but still they had no effect as the soldiers advanced up the road at a very slow walking pace. 
 
    Suddenly, after the most intensive gunfire he had heard, the line seemed to break apart.  Each man was standing aside to reveal the rank behind him.  But the rank behind was cross-bow men, and the steward had to jump rapidly back through the door as the bolts flew past him.  When he looked out again most of the guards had fallen.  One man was screaming with pain as he fell onto the step directly in front of the steward.  Blood was pouring out into the mud from a wound in his leg.  Some were still standing and firing their guns, but the ranks had closed again, and the bullets were having no effect.  The soldiers were closing now, the first rank drew their swords and were almost on the gunmen when they turned to flee.  It was too late.  The rank broke again, and the cross-bow men brought down the last of the guards. 
 
    Now there was a rush of activity.  Monastery servants rushed forwards from behind the monks.  One came splashing through the mud to the Steward’s doorway. 
 
    ‘Can we help you along sir or will you be able to walk?’ 
 
    ‘Why?  Where are we going?’  the Steward asked bemused. 
 
    ‘To the monastery sir.  We have been told to tell you that you will be free to leave at any time and you can stay here or go somewhere else if you want to, but we suggest you may want to be our guests for a few days.’ 
 
    He saw that a small crowd had gathered around the doorway.  Everybody else was as unsure as he was, and they were looking to him for leadership.  He looked around as he considered his position.  The dead guards were being cleared away, but they would soon be missed. 
 
    ‘Yes – we shall go with you.’  He said in a clear voice, so all the crowd could hear.  ‘The monastery will be the only possible safe place where we could spend the next few days.  And it couldn’t be worse than here could it?’ 
 
    The evacuation took place with incredible speed.   It took only ten minutes for all of the workers to get out of the mine and just a few minutes after that they had formed a long column and were heading out past the spoil heaps.  Dozens of carts had been brought for those unable to walk fast enough and the Steward reluctantly climbed into one. 
 
    It was just five miles due North to the monastery, first along a track surfaced with the mine waste and then suddenly emerging onto an ancient flagged road through the forest.  They covered the distance in less than two hours and were soon streaming past the high walls of the crucibles by the entrance to the monastery. 
 
    The steward was now looking around with intense interest.  He had never been in the monastery before.  He had heard Paul and Lynella’s account of it and was trying to see the features they had described.  He was still in the cart, moving along a wide corridor which led straight in from the door and he was sure would take them directly to the main cavern with the machine in it.  In places there was virtually no light and the driver just let the cart ride forward along the ruts in the floor.  At some junctions there were lanterns, at others dimly lit spheres and at one a bright electric light sowed the way.  He was amazed by the distance they were travelling into the mountain and was trying to see ahead past the bulk of the driver sitting on a raised seat in front of him when the cart suddenly veered to the right almost throwing him off his seat.  Looking out he could see why.  To the left there was an enormous void reaching up and down as far as he could see.   This was the great cavern and Lynella had demolished the supports to the floor so completely that none of it remained except the narrow ledge which formed the roadway they were using to get past.  He heard the cart wheels clatter over wooden boards and knew they were on a platform where even the last edge of the rock had gone. 
 
    Holding tightly to the side of the cart he looked right down into the void below them and saw lights.  These were not candles or even dim lighting globes.  These were arc-lights.  Looking more closely he saw the unmistakable shape of some bright yellow machines pouring out black smoke as their engines roared.  Between them he could see vast new columns reaching up towards him.  The abbot was re-building his machine and he had stolen enough machinery from the mine to let him do it very rapidly indeed. 
 
    Now the cart turned sharply to the right again into another corridor and he knew that he was in the area used by the servants and this was where he and his people would be living for some time. 
 
    The cart finally stopped by opposite the entrance to an intersecting corridor and the driver jumped down and helped the steward out, fetching out a walking stick and making sure that he did not trip on the ruts in the rock floor.  Just a few yards walk took them to a set of doorways opening off to each side.  The doors had metal latches and a ventilation grille at the bottom which showed signs of rust but when the driver opened the first one the room inside looked clean and dry.  The steward was shown in and the first thing he noticed was a small fire burning in a grate on the far side with the smoke curling away into a recess in the rock above it.  The rest of the room looked comfortable and he thought that the lack of daylight was a small price to pay for the use of it and protection from the Director. 
 
    Within a day he had found his way around and in the dining area he met many of the people he knew from the Southern castle.  Henry was full of grand plans to re-establish the Kingdom but seemed unable to persuade anybody to follow him out from the safety of the monastery.  Apart from him, almost everybody seemed prepared to spend some time recovering from the exhaustion of working the mine and near starvation in the camp.  It was clear that the abbot was keeping to his word; the guards would not let them go back into the main cavern or the monks’ quarters beyond it, but they were free to explore whole of the monastery servants’ area or leave by the door leading to the farms to the North. 
 
    Three days later the steward received an invitation to see the Abbot.  The wording was polite but gave little scope for discussion, he was invited to meet the Abbot and a servant would be available to show him the way and help him to get there.  He was very impressed by the way the note had been printed out.  The Abbot had clearly helped himself to some office machinery as well as his machines in the cavern. 
 
    His office was exactly how Paul had described it.  The large desk, book-cases and pictures on the wall looked as if they had been carefully maintained by several generations of Abbots.  The great changes to the planet outside could only be seen by the smallest detail.  Neatly arranged between two stacks of folders on one of the book cases there was a small digital clock.  A small brightly coloured cube on the desk had rows of buttons and a display of numbers on the top.  Nothing else seemed out of place and the overall effect of these two small items seemed to the steward to be a perfect example of how the new technology could be used selectively where it fitted in best.  The Abbot also seemed pleased with his choices and was pushing the buttons on the cube so intently he took little notice of the steward when he walked in.  Perhaps this was simply intended to put the steward off balance, but it did not achieve it.  Without waiting for an invitation, he instructed the servant to draw him up a chair facing the desk and sat down, dismissing the man and asking him to close the door.  This neatly deprived the Abbot of his chance to make his guest wait for the interview to begin and left the steward to open the conversation with profuse compliments about his accommodation. 
 
    The Abbot finally put his cube to one side and after a brief welcome he came straight to his point. 
 
    ‘What are you going to do about Lynella?’ 
 
    ‘Do about her?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, do about her.  Somebody must, and you are probably the only person that can.  That’s the main reason I brought you here.’ 
 
    ‘So, you brought me here did you?  I thought that I was invited.’ 
 
    The Abbot looked up intently, clearly reassessing the disheveled looking old man.   Then he smiled.  His smile seemed to serve as an apology.  He reached down into a drawer of his desk and took out a bottle of whisky.  Next, he produced two glasses.  These were not the ugly type that seemed to appear in unlimited supply from Atlanta but fine cut glass from the glass-blowers of the Eastern Kingdom.  Somewhat to the steward’s disappointment he added water from an earthenware jug to the good measures he poured into the glasses. 
 
    ‘Let’s start from the beginning.’  He said, taking sip from his glass.  ‘We have never spoken before, but we know much about each other.  In the past we were adversaries but now we have common cause.’ 
 
     ‘Is that what you said to the Director when you persuaded him to take your side?’ 
 
    Again, the Abbot smiled.  ‘No, he was too stupid to realise I had ever been his adversary.’ 
 
    ‘And what about me?’ 
 
    ‘I am not asking you to believe in me.  I am just going to put it to you that if we work together we shall be powerful enough to achieve what we both want.’  
 
    The abbot paused for another very small sip.  The Steward wondered if this was all to pretend to be sociable and the man actually disliked whisky.  He drained his own glass and returned it to the desk. 
 
    ‘What do you think our objectives are?’ He asked. 
 
    ‘I think that we both want to go back to how we were before the Atlanta arrived.  We know that to be impossible, so we want to go as far as we can towards it.’ 
 
    The steward thought about this while the abbot refilled his glass.  He was amazed how quickly the man had changed direction for a second time and abandoned his new friends on the ship.  ‘What about Paul and what about Lynella and the way she has become a mage?  Can you accept that?’ 
 
    ‘Accepting a few new people to live on the planet is possibly a good thing for us all.  With Lynella we might have a problem because, as a mage, she will soon rediscover the ways of the old religion and may already have done so.  I have prayed for guidance on this matter and now accept that we should not challenge her and her followers by force.’  To the stewards surprise he also drained his glass and added.  ‘We can live together and see this ship go and be better prepared for the next one.’ 
 
    Waiting for the steward to consider this analysis he added.  ‘The history records that most of her type left the planet long ago.  Perhaps she will follow.’ 
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    Admiral Sydney sat opposite his first officer at the dining table in his ship.  The ship only had one dining table and it could seat all twenty crew, but they had returned late and dined alone.  A map was displayed on the screen at the end of the room and they were using the console to identify what they could. 
 
    ‘It’s just a complete mess.’  The Admiral observed.  ‘We’ve got about five factions here, all fighting each other.  It could take years to sort out.’ 
 
    ‘Two of them just joined together when the survivors from those castles just went into the monastery.  If two could join perhaps the rest might see sense.’ 
 
    ‘You fancy yourself as an administrator of empire, don’t you?  We have this ship that can destroy anything it likes so if we used it carefully we could impose a lasting peace.’ 
 
    The officer didn’t reply.  He was placing question marks by both the walled town and the village by the mountain.  The idea of sorting it all out did rather appeal to him, but he knew that the Admiral was already very impatient to leave. 
 
    ‘Do you think captain Turner is in one of them?’ 
 
    ‘He might be, but I think the battle that they just had was closer to the Atlanta.’  The officer moved the cursor across the map and wrote ‘tower (recently destroyed)’ 
 
    The Admiral looked up from his meal.  ‘If we found him and got a report from him we could at least have some sort of result.  But that might take weeks.’ 
 
    After they had looked at the map, the officer switched the screen to a picture of a dragon that they had taken during their latest landing.  The beast was looking directly up at the camera and was showing anger or pain from the effect of the ship’s drives.  The result was a terrifying display of teeth and claws. 
 
      
 
    The director watched as the instruments recorded the departure of the Unicorn.  During her brief stay of just one week there had been many changes on his planet and none of them had been good.  Before the ship had come, the idea of having to beg for permission to remain and finish loading a full cargo would have seemed absurd.  Now he found himself having had to agree to keep all his men within the area of the source at all times and never go outside it for any reason.  The groups outside had been told not to come in, but they had also been given hope and persuaded to stop fighting among themselves. 
 
    On the other hand, seeing the size of the ring in the wreckage of the hydrogen separation plant had scared him.  When they had started to uncover it, he had assumed that the excavator would easily lift it out like the one that had come from the monastery.  In the end three cranes had tried to lift it and failed so it had just been left in place for the new plant to be built around it.  Construction work was already starting.  They could not fly the Atlanta without hydrogen and their return home would be delayed until the new plant was built.  With the orders from the Unicorn, and a bit of luck, Lynella and her friends would leave him alone to finish it and go away. 
 
    One thing he was sure of was that the Unicorn would not come back.  Admiral Sydney had other places to go and would make absolutely sure that the story he told when he got back convinced everybody that the planet could look after itself for a few years.  With even more luck, the next ship would not arrive until after the Atlanta had gone. 
 
      
 
    Captain Turner’s meeting with his old friend the admiral had been a great pleasure to both of them and he knew the outcome was right.  When the Unicorn had finally found them camping in the foothills of the Eastern mountains they had been hungry and many of them had injuries from the destruction of the King Solomon.  Realising that it was not another shuttle they had cautiously ventured out from their hiding places and, as soon as the two friends recognised each other, they knew they were safe.  It had taken two days of intensive discussion and a journey to the city and the village by the mountain and several to the monastery for the senior officer to make his decision.  The city was to be abandoned as soon as the harvest was completed.  The people from the kingdoms must stay in the kingdoms and the deserters from the Atlanta could stay with them.  None of them took up the offer to return to earth on the Unicorn because they were unsure what reception they would get. 
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    Lynella was back home in the castle where she had been born and was slowly recovering.  At first, everything seemed familiar.  Most of the castle servants had returned and they had quickly cleared up the mess left by the Director’s men and were completing the last of the repairs and getting back into their old routine.  There were some changes.  Paul and several others from the Atlanta had moved in and were using their machines to help rebuild the village, but this did not trouble her.  Her problems came when she felt strong enough to use her jewels again.  Suddenly the castle was far more complicated than she had ever known it to be.  When she walked along corridors in the old parts she could sense pathways running beneath and around her and finally, as her recovery progressed, she found the doors.  She showed them to Paul. 
 
    He had walked past the plain looking walls many times, but when he was shown the place to look he could just sense them using his own jewel.  ‘You never found them with your old jewel.’  He said, running his finger over the stone to try to feel some sign of the place where it would open.  ‘They must be locks that were made later and only respond to the artificial stones.’ 
 
    ‘We should leave them alone.’  Lynella responded immediately.  ‘The last people that had the power to open them used it to cause nothing but death and misery.  Whatever is in there; we don’t need it.’ 
 
    Paul said nothing, but he knew it would never happen.  The temptation was there.  They could open the door and use what lay behind it.  To pretend that it was not there, and that they could live in peace without it, had been impossible before and would be impossible in the future. 
 
    That evening he discussed it with the others.  They were sitting on one of the castle terraces looking out over the fields and across to the hills around the source.  Their discussion was, as usual, about what the Director might be doing and whether he would attack them. 
 
    ‘The Admiral told us to stay away from the city, the mountain and the pylons because he didn’t want us using the machines.’  Captain Turner said, looking at Paul.  ‘If you go in and find similar machines right here you may be sticking to the orders he gave but not the intention of them.  Keeping us clear of the dragons and the village by the mountain was not his main idea.  It was the machines he wanted us kept away from.’ 
 
    ‘What if we just used them to see what is happening?’  Angus asked.  ‘When you used the machine in the mountain it let you see all around.  If you used this one it might let you see what they are doing at the source?’ 
 
    ‘If they are building bombs or making chemicals it will be in the workshops right inside the ship.’  The Captain replied.  ‘No chance of finding anything out with a thing like a telescope.  All we would see is whether or not he tidies up after the mining is finished’. 
 
    The discussion ended as a meal was served.  The Unicorn had left them plenty of food to see them through to the next harvest.  The evening was warm, and they enjoyed some wine which had been missed when the castle had been looted.  
 
    The harvest was approaching, and people had to be selected to return to the city to get what they could from the crops they had sown where they had cleared the fields.  The Admiral’s decision had been quite clear.  Despite the effort they had put in clearing it, no more crops were to be grown on the land.  Nobody was allowed to use any of the machines and nobody could stay.  Captain Turner insisted on going to make sure the orders were obeyed.  He also wanted to watch over the small harvest from the area they had sown with seed from earth and to make sure that it was saved as seed-corn. 
 
    A ship had been found.  The Cleopatra, A sister-ship to the King Solomon, had been used to transport ore from the Eastern mountains for smelting in the furnaces beside the monastery.  With everybody in the monastery working on reconstructing the machine and lifting the existing rings back into place, no new ones were being cast so the ship was laying idle.  Adam was the natural choice to sail it, particularly for the hazardous voyage down the river and the even harder part of taking the ship back up afterwards.  The only other people on the ship would be a small crew from Adam’s village who could sail the ship and then gather the harvest when they arrived.  Captain Turner said he was pleased with this arrangement.  He had grown to admire Adam and the way he did his work quietly and efficiently without complaining.  Having little time for casual conversation or executive privileges he looked forward to a quiet and uneventful trip in which he would do his full share of the manual work. 
 
    The ship seemed pleasantly familiar when they arrived at the dock at Port Jerusalem.  A neat line of empty carts was arranged along the stone quay and when the harbour master showed them on board they found the hold had been emptied and cleaned out. 
 
    ‘You keep her in excellent order.’  Captain Turner remarked as they toured the deck. 
 
    ‘We were told that you had an important mission.’  The harbour master replied.  ‘But please take extra care to return it in good shape.’ 
 
    On the far side of the harbour, there was a large slipway and they could see the first few ribs rising from a substantial keel for a new ship.  ‘We went down the river to try to recover some timbers from the King Solomon but there was virtually nothing left.  Even the ring was missing.’  He added.  
 
    They prepared to sail.  The mooring ropes were slipped the harbour cutter towed them out into the channel.  The crew started to climb up to set the sails and Captain Turner went to follow them. 
 
    ‘No.’  Adam shouted. 
 
    Everybody stopped and looked round.  ‘You stay and work on deck.  You know how to sail space ships, not sailing ships.’ 
 
    He quickly stood aside to let the next man past him and went forward to help stow the mooring lines. 
 
    Sailing in daylight, the river was marginally less treacherous.  With a strong current flowing the shot past the ruins of the tower.  Each time they turned a sharp bend the sails had to be completely re-set to catch all the wind and give them steerage way in the current.  They scarcely noticed the charred timbers on the bank where the King Solomon had sunk as they struggled with hauling in the ropes. 
 
    Three hours later he was close to exhaustion when another command rang out.  ‘Captain Turner to the after deck.’ 
 
    He looked up surprised and then started across the deck.  He had not realised how unfit he had been.  Space travel was not good for a man of his age even with a gym for regular exercise.  With the motion of the ship he only just managed to climb the steps to where Adam was standing.  Determined to do what he could he finally stood up on the raised deck and asked: ‘What would you like me to do?  I don’t think I could steer it.’ 
 
    ‘Sit down.’  Adam said simply, pointing to a raised hatch lid.  ‘You have done enough.’ 
 
    He thanked him sat down and watched the crew working below him and the river ahead.  When he sat down he realised how exhausted he really was.  The sweat was running into his eyes.  When he wiped them clear he could see the sea through the trees. Soon the river widened out and they met the first of the waves.  Around the final bend he saw beaches to either side, the waves breaking on the sand bar ahead of them and, out on the horizon, the island with the pylon standing in the centre of it with the ring at the top and a small circle of sky visible through it.  The crew rushed to make final adjustments to the rigging and held onto the landlines. 
 
    They ran into the waves at full speed, each one bigger than the last.  Soon they were breaking over the deck and the spray blew up, soaking him as he held on to the rim of the hatch with both hands.  As the next one came he lowered his head to protect his face and then looked up to see the men below him who had taken the full force of it.  He looked up further and saw the island.  He thought he could see that the ring had turned, and he was now looking at the side of it.  They were on the bar now and the waves were breaking over them.  The next one caught him by surprise as he looked at the tower.  With the salt stinging in his eyes he could see nothing for as the ship lurched and then finally drove free.  When he looked up again the pylon seemed the same as it had before with the ring back where it had started. 
 
    ‘Are you hurt?’  Adam was asking. 
 
    ‘No.’  He replied and explained what he thought he had seen.  He said that he had only seen it for a second and his eyes had not been clear, but Adam would take no chances.  He put the helm hard across and they sailed west along the coast.  They continued past Adam’s village so close that the crew could wave to their families who all rushed out in surprise.  They had no time to stop; and continued until the island and its pylon were both well below the horizon before turning north out to sea. 
 
    ‘We go carefully.’  Adam said.  ‘It seems that we may have neighbours who can do more than we thought.’ 
 
    Making good speed they saw the mountain in the afternoon of the following day.  Soon the coast below it came into view and they lay at anchor for the night in a sheltered bay.  
 
    ‘The dragons have never been known to swim.’  One of the crew remarked hopefully, but Adam still set a full watch prepared to make sail at the first sign of activity on the shore.  In the morning they saw nothing specific, but all shared a feeling of being watched from the forest, so they set a course several miles offshore with the coast just a faint line in the distance.  By mid-morning the walls of the city could be seen rising above everything around them.  Soon they were approaching the harbour mouth.  Taking no chances Adam dropped anchor and launched the ship’s boat.  Using ropes tied to the remains of the masts of the sunken ships they carefully hauled the Cleopatra through gaps between them to avoid traps in the clear channel to the dockside. 
 
    They reached the quay near a warehouse which had collapsed, spreading rubble across the space in front of it.  They could see nothing particular that had changed since they were last there but still approached each fallen stone carefully, checking all around it before moving past it.  Once they had moored the ship, they set out into the city, working through all of the buildings that had been used while they lived there.  Captain Turner checked the workshop in great detail.  In their hurry to leave they had left some of his precious electronics in it together with the old machines.  He switched on some of the sensors but found nothing.  Finally, they went out into the fields, where the crops had grown up well and were ready for harvesting.  In all of this they found nothing that showed any sign of interference.  The gate into the forest was still securely closed and there were no dragons and no signs of traps.  Standing on the top of the wall he could see the mountain.  It always looked somewhat menacing, but there was no sign of any movement on it. 
 
    ‘Perhaps I was just imaging it.’  He said as they gathered for their evening meal.  ‘Perhaps I never saw it properly.  I only had a few seconds before the wave hit us.  Surely if anybody was working the old machines they would have done something here were there are so many of them.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t take you for a fool and I am sure that nobody else here does either.’  Adam replied.  ‘We shall finish our work as quickly as we can, take no risks and leave here as soon as possible.’ 
 
    The work in the fields was hard and the captain again realised that he would never have the stamina of the men from the planet.  He tried using one of the long scythes they had brought with them, but was soon exhausted while the others around him steadily progressed across the field.  They used a threshing machine that they had made at the castle and brought with them.  None of the crew from the Atlanta had actually seen the machinery inside a combine harvester, so they had had to guess how much of it should work.  When they started using it, he soon found that he was kept fully employed adjusting and repairing it.  To do this he kept going back to the workshop to find bits of wood and metal that could be made into parts for it. 
 
    Each time he went into the workshop he looked at the mages’ machines to try to work out a bit more about what they were used for.  They had already photographed them, but actually seeing them was far more helpful.  Perhaps, he thought to himself, when more ships arrive, and this place becomes an organised colony I can come back here with some proper equipment and make sense of it all.  But the admiral’s orders were clear.  For now, he could do nothing but look at it and he certainly could not take any of it back with him. 
 
    The harvest went well.  With no way to dry the grain they had to rely on good weather because any dampness would have made it grow mould and rot rapidly in the hold of the ship.  After succession of sunny days, they had almost completed harvesting the fields.   The barns were full, and the threshing machine was working all day.  The machine was working well enough, although he was sure that he could build a better one for future years.  In the meanwhile, he was still kept busy with minor repairs.  It was late afternoon of a long hot day when he went into the workshop and started work at one of the benches.  When he stopped to look round to see where he had put his drill he thought he saw movement on the far side of the room.  He went over to check and saw that one of the ancient machines was moving.  A large ring was slowly rotating.  He had noticed before that it was on a bearing and could spin quite feely with just a small push to start it, but he had never seen it move before.  Thinking that it might have been started by a gust of wind or magnetism from his drill he decided to stop it and see if it would start again.  When he placed his hand on it he felt it slow down at first and then it trembled slightly as if protesting, pushing forward in tiny pulses.  A lifetime working with normal electrical machines made him instinctively try to stop it to make it safe.  As he did so a sudden pulse of energy went through it giving him an electric shock and making the ring spin much faster than before. 
 
    He ran out to the fields to find Adam who, seeing the ring spinning even faster and now humming loudly, said ‘I thought you saw correctly the first time, we must finish our work and leave as quickly as possible.  There is a mage at work and this place will not be safe for us to stay.’  Other men from the village made the sign of the circle with their hands to appease the old God.              Working through the evening and on into the night they loaded the grain they had into the ship and as fast as they could, but they could see that things were happening around them.  Machines were starting up, lights were going on and off, the city was coming to life around the workshop. 
 
    ‘Don’t touch any of it.’ Captain Turner said. ‘Don’t tell it anything more about where we are.’ 
 
    At the dockside they found an old hand operated crane.  It looked very ordinary, so they started to turn it around to help load the grain but as soon as they did it turned back and started to turn around and round.  They realised what they had done and quickly moved away from it, but it was too late.  The whole sky lit up with a blinding flash.  They felt the heat from it on their skin but, to their amazement, saw no damage. 
 
    Checking around they saw that just the very tops of the ship’s masts had been scorched but everything else had been protected by the city walls.  Soon smoke was blowing through the streets and they ran to try to find the fire, eventually realising that it was the forest outside that was burning.   
 
    The beam flashed again and this time they saw another flash out to sea.  The first pylon was firing at them, but it was not strong enough to do damage.  Adam called his men together. 
 
    ‘It cannot hurt us here.’  He said.  ‘That is what the walls were built for.’ 
 
    ‘What happens when we sail?’  One of the men asked. 
 
    ‘It will not know where we are.’  He replied, and then paused to think before adding.  ‘But we shall have to take the ring out of the ship.’ 
 
    When they started work they soon realised how long this was going to take.  The whole structure had been built around the ring and it was almost as wide as the hull.  Getting it out would involve removing planking and beams right across the width of the deck between the masts, and then rigging a derrick to lift the ring onto its edge and then far enough up to slide the ship away from beneath it.  Before they could start most of the cargo of grain would need to be unloaded.  The ring formed almost all of the ballast, so they would have to replace it with stones from the collapsed buildings.  These would take up more space so there would only be just enough remaining to fit the grain back in. 
 
    They soon stopped worrying about disturbing the machines around them.  Whoever or whatever it was that was controlling them had found them but failed to destroy them.  There were occasional flashes from the mountain, but the city walls provided good protection. 
 
    Both Adam and the Captain were confident that removing the ring would prevent them from being detected provided they sailed out of the harbour at night without lights.  Some of the crew seemed less sure so Adam decided to make quite certain. 
 
    At one end of the harbour there was a shed with a number of small fishing boats still in it.  The planks had dried out so the seams in the hulls needed re-caulking but apart from that they were ready for use.  On a cloudy night Adam sailed calmly out of the harbour returning a few hours later having both checked the safety and also caught a good load of fish. 
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    In the Southern Castle, Lynella was growing more anxious as the winter closed in and the ship did not return.  She felt the activity at the mountain, not in a direct way that she could understand, just as a feeling that the steady rhythm of the planet was being disturbed. 
 
    Paul could feel nothing directly, but sensed Lynella’s growing tension.  Her health was now good and, with a combination its fine halls and some new technology, the castle was a comfortable place to live.  Nevertheless, as the weeks went by she grew more and more distracted.  It was therefore of little surprise to him when he went looking for her, late one evening as the first of the winter blizzards blew down across the source from the Eastern mountains, he found one of the doors open. 
 
    Delaying just a minute to tell Angus where he was going, he followed he through.  The steady glow of the lighting globes revealed a room which was, as expected, in many ways similar to the rooms in the dragons’ mountain.  He crossed quickly to a door in the far wall, opening it to find Lynella sitting at an ornate table clearly already exploring far into the network.  There were other chairs at the table, so he joined her, soon seeing the logic of the patterns of rings and opening the gateway to join her.  From her reaction she had clearly been expecting him, a light echo of her presence came back to him showing him which way to go and urging him to hurry. 
 
    The pathway was long but easy to travel because he knew that she had gone ahead and disabled any traps.  He caught up with her at the tower by the river.  The damage to the top had been massive and all the pathways to the machinery were blocked but they were not looking for reasons to stay.  Slowly now they ventured out into the main routes that led along the line of pylons across the sea.  Paul wanted to pause to check in the opposite direction towards the source but Lynella would not delay, from here the chaos was easy to detect. 
 
    They moved forward to the island and the pylons.  Paul had spent hours trying to visualise how the circuits within the machines and the pathways between them managed to mimic the workings of the human mind well enough for him to sense and communicate with others through them.  He had tried to explain to the others what the sensation was like.  The only conclusion they came to was that it was dangerous.  He was letting part of his consciousness out of his control.  If the link was broken, he would suffer and might not get out.  If he let his mind go too far in, he could get trapped like Tiana.  Her immortality had little to offer within the machines. 
 
    ‘I have been waiting for you.’  He knew it was her.  How a voice could be recognisable when he never actually heard it he did not know; but somehow it was quite clear. 
 
    She had met them far out from the mountain and the machines in it that supported her conscious existence.  Their way to the city was blocked, but she did not seem hostile, so they did not know if this was deliberate. 
 
    ‘We came to see what was happening.’  Lynella replied.  ‘We sensed that something was going on and came to have a look.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, so that’s the only reason you came is it?  You never thought to come back and see if you could help me after all the help I gave you.’ 
 
    The thought that she was a real person who might be visited like an old friend had never occurred to them.  To them she was a nightmare creation, an image of a person but not a human being.  Added to that she happily admitted to killing the two mages before they could leave. 
 
    ‘We never thought.’  Lynella started tentatively. 
 
    ‘No, you didn’t think did you.’  She snapped back. 
 
    ‘What was it that you wanted help with?’  Paul asked, hoping that all she might have been after was a sort of social visit. 
 
    Tiana started replaying the images of the final battle of the mage wars.  After the first few minutes, Paul and Lynella were impatient to know where it was leading, but still amazed by the detail of the scenes.  Seeing them again, without the real battles going on around him, Paul started to analyse what they were.  These were actual images that Tiana had seen at a time when she was very closely linked to the machine.  Somehow, they had been stored in far more complete detail than would have been possible for a human brain.  Since she now existed in the machine, she was able to replay them at will.  There would have been few new images to replace them.  The machine had no eyes, the only new images would have come from the eyes or memory of others linking to it.  That meant that there had been nothing for three hundred years and now just him or Lynella. 
 
    ‘It was not my fault.’  She was saying now.  ‘I was asked to be their leader, the node through which the power would flow.  Keeping control was almost impossible, it had never been done before.  Yet they blamed me, only me, and punished me in such a cruel way.’ 
 
    ‘They made you immortal.’  Lynella cut in.  ‘Surely they will all be dead by now.  At least you are alive.’ 
 
    ‘Life is touching, seeing, hearing.  I know, and I can feel but that is all I have. That leaves me to think, over and over through generations of mortal life and what I think about is revenge.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t take your revenge on the dead.’ 
 
    ‘They may still be alive.  They have gone through a portal and time will be different.  They may have died within seconds of our time, but they may still live.’ 
 
    ‘So that is what you want help with.’  Paul replied, wondering what had happened to the Unicorn when it entered a portal.  ‘One of our ships is going through a portal but it couldn’t possible carry your great machine and anyway there are thousands of portals and it could never find the right one.’ 
 
    ‘There is a ship in the mountain.  I have showed it to you.  I could travel in it, but it would take two mages to fly it.  I could have gone with them, the last two could have taken me but they would not.’ 
 
    And so you killed them, he thought.  He had the feeling that during this exchange she was advancing towards them.  Her approach before had always been tentative and seeming desperate.   Now she had come well out from the mountain and was moving confidently along the pathway.  Could they pass?  He wondered.  What was the pathway anyway?  Some sort of complex circuit linked together by wires running under the sea along the line of pylons.  What would happen if they did pass?  Might they change places?  He drew back but she just came forward faster. 
 
    ‘You would be asking a lot from us.’  He said, feeling that he had to make excuses.  ‘We would go on a very dangerous journey to try to take somebody else’s revenge on people we never knew.’ 
 
    ‘Meet them now.’  She replied, standing aside.  He had always assumed that she was alone but now a sudden crowd seemed to surge past her, as if mocking his doubt that people could pass.  He saw that they were mages with rings encrusted with huge jewels.  They came charging towards him, but he sensed immediately that they were not complete personalities like Tiana.  They were not stopping because they had no free will to make them stop.  They were fragments of memory, real in many respects, but not sentient.  He held his ground and felt them brush past, fading as they went.  The fragments were, as Tiana had said, very vivid and gave him an immediate picture of who they were and what they had been before. 
 
    Lynella was still beside him. ‘Who were they?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘They were the hundred, all but the two that I killed.’ 
 
    ‘But they weren’t people like you.’  Paul interrupted.  ‘Those were just copies of images that were in the machine that you have assembled together and can move about.  They must have been left there when the mages used the machine but the personalities themselves were not trapped like you.’ 
 
    Suddenly he thought it through.  Tiana, totally isolated from living beings, and also from the souls that had passed through to the end of the highway, had searched through the machine to see what she could find.  Piecing together the fragments, she had tried to make constructs to cushion her isolation, or possibly just targets for her hatred.   
 
    They were retreating back past the pylons as Tiana strode on towards them, not seeming to hurry but not giving them time to stop and look around.  Still Paul could not work it out.  If she could come this far and work the machines how was it that nobody in the kingdoms knew she was there.  At the rate she was moving anybody using the lights in the castle should have seen her. 
 
    They reached the stump of the tower.  For one terrible moment Paul thought that they would miss the turn to take them back to the castle and end up trapped at the source.  Then he saw it and they hurried into it.  Tiana had stopped at the tower. 
 
    ‘Who did this?’  She asked. 
 
    ‘I did.’  Lynella replied. 
 
    Tiana stopped as if to absorb this information. 
 
    ‘How come you have not been here before?’  Paul asked. 
 
    ‘You don’t understand what you did, do you?’ 
 
    ‘What I did.  I haven’t done anything to this tower.’ 
 
    ‘No, what you did to release me.’  Paul was completely confused but Tiana went on to explain, slowly revealing his terrible mistake.  When the mages had driven her into the machine they had trapped Tiana by setting locks around her to prevent her from roaming around the planet.  Like all of the mage locks the key was a jewel and they made sure that she had no contact with jewels.  It was his bad luck that he had been the one to link a jewel to the network when he had been in the tower trying to help Lynella trapped in the mountain. 
 
    ‘I managed to copy it.’  She was saying.  It has taken some time to make it work and now I am just finding out what I can do.’ 
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    Back in the castle it was, as always, difficult to describe to the others the way in which a personality could interact on the network.  For many of them the whole event was something close to a dream which Paul and Lynella had shared; a story which could be enjoyed and then forgotten.  The old steward was sitting quietly by the fire and everybody had assumed that he was asleep until he started to speak. 
 
    ‘Some years ago.’  He started, waiting a moment for everybody to stop and listen.  ‘We lived here in the castle and the greatest threat we could imagine was an attack from the dragons.  We feared them but thought that we could just about defend ourselves.  Next, we found out what the monks could do but we also found Lynella was a mage so, although we were worried about them too, we thought we were safe.  After that, the Atlanta came and defeated us and the dragons but eventually the Unicorn came, and we returned home and thought we were safe.  Now we have Tiana and I fear her more than I feared any of the others.  She is releasing the power that destroyed this planet before and she has the fear and anger to use it.’ 
 
    The steward had clearly considered his analysis at length and seemed relieved to have shared it with them.  He looked at them one by one across the rim of his glass to gauge their reaction.  As far as Lynella could judge, they all took him seriously.  Any remaining doubt ended when the globe above them started to pulse with light.  Paul and Lynella exchanged glances to confirm that neither of them were controlling it.  They knew who it was, but the presence was so faint that they could not detect it.  The display lasted for less than a minute, rising in intensity and then fading slowly away.  At its peak, the pulses seemed to tremble showing a whole spectrum of colours.  The effect was beautiful, showing hints of uncontrolled power and chaos that would follow from it. 
 
    Early next morning, a Jeep pulled up at the castle gate.  A simple white flag had been tied to the aerial.  It came very slowly because the captain of the Northern keep was escorting it on horseback.  Looking down from the high castle windows Paul could see that he appeared unhurt and even relaxed so they went down with more curiosity than fear to meet the visitors. 
 
    The Jeep was being driven by one of the Atlanta’s officers and his passenger was the acting captain.  The greetings from captain Turner and the officers who had left the ship with him were sincere if somewhat subdued.  The visitor made a very few brief complimentary comments about the castle and how fine it looked and then came straight to the point. 
 
    ‘What do you know about the old ship that flew in last night.’ 
 
    ‘What ship?’ Paul asked immediately. 
 
    ‘Good.  So, it wasn’t you.  I didn’t believe it would be and we managed to persuade the Director to leave it to us to find out.  Were those great stone things at the end of the road from the monastery to the source full of big iron rings last time you looked?’ 
 
    ‘What?  You mean the crucibles?  No.  One was empty, that was the one the abbot used to attack you when you brought the Atlanta down.’ 
 
    ‘There are two empty now.’  He said simply.  ‘The missing one flew around in a few crazy loops last night and landed about a mile north of us.  It scared the hell out of us.’ 
 
    Nobody could reply to this.  They stood in shocked silence. 
 
    ‘It’s worse than that.’  He went on.  ‘While they were doing it the field strength itself went up and down.  Unless we find out what is doing it; it won’t ever be safe to take off.’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t do it.’  Lynella replied.  ‘But we know who did.’ 
 
    ‘Who are they then.  Is it the monks or something to do with that man and his dragon?’ 
 
    ‘No.  It’s somebody who died over 300 years ago.’  
 
      
 
    At the city, the work on the Cleopatra progressed well.  The firing from the mountain continued but it seemed to the crew that whoever or whatever was controlling it had lost interest.  It was now almost routine, there would be occasional flashes that lit up the night sky and every three days a blast that scorched the forest a bit more.  The machines around the harbour continued to move from time to time at random but rarely responded to being moved during the work.  Captain Turned was suspicious that something worse was being planned, but Adam continued to sail about in his fishing boat at night without problems. 
 
      
 
    Paul and Lynella went back into the network.  This time there was no need to travel, Tiana was at the entrance to meet them.  She had grown in strength and confidence as she spread her image through every part of the systems established by the mages at the height of their power. 
 
    ‘Why did you move the old ship?  It is of no interest to you; it can’t leave the atmosphere’.  Lynella asked as soon as contact was made. 
 
    ‘You won’t forget about me this time will you.’  She replied, clearly enjoying the exchange.  ‘There is something alien at the source.  I can sense it and I decided to make sure that it knew I was here.’ 
 
    ‘How did you change the planet’s field?’  Paul’s question caused confusion as she required explanations to understand his unfamiliar language.  In the end, it emerged that she had little idea what she had done; all of which was making her more determined to try it again. 
 
    ‘When are your friends going to sail back from the city?’  She asked suddenly. 
 
    ‘We don’t know.’  Lynella replied.  ‘We are worried about them.  We don’t know why they have been so long.  We don’t know what had happened to them.’ 
 
    ‘They are still very busy.  What are they doing?’ 
 
    ‘They only went to harvest the crops.’  Lynella felt she was being drawn into giving information away but was so glad to hear that they were still alive and working she decided to risk it.  ‘Where are they working?’ 
 
    ‘Down by the docks, they keep using the cranes.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps something has gone wrong with their ship.’  She suggested. 
 
    ‘Perhaps.’  Tiana replied and was gone. 
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    The officers from the Atlanta were back three days later explaining that the director was completely unconvinced.  This time they brought an electronics technician with them. 
 
    ‘Of course, he’s not convinced.  He doesn’t believe any of it.’  Paul replied.  ‘That’s how we escaped so easily.’ 
 
    ‘It gives us a big problem.’  The captain replied.  ‘He is saying that you are breaking the truce set up by the Unicorn.  The ringship moved again last night and the field keeps changing and he says that if you don’t stop he’ll come here and stop you.’ 
 
    The discussion made little progress.  The visitors claimed to believe them and seemed sincere with their problem but had absolutely no solutions to offer.  
 
      
 
    ‘There is nothing to see.’  Lynella said.  ‘We just sit there and look as if we are daydreaming.  If you tried to get us out to find out what we are doing, we would be badly injured when the link was broken but all you would see would be us collapsing unconscious on the floor.  Not much proof of anything we are saying.’ 
 
    This was, however, the only possible thing they had to show to support their story so the whole group gathered in the old room below the castle.  The three strangers were positioned carefully on the opposite side of the table between a pair of guards, so they could not interfere. 
 
    It seemed strange to be entering the network with so many people watching, but Lynella had no trouble with the demonstration because she knew that there would be absolutely nothing to see to show what she was doing. 
 
    In the room, there were several palace retainers, some of the crew members from Atlanta who had defected and some guards as well as the visitors.  The space was large and enough chairs had been brought for them all but, with some unspoken agreement, they remained silent.  At first, they studied the ornate furnishings and, in particular, the inlaid gold patterns in the table, but soon their attention began to waver and some even fell asleep. 
 
    Paul and Lynella tried to keep their voyage as short as possible but, as soon as Tiana met them she was determined to hold their attention for as long as she could.  She started on a long list of exactly which machines had been used at the city and suddenly stopped and said. 
 
    ‘I could find the right gate.’ 
 
    Paul took a moment to realise what she was saying. 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘One of the mages just told me where they were going to go.’ 
 
    ‘Those mages can’t tell you things – they just feed back what you tell them.  They only exist as part of you.’ 
 
    Immediately she was gone and was replaced.  The personality was not so bold as Tiana – to Lynella it seemed to have much in common with what Tiana had been when they had first found her. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ She asked. 
 
    ‘I am the Lord of the island.’  The reply seemed to have taken a supreme effort to produce but it was not the actions of a puppet mouthing the words of its master.  This was an individual, broken free of the flickering mass that they had seen before. 
 
    ‘The Lord of the island departed with the ships.’ 
 
    This time the reply was slow to come.  ‘I am an image of the one who left.  That makes me no greater but no less and not even identical.  I am shaped by my experience as they will be by theirs if they are still living.’ 
 
    ‘How old are you?’  Paul asked. 
 
    ‘For me the concept of time is complex.  My memories are spread through different ages, but I have not existed through them.  I have been a visitor who has sometimes seen others but only rarely been seen by them as you see me now.’ 
 
    ‘How many others are there like you?  Do all the hundred now have free will.’ 
 
    His responses seemed to gain clarity with every word. ‘Freedom is an illusion.  There are some who can do what I am doing but none of us are free any more than the lady Tiana of the mountain halls who can do so much that I cannot do.  Even you in the physical world, you just exist within different limits to ours, but you still have limits to your actions.’ 
 
      
 
    As soon as they were out of the network, they knew that they must return.  Early the next day that were back in the room, glad that the visitors had gone. 
 
    For something as strange as the network, Paul found it difficult to say how it seemed more strange than normal but somehow, as soon as he entered, he was sure that it was.  It was as if he had been in the boat that he normally sailed on the sea was now in an ocean of thick oil.  If he stopped to look he saw everything as it should be, the waves were still there, and even the gulls, but getting through the entrance, something he scarcely even remembered doing before, now took a significant effort.  In the distance, he could see Tiana looking at him.  She was moving freely looking in from normality at him and Lynella beside him struggling to reach her.  Suddenly she seemed to reach out and he felt that she was using all her power.  For an instant, he was sure that it was a trap but then he realised that her target lay back where he had come from.  There was an explosion and huge waves came past him but then the water was clear. 
 
    Regaining his balance, he asked her what it was. 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’  She replied.  ‘But it is not all.  There are many changes happening in the network that I cannot explain.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure it isn’t the mages finding their old powers.’  Lynella asked. 
 
    ‘I know them.’  She replied, leaving no room for doubt.  ‘Remember that I knew them in your world as well.  I know that they are changing, but I knew what they were before, and I know what they are becoming.  The presence that I just destroyed was alien.’ 
 
    Paul took quick note of her easy assumption of her ability to destroy a presence in the network but saw no sign of hostility from her.  He knew that neither he nor Lynella could project any power at all when away from their jewels. 
 
    She tried to explain what the alien presence was in the network. She seemed helpful and co-operative, and they tried together to work out what was happening.  Her explanations were difficult to follow, but all centred on the words un-natural and alien. 
 
    She stopped and seemed to tense.  ‘I must withdraw’.  She said suddenly.  She started quickly back towards the stump of the tower.  
 
    Paul and Lynella were confused and discussed whether to follow.  They agreed to go cautiously and check for traps. 
 
    At the tower, they could see her in the distance, but she was too far away to call out, so they looked around carefully and followed.  Almost as soon as they were past the junction with the pathway to the source Paul realised that this had been an error.  He could now feel the alien presence and it was behind him. 
 
    Turning, he saw a person.  It was not a presence, it was a person.  It was not floating on the sea where he was, it was walking through it.  It was not even a person of this planet, it was wearing clothes from earth, from an era long after the original families had left.  Now he saw it was a man, young and fit and walking towards him.  Soon he was joined by a woman.  Also, young and very attractive.  Looking even closer, their clothing reminded him of pictures he had seen of his grandparents when they had been young. 
 
    ‘Can you see them’?  He asked Lynella nervously, wondering if they were some sort of construct of the network that only he could sense. 
 
    She did not need to reply.    Her total attention was fixed on them. 
 
    ‘They came here two generations ago.  He said.  Where did they land?  Where are their bodies.  How are they here?’  He kept asking questions as if somehow the answers would be given. 
 
    ‘We must try to go back.’  Lynella said, but showed no sign of moving. 
 
    The couple had stopped now.  They were close enough to see their faces clearly and, to his horror, Paul thought he recognised them.  His mind raced through his recollection of the ship’s company, friends and family from home, everybody he knew but he could not place them. 
 
    ‘You will not be permitted to return.’  The man spoke with an elegant clarity. 
 
    Once again, Paul looked at Lynella.  This was the worst nightmare.  It was what had happened to Tiana.  With no free will their bodies would be fit for nothing except death.  Unless, he suddenly thought in a moment of desperation, these people with their strange alien powers could take them over.  Their minds might be permitted to pass through the end of the highway, but it would be little comfort to join the souls of the dead. 
 
    Tiana had come back and was now with them.  Having feared her just minutes before they welcomed her. 
 
    ‘Now you have seen them.’  She said, sounding as frightened as they were.  ‘There are more than these two, but they all use the same power.’ 
 
      
 
    The guard in the castle basement was pleased that he had been given the privileged but simple assignment of making sure nobody entered the room while Paul and Lynella were in the network.  He would look in occasionally but thought it better to stay outside most of the time and had found himself a chair which he had positioned in the corridor by the door.  He was just about to sit down when he smelled smoke.  Running in he saw the two motionless figures at the table and the smoke pouring out from underneath it.  Throwing one of the empty chairs away from it he dived under and saw a small black box fixed to the underneath of the table which seemed to have melted in places and was burning with small flames charring the wood above it.  Using his dagger, he prized the box loose and pushed it across the stone floor.  As the smoke cleared he scraped away the hot charred surface to make sure the table would not burn and climbed out to look at the box.  Seeing that it was no longer burning he turned to Lynella.  She coughed slightly in the clearing smoke but was still in the network and unaware of what had happened.  Seeing no more fire he ran for help, kicking the smouldering remains of the box into the corridor as he went. 
 
    ‘Is it part of the gateway to the network?’  He asked Angus as people ran to help from all directions. 
 
    Angus picked it up and looked at it.  It was still hot, but he needed to know.  His mind raced.  Might he have to call the monks to try to replace it?  In the room, Paul and Lynella had still not moved.  Did they know what had happened?  Did they need to know? 
 
    At that moment, the two officers from the Atlanta arrived.  ‘It’s got electronic circuits’.  Smith said, leaning over to look at it.  ‘They must have put it there when they came from the Atlanta.  I knew we shouldn’t have trusted them.’ 
 
    ‘What did it do?’  Angus asked. 
 
    They looked at it more carefully, exchanging quick remarks when they identified the burned-out components.  Soon they were able to tell him it was a transmitter.  It recorded activity at the gateway and let them spy on it from the ship. 
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    Paul and Lynella were retreating.  What terrified them, was that they were retreating away from their means of escape, hurrying back with Tiana towards the mountain.  She seemed to run back and then pause by each junction just long enough for shadowy forms to emerge from the pathways and rush on ahead of her.  The aliens had not attacked them, they just seemed to fear nothing and pressed on ahead driving everything away in front of them. 
 
    At last they fell back towards the great machines.  Tiana drew energy from them and the retreat stopped.  Paul and Lynella let their minds into and through the rooms and levels feeling comfort and energy flow from them as they went. 
 
    ‘Now we are like Tiana.’  Paul thought and felt as if an icy wind had blown through him.  He tried to rationalise his position.  He was a practical engineer and proud of it.  He could believe that somehow the gateway enabled people with special natural skills to transmit the data that defined their sentient being into this network.  Artificial intelligence was common on earth, although it had become clear that the routes the development had taken for several generations past were leading them to a dead end before they could achieve real sentience.  Now he knew that his whole mind was in the network he paused to wonder what was in his body.  Could it be a copy, so he could end up with two different futures as was happening to the mages Tiana had re-created?  He moved quickly on.  A battle was coming; how would it be fought?  Thinking of networks, his mind immediately turned to computer viruses.  But these were images of a human brain which was not like the computers with their vulnerabilities.  This battle would be fought with pure energy.  The networks that lost would be burned out, like a computer in a lightning strike. 
 
    He could see the pathway they had come along.  There was now a whole crowd of people gathering at an invisible line that Tiana had drawn.  He moved closer, standing with Tiana and Lynella and the ranks of ancient mages.  He kept reminding himself that none of them existed in the physical reality of the world outside.  It made little difference.  He knew that he could die in either reality. 
 
    ‘Who are they?’  He asked Tiana as they stared across the divide. 
 
    ‘They are your people.  Look at them.  Some of them dress like you.’ 
 
    Before he could reply they struck.  All moving in unison they threw their energy forwards. The whole mountain shuddered as the machine took up the shock.  In an instant, he sensed it.  This was not a continuous flow of energy, it was pulses.  He knew those pulses, he had felt them in every transit.  This energy was not drawn from the boiling magnetic magma in the planet, this was drawn from the fusion reactor on Atlanta.   Somebody was using the fusion ring and was driving power into the network from it. 
 
    ‘Yes, they must be from a ship.  The power is from a ship.’  He replied as they recovered from the blast.  ‘But I still don’t know who they are.’ 
 
    Their costumes were outlandish but familiar.  The couple he had seen before were dressed from one generation, but the whole crowd looked as if they came from a fancy-dress party.  Wearing clothes from almost every period of the history of earth, even Roman, and some dressed as characters from fairy stories. 
 
    They pushed forward, forcing Tiana to withdraw even further into the mountain.  She stood her ground in the first of the great halls. 
 
     She was gathering the mages.  Paul and Lynella did what they could as she threw power from the rings in the lower halls back at the invaders.  Their faces showed no sign of surprise or even anger as they fell back towards the doorway to re-group. 
 
    The next time they attacked it was worse.  The pulsing energy seemed to fill the whole hall as they drove through it with a force that could not be stopped.  Many of the mages seemed to collapse under the weight of it but Paul, Lynella and Tania and the more self-willed mages fled down a pathway at the other end. 
 
    ‘This goes to the core of the machine.’  Tiana shouted.  ‘There is no way out from there’  
 
    They turned.  Drawing from the image of her ring, Lynella struck with a massive burst of energy.  For a moment, their attackers seemed to be driven right out of the network but seconds later they were regrouping.  Paul held Lynella to stop her falling and carried her as they fled on towards the core. 
 
    He looked up and Tiana had gone.  Instinctively he knew where she would go, and they went after her down to the highway of the network.  Emerging into the void they saw her in the distance and knew that she was near the end of it.  They were next to her as she crossed the final boundary to meet the souls of the dead. 
 
    The ancient mages stood before them in a massive angry crowd.  She was pleading with them. 
 
    ‘Kill me and you will all die.’  She shouted.  ‘All has changed.  The fabric of the network is threatened.  You must come with me into the void to defend it.’ 
 
    One of the mages she had killed shouted back.  ‘In the void, you rule, and you will kill our souls.’ 
 
    ‘I shall leave this place.’  She replied quickly.  ‘I am almost prepared.  My companions will take me through the portal in the last ship.’ 
 
    Paul felt the crowd suddenly focus on them.  ‘We shall go.’  Lynella confirmed.  ‘There is no place for us here any-more.’  
 
    Still the crowd stood its ground, accusing her of trying to trick them into changing the order which had stood for so many generations and let them live on in peace.  They made fire with their hands and threw it towards her in waves of pure energy, driving her back to the void. 
 
    But in the void, there was chaos.  The invaders in their many costumes had driven forward to the boundary at the end of the highway without enough energy to cross it and others were piling into them from behind.  They scarcely seemed to notice as Paul, Lynella and Tania pushed back through them. 
 
    The highway was changing now.  Cracks were appearing in the surface and its whole structure was falling apart as the mechanisms that sustained it started to fail.  The boundary itself wavered and fell. 
 
    Suddenly the tide of movement changed.  The souls of the dead mages charged through, clearing all in their path.  Paul saw a Roman soldier fighting with his short sword suddenly stop as if to wait for instructions only to be thrown to the ground by the attackers and vanish.  
 
    Following the advancing army, they emerged again into the halls in the mountain.  Here they met a Viking fighting desperately with long sword and round shield.  In the instant before he fell, Paul recognised him.  An actor from a film he had seen long ago. Then another.   
 
    He shouted to Lynella.  ‘They are constructs.  The computer has made them.  They’re from films’.    
 
    Passing the tower again they turned towards the source.  They found the interface.  Paul knew where he was – he was at the exact centre of the source.  On the surface, directly above this node of the network, the ancient mages had built a city.  Under the terms of the compact they had destroyed the city, but they had left a single stone with runes carved into it to mark the node.  He remembered how the stone had first made him realise that they would find other people on the planet.  He also remembered how the excavator has so easily removed it and they had tried to forget it. 
 
    Now he was examining the interface.  It was a perfect piece of Engineering, linking the old with the new.  He knew the man who would have built it.  He was always there when anything went wrong, and he could always fix it.  He was a brilliant hardware technician.  He would have had the patience to explore the fine filaments in the node and link them in turn to the hard wiring of the ship’s computers; finally programming it when the data from the radio link came in from the gateway in the castle.  It formed a far stronger link than his ring of piles that supported the structure.  It was an open doorway intended to let the ship control the last unexplored part of the planet.  But a doorway could be used in either direction.  He went through and the souls of a thousand mages followed him. 
 
    The programmer saw his screen go blank.  Thinking it was a simple system fault he tried to re-start his programme.  Seconds later he saw a simple message.  ‘Do you ever pray?’  There were no icons or other messages on the screen.  He knew that the entire system had gone.  Next, he heard the pulse of the fusion reactor falter and die, and he knew that it would never start again.  In its place, different lives took hold; lives that knew immortality. 
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    To see the ship with his own eyes was a shock, despite the images of it that Tiana had shown when she had told him what had happened to her.  It had one similarity to the ancient one Paul had seen in the Southern castle in that it was a sealed sphere intended for use outside the atmosphere.  That one had been the first one ever made.  It had been made on earth and had come to this planet.  Judging by what that old ship had been capable of, Paul knew that this one could go much further.  He had no idea where that might be; but he knew that hyperspace transits could be described as skimming the surface of another dimension.  Nobody knew what happened if you went right in, but the mages must have known once, or they would not have gone. 
 
    Many of the metal objects that Paul had seen so far on this planet had been remarkable for their size but the metals in them had been familiar.  The old ship had been copper and the ring-ships were iron.  This ship was different.  As if to tease anybody who opened the mage locks and found it, a small table and chair had been left close to it.  They were quite small but, when he tried to move the table, he only just managed to drag it across the smooth stone floor.  The dull black metal was far heavier than any known in nature, and probably far stronger, far into the transuranic.  Nobody on earth could make metal like this. 
 
    He pictured the entire fleet of ships departing one by one until only the last one remained.  Then the last two mages would have stood where he was, preparing to leave, only to be stopped by Tiana at the last minute and killed. 
 
    They were in a cavern that was well below the one that held the ring ships used for atmospheric flight.  This ship was much smaller than the old one in the castle.  The door was not visible but that did not worry him, with months of practice he could easily detect the lock.  As it was, he felt that Lynella would like to open it, so he stood back while she walked slowly around.  In silence, she opened the door. 
 
    Inside, there were just two couches, formed in dark wood with padded leather seats.  As they climbed in, he saw that the inside of the ship was formed of a single vast jewel. Hard, darker than blackness.   He saw Lynella’s jewel glow and a section in front of her shone back in response.  He realised that his own was doing the same.  Now he could sense with the eyes of the ship, he could think with its mind and Lynella’s, working as one.  The ship was crowded, both couches were occupied, and the mind was complete, but he knew that for this one journey it would have to carry one more individual.  Tiana seemed to have to squeeze her way into the system pushing all before her as she poured into every last part of the available space for her whole being and all her memories. 
 
    The door had closed, and they were flying high above the mountain.  He wanted to know how they had flown out from the chamber, he scanned below and saw the tunnel in the rock face.  He had felt no movement and heard nothing.  He started to look around, he could see the molten pool in the volcano below him, the old city on the coast and the endless forest around them.  He looked more carefully and saw people in the village.  He was interrupted by Lynella and Tiana.  They must start. 
 
    Each pylon came to life as they flew through the rings.  At one point, he was sure that he could see the Cleopatra racing home under full sail. They were still not sure of themselves, going carefully, learning about this world and its systems.  Almost as soon as they were clear of the last ring on the pylon on the island the ruins of the tower flashed by beneath them causing them a moment’s panic as they missed its controlling influence on their trajectory.   They had travelled hundreds of miles in a few seconds but, in the ship, it seemed normal, they had felt no movement.  Now they were at the source.  The vast bulk of the Atlanta was still there.  Soon the crew would accept that they must start farms, because they would have to live on the planet for years until another ship would come.  A glance in the distance showed the Southern castle with its village beneath the walls. 
 
    Their journey back was almost a minute to take them around the planet and back to the volcano.  He could sense Tiana’s joy as her dream was finally being realised.  She was urging them on, pushing him, Lynella and the ship to break free from the planet. 
 
    Each orbit was more precise than the one before, and soon they were ready to go further, beyond the source.  They flew straight out of the atmosphere.   Turning for the return he used the sensors to locate the line of rings below them.  They came down over the volcano concentrating hard as they just made it through the ring on the first pylon.  But there was no going back, they flew out of the atmosphere again as they went over the source. 
 
    Soon they could control this next stage.  Each orbit more precise than the last.  Three minds and a machine in the ship came together and knew that they were ready.  The ring on the island flashed with lightning as they went through, entering hyperspace seconds later.  Paul sensed the sudden rift in reality; but then he knew that this was completely different from the jumps made in fusion ships.  A fusion ship went through hyperspace without and observable time in transit.  Nobody ever sensed being in it.  You pointed and went.  In this ship, Paul could sense being in the different reality.  The eyes of the ship knew how to see it.  Tiana started to draw from the memory she had taken from the mages, and Paul  recognised different horizons which came and went. 
 
    Skimming back into real space, they emerged to see a green planet, only stayed long enough to transmit their brief farewell message before disappearing back into the void.   Thousands of portals stretched out in all directions, but they passed them all by until finally they reached the one where the mages had gone 300 years before. 
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