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Volume 4. A Future, Born in Pain





Prologue : The World Standing Still. 



For one brief moment in time the war halts, and the galaxy hangs with bated breath, waiting for events happening outside its consciousness.  Sinoval receives a message of grave import, Londo meets a most unexpected guest, the Shadows come to Sanctuary.... and at the edge of space, the Blessed Delenn arrives at Z'ha'dum to meet her destiny.



"I see great death, and terrible tragedy. I see bloodshed, and chaos, and a million voices screaming in the darkness. This year will, I think, herald the greatest loss in all our history."

"Oh? Since when did you become a prophet?"

Conversation between Emperor Londo Mollari and his Lady Consort Timov, dated, by the Earth calendar, December 31st 2260.


 1. The Personal Quarters of Delenn, the Council Buildings, Kazomi 7, January 1st 2261.
He had been dreaming, but he could not remember what he had been dreaming about. He was fairly certain Delenn had been there somehow — she had always been in his dreams since his.... injuries. Or had they been real, and not dreams?
Nothing had seemed real since Epsilon 3. He had seen and heard the strangest things. He had even dreamed his father had come to him, he was working for the Shadows and....
John Sheridan stopped that thought dead and sat up, the blanket falling from his body. He lifted his hand and looked at it with a slow and childlike wonder. He could move. He could really move again. He stretched and twitched his fingers. It was incredible how such a.... mundane gesture could bring such joy.
For the first time in months, John Sheridan was truly awake. The dreaming was over.
He rose from the bed, and picked up a robe by its side. He realised Delenn must have laid it out for him, and he smiled, wondering where she was. Maybe something important had happened. He wasn't really sure what the state of things was in the galaxy these days. He had been.... incoherent for a long time.
He looked in the next room, puzzled to see no sign of her. Maybe she had been called away. Important Alliance business perhaps. "Delenn?" he said softly, looking around.
There was a beeping noise from the commscreen at the far end of the room, and he moved towards it. The computer voice began to speak. "Voice print recognised. There is a delayed-time message for John Sheridan from Delenn. Begin message."
A great light filled his mind, and all that was not clear suddenly became so. "No," he said. "Do not play message."
"Message halted."
The personal chambers of Delenn, the leader of the United Alliance of Kazomi 7, were generally considered sacrosanct. There were cleaners and servants who occasionally came in to see to matters, but they had been given instructions not to come this morning, instructions given by Delenn shortly before she had gone to what would undoubtedly be her death.
As a result, there was no one there to see John Sheridan's eyes glow with a bright, burning, golden light. There was no one to hear the voice that was not his come from his mouth, as he gave an instruction of his own.
"Delete message."
"Message deleted."
This done, he nodded once, satisfied, and the golden glow faded from his eyes. He went to find his clothes and to get dressed. He had been away for a long time, and there was a great deal to do. There was a war to fight.
2. The Office of Lord-General Marrago, the Centarum Buildings, Centauri Prime, January 1st 2261.
The war was not over, but it had at least paused. Centauri Prime was safe. The sounds of revelry filled the Court, a celebration the Emperor had not dared to cancel. There had been little enough cause for joy this past year: from Lord Valo's attack on the Court, to the burnings and madness that had consumed Camulodo, to the ever-present threat of the Narn attacks. Let the Court enjoy their moment of victory; there were very few who knew just how high the cost of that victory had been.
The Emperor, Londo Mollari, did not know. He might suspect, but he did not know. He had been told that which was necessary and no more. The Narn fleet had been driven away, beaten back, and they were currently retreating to their former staging point. Warleader G'Sten was in all likelihood still alive. Centauri casualties had been.... nonexistent.
The truth was a dangerous thing at the best of times, especially in an environment as perilous as the Court. The Emperor's loyal friend, devoted servant and Lord-General knew that all too well. Better by far that Londo not know the cost of this victory, or how it had been bought.
Lord-General Marrago had seen too much death in this war, just as he had in the last one. He and G'Sten had been dancing around each other for what seemed like all their lives. Marrago had the greatest respect for G'Sten, and he even envied the Narn a little. The Kha'Ri seemed to have given him the power to prosecute this war entirely as he wished. If only he himself had been given the same power last year, this.... new alliance would not have been necessary.
Quadrant 37 had been lost, battles had been lost, soldiers had been killed.... and all because of the complex and deadly dance the Court called the 'Great Game'. Marrago did not know whether Prime Minister Malachi or Prince Cartagia had been entirely responsible. Each had, for his own reasons, honourable and base, wished to see the war go badly, and each was now dead. Their deaths had only given weight to the fictions that had surrounded their lives.
The truth was too painful, too painful by far. Let it be borne by those with the strength to bear it, and let the weak enjoy the victories bought by sacrifice.
Marrago was sitting alone in his office, pondering the reports from the front. It was time to begin to strike back. The Centarum had been buoyed up by the ease of this victory, and they were making grandiose claims about marching all the way to Narn and blowing it apart. Fools and braggarts, the lot of them. This would not be an easy war, not unless he completed the deal he had begun. One battle.... one victory, that could be paid for. But the entire war....
One of the first objectives would have to be the Gorash system. It had contained the Republic's major shipping yards, resource deployments and supply lines. Civil unrest had paralysed the system enough for the Narns to take it. It would have to be retaken, and that would not be easy....
His mind was still filled with thoughts of strategy, deployments and tactics when the Guards-Captain of the Court came to see him.
"Lord-General, there is something which must be brought to your immediate attention."
"Yes. Go ahead." Marrago liked the man. Good, decent, loyal, honest. The ideal soldier. And so naturally the Court did not recognise his talents and had kept him in limbo for years.
"It is the prisoner. The special prisoner.... He has escaped."
Marrago sighed and closed his eyes. That was not a surprise, but it was annoying nonetheless. Mr. Morden was a man with many and powerful associates. He was too dangerous to be permitted the free rein of the Republic Londo had.... unwisely been giving him.
"How?"
"We do not know, my lord. I am willing to take full responsibility, my lord. I ask only that you.... spare my family."
He knew what the Guards-Captain was saying. Execution would be a lenient response to such a failure, whether it had truly been his fault or not. The torture and deaths of his family were likely as well.
"You are not at fault, Captain. You will speak of this to no one save myself. Security around the Emperor is to be doubled.... no, tripled. If you ever see the prisoner anywhere in the Republic again you are to shoot to kill, but be careful. He is very dangerous. Report back to me whatever you discover about him, no matter how trivial, and no matter the time or the place.
"You are a good servant of the Republic, Captain. I will never forget that."
"Thank you, my lord."
"You may go."
The captain left and Marrago turned back to his papers, but a dark cloud was hovering over his mind. His recent victory might yet turn out to be more costly than even he had thought.
3. Sector 301, a. k. a. the Pit, Proxima 3, January 2nd 2261.
He had been nursing his drink for a long time, looking at it reflectively, brooding, thinking, waiting. Dexter Smith had always liked pubs, ever since he had been a child, creeping into the Emperor Bibulos for the warmth and the company and to hear the stories of the regulars. He had actually believed most of them, and he had walked around convinced that he knew a legendary space explorer, the world's greatest baseball player, and the galaxy's most prominent genetic surgeon.
Illusions and dreams, crafted in lies and half-hopes and delusions.
The Emperor was now long gone, and he had settled for the Pit Trap. The lager was cheap and drinkable, the barman was a veritable fount of information, and it was, all told, a nicer place than his apartment, if only just.
As the only customer with anything resembling both consciousness and money, Smith was the major object of Bo's conversational skills.
And the topic of conversation, which had varied from the baseball, to the ISN reports of the Narn / Centauri War, to President Clark's promises to put more money into Sector 301, had finally settled on the big news of the week.
"Did you see those ships? You could pick a few of them out last night, up there. Keeping us safe. Kinda reassuring, although they look a little.... creepy, if you get me."
Smith did indeed get him, unfortunately. "Yes, I saw them." Shadow ships, creations of darkness and chaos that screamed inside his mind. He had fought them at Epsilon 3, and seen their terrible destructive power first hand.
And they were humanity's allies, humanity's protectors, humanity's guardians.
Who would guard humanity from their guardians?
"Pretty impressive, though. I heard this race.... the.... whadyacallem.... the Shadows. I hear they're like.... real old. Ancient, even. They'll sort out the Minbari, no doubt. Anyone else too for that matter."
Yes, they could. The Minbari did not need 'sorting out', no matter what President Clark was saying about Sinoval on ISN. Smith had never met the Primarch himself, but he had been in combat against the Minbari. They were a broken power now, shattered, perhaps irrevocably, fatally divided.
"You're a military man, ain't ya?" Bo said suddenly, and Smith looked up.
"I was."
"You seen these Shadows in action?"
"Yes...." He closed his eyes, and for one minute he was back at Epsilon 3, watching ship after ship blown to pieces, hearing their screams in his mind, watching an entire world torn apart. "Yes, I have."
"Musta been something, eh?"
"One way of putting it."
"So.... if ya don't mind me asking, why ain't you up there with them now? What brings someone like you back here? You don't belong here, I can see that. Not any more."
"I.... I just saw a little bit too much. More than I was comfortable with. I couldn't serve in the military any longer, and.... I needed to get back to my roots, I suppose you could say. I needed to find something smaller, something to work towards that wasn't saving the world, or the galaxy.... something where I wouldn't get people killed."
"Musta been rough."
"Not for me. I'm still alive, after all."
"So, you really grew up in three-o-one, eh? And you made it out. That's impressive. 'Course, maybe things weren't as bad back then. I'm from Orion, myself, so I wouldn't know what it was like then."
"It was.... I don't think it was as bad then as it is now, but it was never perfect. As a child, I enjoyed it. Everything was an adventure, so many places to run, to hide, to play. I saw the people starving to death, begging.... and I never really realised. My brother died when I was thirteen, and that was the first time I ever really saw what this place was.... That's when I resolved to get out."
"How'd you manage that?"
"It.... wasn't that hard, really. I suppose. Looking back at it, anyway. I had nothing to keep me here. My brother was dead, my sister married off to some rich businessman up-sector, my mother was in prison. I made my way to Sector Three-o-three, and got a job waiting in a hotel. I managed to save a bit, joined a gym.... I didn't have much of a goal. I was just.... glad to be doing something for myself, something away from three-o-one.
"When I was fifteen I joined Earthforce, lying something chronic to do it. I think the officer training me had some suspicions, but he kept them to himself. A good man, was Captain MacDougan. I think he's dead now.
"Getting out of here.... wasn't easy, but I managed it."
"And now you're back."
"Yes. I'm back."
He fell silent and turned back to his drink. After a while he finished it, and left.
 4. Cathedral, orbiting Tarolin 2, January 1st 2261.
"I am sending you this message because I will soon be dead.
"I do not understand the full details, Sinoval. I do not fully understand why my allies should wish to kill me, or what they can hope to gain, but then perhaps I am too close to the situation, too close to them.... to see."
Primarch Sinoval stood silent and still, listening to Delenn's message, one of the last she would have time to send. The opening words had hit him, but he had soon regained his composure. He could see Delenn's bearing in the hologram of the message. She was proud and resilient, accepting of her fate.
She was Minbari, in soul if no longer in body, and he gave her a silent salute.
"The Vorlons have healed John of the injuries he suffered at Epsilon Three. They have also cured him entirely of the virus with which Jha'dur infected him. I do not know how, and they would not tell me. I did not enquire too closely, Sinoval. I was happy just to see him live, and walk. I do not know if they will be willing to provide this cure to any others who may be suffering from this virus, but as we do not know for sure if anyone is, and as any such cure would have to go through you, then I doubt it.
"But these acts of compassion were not without price. As payment for healing and curing John, the Vorlons have demanded that I go to Z'ha'dum, where they fully expect me to die. I will die there, Sinoval, or if not there, then elsewhere, perhaps Proxima.
"I do not know why they wish me dead, or why they have gone about it this way, rather than a simple attack. I do not wish to know. That is for you to discover.
"I have had little time to prepare these messages, and I have had time for only four. One is to John, explaining that I love him, and what I have done. Another is for my best friend, and the third is for the Alliance Council that is to lead after me.
"But I send this to you for two reasons. First, you may be able to use this information. You have been right all along. The Vorlons are not our allies. In fact, they may yet prove to be deadlier and far more terrible even than the Shadows, for they are evil masked as good. You can see this, where no one else has been able to. I do not believe this was always the case, but since the death of Kosh at Epsilon Three a new faction has arisen. Kosh, I believe, truly was our friend. The new faction is not.
"Use my death, use this information I have been able to provide to you. Use it as best you can.
"And secondly.... save our people, Sinoval. Save the Minbari. You are the person for this, in these times. You told me once something that has proven to be true, no matter how much I would wish it not to be. These times need a warrior, not a priest. You are a warrior, Sinoval, and perhaps the greatest there has ever been, or ever will be. I am nothing but a priest, and while I can heal wounds, I cannot inflict them, which must be done to end this war and save our people.
"I forgive you for what you have done, for I see now that you meant only the same as I did: the salvation and protection of our people.
"Be strong, Sinoval, and be true to the role you have taken for yourself. I do not think we will meet again this side of death, but if by some chance we do.... then I will be able to forgive you in person.... if you will forgive me.
"Goodbye."
Delenn's hologram faded, and Sinoval blinked once. He digested this information for a moment, and became aware of a simmering anger, one that had been building since Kozorr had left Cathedral. He had never liked Delenn, but he had always respected her, and to see her fall like this....
But why? He thought about it for a moment, and then nodded, smiling sadly. "Ah, Delenn.... you are right. You cannot understand. But I can. You see, Delenn, I may know nothing of love, but I understand revenge all too well.
"You will go to Z'ha'dum, and there you will die. The Vorlons will explain this to Sheridan, and he will become everything they need in their war. He will become their ultimate warrior, their Starkiller. His only link with peace destroyed.... you.... they will be able to mould him into their image, and for their purposes."
His face took on a furious expression, and he raised his fist towards the heavens.
"I will not permit this!"
The shadows all around him began to shimmer, and the Primarch Majestus et Conclavus walked slowly into view. "You seem angry, my friend," he observed, his ageless face calm.
"I am.... but I know where my path leads me now. If we are to have any hope of victory, the Alliance and the Army of Light must not fall into the Vorlons' hands. Sheridan must not fall into their hands."
"You have a plan?"
"Indeed I do. We will go to Kazomi Seven."
 5. Z'ha'dum, The Rim of Known Space, date unascertainable.
"She's coming."
"Are you sure?"
"Yes. I can.... feel her."
"Hmm." David Sheridan paused in thought, looking at his companion. He felt distinctly ill-at-ease in such company, but he tried not to show it. He had a lifetime's experience of being in the company of aliens, but it was hard to look at Neroon and feel anything but hatred. He was Minbari, and warrior caste Minbari as well. It had been people like him who had destroyed Earth and everything in it.
But that was in the past. Neroon was.... not the same person he had been then. He was changed. It was remarkable what a little.... engineering could do.
For the most part, Sheridan did not even care about the Minbari any more. They were no threat to humanity now — they were fractured, divided, torn, practically at civil war. And after what had been done to Minbar, they knew what it was like to lose their home. Vengeance had been achieved, justice had been served.
If anyone were to ask him why he was continuing with the path he had begun so long before, he would have three answers for them.
To protect humanity. Not from the Minbari, for they were no danger now, but from everyone. From the Vorlons, the Alliance, Sinoval.... Humanity had, through no fault of its own, become involved in a war millennia older than itself, and someone had to keep the people safe. It might as well be him.
To free his son. John was trapped in this, by the Vorlons, by.... her, by all of them. He had chosen wrongly, yes, but he was the only living being to share his blood. He could forgive his prodigal son almost anything. He had to.
To.... The third reason was one he could not explain or give voice to. It simply was.... And it was her. Perhaps his obsession was born out of the last vestiges of desire for revenge, or maybe it was to do with his desire to protect John.
Whatever, he had invited her here before, during his genuine hopes of peace with the Alliance. She had refused, both his offer and the peace with the Shadows. Whatever deaths came about from this war were now on her head.
And now she was coming here. Neroon certainly seemed to think so, and he was.... unlikely to be wrong about something like this. There had been a time when he had known her very well.
"Well," he said finally. "I should tell our.... associates."
"They already know," whispered a harsh voice, a third voice. Sheridan looked at Susan Ivanova, his predecessor at Proxima 3, and sighed. He had been unsure of what to do with her. Their gambit at Epsilon 3 had failed, and she was unfit for anything else. She had apparently spent most of her time on Kazomi 7 asleep or delirious, and since he had arranged for her release to Z'ha'dum during the peace negotiations he had seen little evidence of any improvement in her condition.
Still, the Shadows seemed to want her. They undoubtedly believed there was still some use for her, although he could not think of one.
He paused, and realised he was being unfair. The failure on Epsilon 3 had been out of her hands, and she had done well, for the most part, as Ambassador to Proxima. She had only failed once, but it had been a colossal failure that he still had not been able to resolve.
She looked up at him, and he caught the full range of emotions in her eyes. Anger, fear, remorse, disgust.... acceptance. "They already know."
"But why is she coming?" he asked, speaking largely to himself. There was little chance of a coherent answer from either of his companions. She must know that this was a futile mission, and that she would not leave here alive. He had always prided himself on being a good judge of character, but this time his skills were failing him.
"Why?"
"To kill you," whispered Ivanova. "She's coming to kill you all."
 6. Sanctuary, hidden Psi Corps base, January 4th 2261.
At last, the Shadows had come to Sanctuary.
Alfred Bester had been expecting this for many months. Ever since he had made a desperate gambit to seize control of the Great Machine of Epsilon 3, betraying the Resistance Government, the Shadows and G'Kar in the process, he had been expecting retribution. It had been inevitable.
And now it was here.
Fortunately he had had time to make preparations. But even he felt a chill as he looked at the ships approaching his station. There were a great many of them, more than he had been expecting. He supposed they would have to be sure. He was a telepath after all, as were most of those who followed him. The Shadow ships were vulnerable to telepathic interference, a fact uncovered by G'Kar in one of the ancient Narn holy texts. He had used this information to begin a deal with Bester, and so had brought the remnants of the Psi Corps into this war.
And now Bester was taking them out of it. They had all thought Psi Corps destroyed with Earth, but they had all been wrong. The Corps had resources stretching further and wider than anyone realised. Sanctuary was just one such place. The Corps could stay hidden for years, decades, and wait for the time. Oh, they would lose some of their influence and power in the years they hid, but it would not last forever. Nothing would be lost that could not be regained.
The Corps was mother, the Corps was father, and Alfred Bester was the Corps.
The Shadows bore down on Sanctuary, surrounding it completely. Bester watched, and recognised the strategy. They would undoubtedly prefer to take the station if at all possible. There were a great many resources available on board, and the Shadows needed telepaths of their own for their ships.
He would not let that happen to his people.
A message was sent to Sanctuary. He did not bother listening to it. There was no point.
With the press of a button an explosion ripped through the station, and the entire structure was consumed by fire. Shards of debris were blown outwards, tearing into the ships. Hopefully, some of them had been close enough to be damaged or even destroyed, although Bester had few illusions as to the strength of the Shadow vessels.
He turned away from the screen that showed Sanctuary's destruction. The station had become important to him over the past few years, almost a home. But any tool that cannot be discarded if necessary is not a tool, but a trap.
From its safe point in hyperspace, the Ozymandias watched the destruction.
"Our probes picked their approach up easily enough," said his companion, and, strangely enough for a mundane, his friend. "We got out almost everything we hadn't already moved elsewhere."
Bester nodded.
"So.... what now?"
"Now, Captain?" He turned to look at Captain Ari Ben Zayn. "Now we wait. We sit back, and we wait. Let our enemies tear themselves apart. We can always come out and pick up the pieces, whether it takes us a year, or a century.
"The galaxy hasn't heard the last of us yet."
 7. The Emperor's Personal Quarters, the Royal Court, Centauri Prime, January 4th 2261.
Emperor of the Centauri Republic was seldom seen as a job with much of a future, especially these days. The last two incumbents had been assassinated, with the last one, Emperor Refa, having sat on the Purple Throne for less than two days.
Londo Mollari had few illusions as to his chances for long-term survival. Oh, matters had certainly improved in the half-a-year since he had taken the throne, but to say all was perfect would be blatantly untrue.
The Emperor, as it had been said in an old poem, sat alone, far beyond the reach of those who could only cower at his feet. It had been meant as a compliment, feeding the vanity of those who saw themselves as Gods. Londo recognised it for what it was: a curse. He was alone, and would be alone for the rest of his life.
But still, he had friends, a few at least. There were Marrago and Durano, whose loyalty and friendship towards him were matched only by their growing hatred of each other. There was Timov, dear, dear Timov. There was Lennier....
And there were a few others who could not be with him now, burdened as they were by their own concerns. Delenn sprang to mind, and he wondered how she was doing. He had heard very little of outside events since he had returned to Centauri Prime over a year ago. He had heard about the bombardment of Minbar and about a great battle at Epsilon 3, but nothing else.
It was time to end that. It was time to take the Centauri Republic back to the thrones and parliaments of the galaxy. They had waited, on Marrago's advice, determined to go to the Alliance and the others as equal partners, rather than on bended knee. Now, thanks to their victory, they could do that. Marrago's luck had certainly improved since the last time he and Londo had gambled together: he could hardly believe the ease of their victory. He must have pulled off one of his legendary miracles.
Londo was no soldier, and he was very glad of it. Leave that to Marrago and Carn and the others. His mind was on diplomacy and long-term planning. First, bring the Republic back to the notice of the great powers of the galaxy, the Alliance in particular. Secondly, seek some sort of accommodation with the Alliance, and begin working on a peace treaty with the Narns. There were more important concerns now than their rivalry. Third....
He nodded to his guards as he strolled past them into his private quarters. He had been ambling idly through the palace for hours, musing on things past and things present and things better. His security had been well attended to.
He paused and looked up as he entered the room. There was someone here, seated beside his bed. In the shadows he could not see who it was, although he was sure he knew this person. He raised his light globe. "Who is there?" he asked.
"I realise it has been a long time," said a familiar voice, and Londo found himself smiling, "but I would like to think you would remember me. Unless of course you have no time for your old friends now that you have risen to such high office."
"G'Kar!" he laughed, as the Narn stepped forward and bowed.
"Indeed, Mollari. I thought it past time to pay you a personal visit. We have a great deal to talk about."
 8. Tarolin 2, January 5th 2261.
Kats sat alone, trapped in a prison of her own making, torn apart from the two constants in her life this past year. She had never felt such pain as she felt now: the pain of betrayal, of loss, of sorrow.
She was alone.
Sinoval had departed the day before, having made arrangements for the running of his demesne in his absence. He had spoken to Durhan, he had arranged for some of the Soul Hunters to remain behind.... and then he had come to her.
It had been the first time they had spoken since he had brought her the news of Kozorr's betrayal. Nothing had been right between them since then. Actually, nothing had been right since Kozorr's 'death' here at Tarolin 2. She had once claimed to be his conscience, his angel, his wisdom. She had been acutely aware of the position to which she had been raised, and she had resolved not to abuse it. But how could she wield any power when she barely had the power to help herself?
She had listened to his intentions carefully, making no comment. She was his conscience, but she could not bring herself to advise on his course of action. She could see the anger growing behind his dark eyes: he had once said she was the only person who could read him at all.
She could see the darkness that was threatening to engulf the hope of the Minbari people, and yet she had said nothing.
He was going to Kazomi 7. He was going to speak to the leaders of all the races in this war, and try to warn them about the Vorlons, if that could be done. And if that was not possible, then he might be forced to do something else. She thought she could sense the dark plan forming in his mind, but she could not give voice to her fears. She could hardly hope to criticise him, when she had so much to criticise in herself.
He had given his traditional blessing as he had left. "Be at peace, my lady, and be happy." She had said nothing, unable even to find the words.
And now he was gone, and she was alone. Kozorr was gone, and she was alone.
The door opened, and she looked up. She was supposed to be meditating, but that had been growing more and more difficult of late. Most people knew of the times set aside for her privacy and respected them, except in dire emergency.
The new arrival was a warrior, who wore Sinoval's personal crest. She was one of the new order then, one of those who had cast aside old clans and old loyalties, and taken to calling themselves the Primarch's Blades. Trained and commanded personally by Sech Durhan — at least since Kozorr's 'death' - they were fanatically loyal to Sinoval, and deeply respectful to those they saw as his friends, of which she was one.
The warrior knelt formally, stretching her pike out towards Kats in a time-honoured gesture of loyalty and submission. Kats never failed to be puzzled by this. She could still remember the days when such people would have openly spit on her in the street, and Kalain's genocide of the worker caste had ended less than two years ago.
"There is someone here to see you, my lady," the warrior said, using the worker caste language instead of the warrior dialect. Another sign of respect. "She says she is known to you, and she claims to have a message for the Primarch."
"Who is it?" Kats asked softly.
"She has given us the name Sherann."
"That's impossible," Kats breathed softly. "Show her in."
The warrior nodded and rose, heading for the door. Kats rose as well, following her softly. This was impossible. All word had been that Sherann had been killed in the massacres, one of the countless victims of Kalain's purging of the worker caste.
But at the first sight of her in the doorway, Kats knew it was her cousin. She stepped forward, hardly daring to believe it. "It is you," she whispered. "Sherann.... how...?"
"Give your message," said the warrior, looking at her. It was clear that whatever respect was allotted to Kats did not extend to Sherann.
"I need to speak to Sino...." Sherann checked herself. "I need to speak to the Primarch."
"He's not here," Kats said softly. She could read the fear in her cousin's eyes. "Sherann, how.... how did you get here?"
"I escaped," she whispered. "I managed to escape from Minbar. From them. I need to get help from.... the Primarch. Without him.... if he doesn't come.... we're all going to die. Everyone on Minbar.... we're all going to die."
 9. The Security Headquarters, Sector 301, a. k. a. the Pit, Proxima 3, January 5th 2261.
There had been a time, once, when he had believed in the uniform he now wore. He had believed in Earthforce, in duty and glory and honour and all the things that had been thrown at him when he joined up.
Not any more. Zack Allan believed in very little of anything these days. He had developed one creed that was serving him very well at the moment. Keep your head down, don't cause any fuss, and just get by as best you can.
It had been quite a slide, from Chief Security Officer of the pride of humanity's space fleet — okay, the entirety of humanity's space fleet being one ship — to the Chief of the most worthless, corrupt and generally irredeemable area on Proxima. He had tried to fight it at one point, but he had eventually just given up. Fighting got you nowhere.
That was a policy he had instituted in the last eight months since he had taken over Sector 301. His predecessor had been mildly corrupt, a little idealistic but generally too old and inept to do anything about any of the major problems in the sector. He had retired on full pension, and Main Dome had apparently wanted someone younger, someone with the drive and energy to take on the corruption and the syndicates and the general decay.
An impossible aim, as they soon realised, and instead they had shunted Zack here, hoping no doubt to keep him from revealing too much about his time on the Babylon, especially concerning the activities of a certain Captain John Sheridan.
On his first day in office Zack had been approached by Mr. Trace, local businessman, owner of the Tron nightclub and all-round mafioso. Trace explained how 301 had worked under Zack's predecessor, and how it could carry on working exactly the same way. Zack had listened to him patiently.
There had been a time when Zack would have arrested the businessman for attempting to bribe a public officer, and made a concerted effort to shut Trace down for good. But that had been a while back.... when he had still believed.
Besides, he now knew just how difficult that would have been. Trace had some major-league backing from Main Dome and the MegaCorps. He was carrying out certain.... unspecified 'services' for some pretty high-up people. Zack didn't know who or what, and he didn't care. He was paid quite handsomely, he got to indulge his fondness for a generally peaceful life, there was no one from Main Dome bothering him, and he could turn a blind eye to anything unpleasant.
And if there were times, usually very early in the morning, when he realised what he had become and despised himself.... well, a glass or six of whisky or a shot of Storm soon put those feelings right.
Dreams of idealism, of hope, of duty had died in Zack Allan a long time ago. All he wanted now was an easy life, and a sector free from troublemakers. Usually, 301 didn't bring up much to trouble him. Oh, every so often you got some new gang lord coming in to try to take things over, but Trace and his backers soon put paid to them. There were occasional mutterings from up-sector about 'urban renovation' or 'reconstruction projects' but none of them ever came to anything.
All in all, his life had been pretty quiet lately.
Until recently. There were two troublemakers in 301 and they were already disrupting his life simply by being here. Captain Dexter Smith, Zack's former superior aboard the Babylon, had taken up residence here for some reason, and seemed to be trying to make Mr. Trace's life very difficult.
And there was some telepath, an infiltrator from somewhere. She was more dangerous, and Trace badly wanted her caught. Smith could just be killed and dumped in some construction site foundations somewhere, but this telepathic woman.... Trace wanted her very much alive.
There was a puzzle there somewhere, and the old Zack could have worked it out with very little effort. The new Zack did not want to.
His commscreen beeped, and he checked his watch. Fourteen hundred hours exactly. Say what you liked about Trace. He was always punctual.
"Hey, Allan," he said. "How's business?"
"Going okay. Everything's been a little quiet after the New Year celebrations. People sleeping off a hangover or two, I reckon." Sector 301 did not generally go in for celebrating anything, but this year had been an exception. Never mind the news about the permanent posting of the Shadows at Proxima, it seemed that everything was just generally on the up for humanity.
"Well, I'm not surprised. You had a good night, I take it?"
Zack had been to the Tron, and been supplied with free drinks and whatever else he liked, all courtesy of Mr. Trace. The man certainly treated his friends well. He had been quite surprised to see several celebrities, politicians and military figures there. "Perfect, as always. You throw the best parties anywhere on the planet."
Trace laughed. "Well, maybe not yet, but we're working on it. It'll be VM-Day soon. You'll have to come along."
"Oh, I intend to." VM-Day. Victory over the Minbari. It would be the second anniversary of the Battle of the Second Line in six weeks or so. It was going to be one hell of a party, no doubt about that.
"So, any news on our fugitive telepath?"
"We've put out an APB, and I've got plenty of men at all the major tube stations. She was spotted at the Mainline station a couple of days ago, but she managed to escape the pursuit. She's good, I'll say that for her. She's still in three-o-one, I'm certain of it, but.... you know what it's like. You can stay hidden for years in here."
"Well, we'll find her eventually. You just keep all the exits covered and do your part, Allan. We'll do ours. Say.... did you watch the game last night?"
"You bet. We were robbed."
"You can't get the umpires these days. He was clearly safe. I don't know.... I'm tempted to send a few guys round to that umpire's place and teach him a few things...." Trace suddenly laughed. "Just kidding, Allan. Naw, the Swashbucklers are still top of the league, and I can't see the Templars catching them up."
"It's a tough game against the Shadows next week," Zack mused. "But once they get past that, we're on a pretty easy course for the next few weeks. Reckon we'll be holding the pennant by season's end?"
"We'd better be. I've got a couple thousand credits resting on it. Well, I'll get back to you, Allan. This place don't run itself.... more's the pity. You going to be at the club tonight?"
"I wish. We're a bit short-handed here at the moment, so I'm on duty till midnight or so. I'll be down tomorrow, though."
"I thought you were getting a bigger budget.... hire more guys or something."
"Naw. The security forces as a whole got a bigger budget and are hiring new guys, but if you were a brand-new, fresh-out-of-college recruit, where would you rather serve? The Pit, or on that new capital ship, the Dark Thunder? Captain Barns has been trying to get a decent Security squad ready for when the ship becomes operational next month. And then after that, there's the other ship, the D.... something."
"The De'Molay."
"That's the one. They'll be needing a Security force as well, or at least they will once they get a captain."
"Hey, that reminds me of something. Fenn and Linton — the bookies — well, they've got some fairly impressive odds running on who's going to be the captain of that ship."
"It'll be Ramirez, won't it? Thought that one was pretty much done apart from the official announcement."
"That's what the public thinks, Allan. We had Ryan in at the club last night. Decent enough bloke, really, but he can't hold his drink. Anyway, we got to talking, and there are a few people a bit worried about Ramirez. Oh, he's got the public sewn up, no doubts about that, but the De'Molay.... well, if even half of what Ryan's been telling me is true, then it's as far ahead of the Morningstar as that was ahead of the pre-war ships. And you really don't want to put a ship that powerful or valuable in the hands of someone who put down on his CV that one of his life's ambitions is to 'die with honour'. He might try and ram it into a Vorlon cruiser or something.
"Tikopai's the choice, they just haven't announced it yet. Ramirez is going to get offered a second's place, maybe on the De'Molay, maybe on the Dark Thunder. They haven't decided yet. Anyway, Fenn and Linton have got odds of twelve to one on Tikopai, so I'd bet the farm on her."
"Hey. Will do. Thanks for the news."
"No problem. Anyway, I'd better be going. This place don't run itself, you know. Let me know the instant you get anything through on the woman.... and just keep an eye on Smith. Don't do anything.... but let me know if he leaves three-o-one for any reason."
"Will do. See you later."
The screen returned to its main image, and Zack sat back, thinking. Trace wasn't actually that bad a person.... really. Besides, he didn't have many friends these days.
He lounged back on his chair, contemplated looking over the case backlog, decided against it, and switched on the vidscreen. There was a classic Reebo and Zooty on.
 10. The Emperor's Personal Quarters, the Royal Court, Centauri Prime, January 5th 2261.
"What are you doing here?" Londo asked. "You are aware that we are meant to be at war, aren't you?"
"No," replied his visitor, with perfect aplomb. "I must have missed that. I have been a little indisposed these past few years, after all." G'Kar smiled. "I still have a few agents here on Centauri Prime, if you care to remember. Minister Cotto and your bodyguard were more than capable of smuggling me in here, and they'll be just as capable of getting me out."
"Why didn't you let me know you were here?" Londo asked, moving forward. He went to his drinks cabinet and began studying the bottles carefully. There must be some decent-quality brivare around.
"You are the Emperor these days, Mollari. I could hardly just beep you and let you know I would be in town. Congratulations on your ascension, by the way."
"Congratulations," he repeated hollowly. "Yes...." He poured himself a glass and drained it quickly. He then began to pour another one. "I have never craved power.... All I wanted to do was heal my people."
"Was there any other way to do that?"
"I don't know. A question I have been asking myself a great many times recently. I was never born to rule, G'Kar." He turned and offered a bottle to his companion. The Narn shook his head with a grimace. Londo smiled, and replaced it on the shelf. "But now I am here.... I never wanted this."
"Power.... is a great burden."
"Yes, I suppose it is. How is it that you are.... um.... in the flesh these days? I heard there was a battle at the Great Machine, but alas, news has been very slow to reach us recently."
"There was a battle, yes," G'Kar said slowly, bowing his head. "A hard-fought one. Too many died. The Great Machine is lost.... to all of us now."
"Great Maker," Londo breathed. "It was that bad?"
"It was that bad. It took me.... some time to heal. We lost many."
"Delenn," Londo breathed. "Is she...?"
"Alive," G'Kar nodded. "Heartsick and weary.... but alive."
"Thank the Great Maker. I miss her, you know. The time we were together.... on that insane little quest you sent us on.... Ah, I am no doubt crazy for thinking this, and I am sure I am forgetting some details.... but I would far rather be doing all that again.... than be here. Am I crazy?"
"You always have been, so I see no reason why you should stop merely because you wear a fancy coronet and sit on a comfortable chair."
"Comfortable? Bah.... you should try that infernal throne! I have never sat anywhere less comfortable."
"Methinks the Emperor doth protest too much."
"No. Trust me on this. I would rather sit on the floor, but I fear my entire Government would have an apoplexy if I did that. They are having enough trouble adjusting to there being a woman in their midst. I do not know.... you would think they had never seen one before."
Londo paused, and sipped at his drink. It tasted painfully bitter. "So, old friend," he said. "What brings you to my home?"
"A hope that, this time.... I can get right, what I failed to do last time." Londo assumed a quizzical expression. "I tried to hold a summit in the middle of last year.... hoping to get all the major allies together.... so that everyone could work as one to fight the Enemy. We were.... unfortunately interrupted. The war has now started in earnest.... and we must all learn to recognise who our real enemies are. There must be peace between our two races, Mollari.... We must both ready our forces to fight the real Enemy."
"Peace.... that I can support," Londo said thoughtfully. "But war with these Shadows.... No, G'Kar. We are too weak for that.... far too weak. I will not commit myself to a war we cannot win."
"You did so easily enough once before. Do you remember? When first we met?"
"I remember.... and you are the second person recently to remind me of an old promise. But my response to you is the same as it was to him. I am no landless, rootless wanderer now. I am Emperor of the Centauri Republic, leader of billions of people! I will not throw their lives away needlessly by committing to a war that cannot be won."
"It can be won, Mollari."


"That remains to be seen. However.... I do want peace between Narn and Centauri. Whether my generals and my people want it.... is another matter. But my Government will support such an initiative.... of that I am sure. What are you proposing? An embassy here?"
"Well.... not here as such. I had somewhat.... loftier ideas."
"I am listening."
"The Kha'Ri appointed an Ambassador to the United Alliance at Kazomi Seven some months ago. I believe there have been hopes that the Narn Regime will join the Alliance. How would the Centauri Republic react if invited to join the Alliance?"
Londo paused, and drained his drink. "That.... would be a difficult question. That would involve us in conflicts not our own.... We wish our captured lands returned to us.... we wish an end to the war.... and we want a chance to rebuild our shattered world.
"However.... speaking from a position of some influence within the Centauri Republic, I can say that we would at least be open to the idea. I was in the process of appointing an Ambassador to Kazomi Seven, just as soon as I could find an honest man to fit the position."
"Then.... why do you not gain further information from which to make such a choice?"
"I do not understand."
"Visit Kazomi Seven yourself."
Londo began to laugh.
 11. E'ibrek K'Tarr, Tak'cha Warship, on the Minbari / Tak'cha Border, January 6th 2261.
Sonovar was thinking about him again.
Sinoval. The Primarch Nominus et Corpus. Entil'zha. Holy One of the Grey Council. Warleader of the Wind Swords clan.
An impressive list of titles. Completely unnecessary, of course. An affectation, or possibly a symptom. Sinoval was as interested in the trappings of power as he was in the power itself. Oh, of course he wanted to command great armies, to decide policy and fate, to will the stars to fade at his whim.... but the accumulation of all those titles spoke of something else. A need for a greater glory.
On the other hand, Sinoval had abandoned all of those lately, hadn't he? He kept only the name of Primarch, and that had been thrust upon him by the Soul Hunters.
We are not as different as either of us would wish, he mused, looking up at the Tak'cha ceremony going on around him.
Sonovar himself had chosen to give up the bulk of the titles he had amassed over the years. He bore only the name of Zaron'dar, a mouthful which the Tak'cha had given him. He supposed it meant something to them, unless it was just a corruption of his name.
What had he told Sinoval's pretty worker? "My name will be title enough." Had he even told her that? Maybe he'd just thought about it.
Oh well.
The Tak'cha were performing some sort of weird ceremony. Ramde Cozon had tried to explain it to him, something about favourable stellar configurations, the will of the Z'ondar and the anniversary of the Feast of Sperethiel, or some such. Sonovar recognised Sperethiel, actually. There had been a great battle fought there, where Valen and the Tak'cha had routed a fleet of the Shadows' allies. It had been one of the last major engagements the Tak'cha had fought before being banished from Valen's side.
Now that had been a truly foolish decision. What if the Tak'cha were a little.... obsessive? It just made them easier to control. Valen must have been a fool indeed. A good bureaucracy, and advisors he could trust, that had probably been the secret of his success.
Sonovar had neither advantage, but all that meant was that he would have to work harder. There was no problem so large, so insurmountable that it could not be solved with enough hard work.
He was still musing on this and watching the ceremony when he became aware of a soft hiss at his side. He turned, and started as he saw Forell there. He bit back an angry retort and accepted that he really should have got used to this by now. Forell seemed to make appearing out of nowhere a habit. How could he possibly move so damned quietly?
Still, best not to let him realise just how rattled it made him. A great leader was always careful not to let those who followed him see any sign of weakness.
"He has returned, great lord," Forell whispered in a conspiratorial tone. He was probably enjoying this, being so close to the Great Lord Sonovar. Well, let him. One as worthless as Forell was hardly worthy of any consideration.
There was no need to ask who 'he' was. "Where is he?"
"In your audience chamber, great lord."
"Did he succeed?"
"That is something he will have to tell you himself, great lord."
Sonovar instinctively raised his fist, then lowered it again. He could not let Forell see how excited he was. If 'he' had succeeded, then.... No.... No point making plans from an outcome he could not predict. "How is he?"
"Slightly injured, but not seriously. I took the liberty of asking Tirivail to look at him."
Sonovar glanced up at the ceremony, and decided it was not likely to be finished for another few hours. He had plenty of time to return to his ship and learn the results of his latest plan. He left the chamber without a word, Forell obediently tagging along behind him.
Neither of them said anything during the shuttle journey back to the ship. Sonovar did not want to speak, and Forell obviously knew better than to disturb his 'Great Lord'. Sonovar was thinking about him again. Sinoval. If this plan had worked.... if it had worked, then Sinoval's power would be broken. Completely. If....
One look at Kozorr's face, and Sonovar knew he had failed.
Biting back a curse, he glanced across at Tirivail. She had been one of the first to swear herself to his side, one of the surviving members of Kalain's Grey Council, and a fine warrior. She knew where the true future of the Minbari lay, which was more than could be said for her sister. She had also been making appreciative eyes at Kozorr for a while now. Sonovar glared at her and she left, whispering something to Kozorr as she did so. He started as if stung, and then nodded.
"I failed," Kozorr said, as soon as he and Sonovar were alone.
"Tell me," Sonovar replied.
"It was.... incredible. I had no idea. Nothing prepared me for...." He shook his head. "They call it the Well of Souls. It's the base for the entirety of Cathedral's power, just as you told me. But it's.... so much more than you said. It seems to be an entire collection of souls, all joined together. Some of them from races I've never even heard of. I wouldn't be surprised if it's older than Cathedral itself."
"You couldn't destroy it?"
Kozorr shook his head. "A million warriors couldn't have destroyed that thing. It.... summoned creatures up to fight me. Beings I've heard about only in myths and legends and rumours. No, I'm sorry, Sonovar. It can't be destroyed that way. Maybe not at all."
Sonovar swore, but then he lifted his head. Fine. A failure, but not a catastrophic one. They had valuable information now, knowledge they had not had before. And perhaps the ruse was not over with yet. "Sinoval?" he asked, trying to conceal how much hatred he felt at the speaking of that name.
"He knows. He let me go. He let me come back to you."
"Overconfident. That's always been his flaw. Much too overconfident. And...." He paused. "What about.... her? Your pretty little worker?" Kats. It had been her Sonovar had to thank for so many of his recent victories. Kozorr's love for her had made it possible to trap him and turn him against Sinoval.
"She cried when she saw me."
"Do you think she loves you as you love her?"
"I.... don't...." He sighed. "I don't know. How can she? He is there. I'm not. He is able to share her life, he can talk to her, praise her beauty and her courage.... tell her just how I've betrayed all of them." He rose to his feet, and in one swift motion extended his short, one-handed pike.
"I want to be worthy of her!" he cried, striking the pike against the wall.
"You will be. You are here, after all. You have chosen your own path, not one chosen for you by another. We have time. You will prove worthy of her.... in her eyes, and your own." In some strange way, Sonovar really did hope Kats chose Kozorr instead of Sinoval. He actually liked the little worker, which was strange. She had been so pretty as she had defied him, and her tears when she had thought Kozorr was dead....
"Stay here and rest for a while. We've lost nothing but time, and that is on our side far more than his. I'll send Tirivail back to you. Meanwhile, I think I've got to get back to that ritual something-or-other. I swear to you, sometimes it's as bad as being around the priestlings."
Kozorr chuckled, and nodded. Sonovar left.
Forell was standing outside the room, the recipient of very dark glares from Tirivail. Nobody trusted Sonovar's scarred and mutilated advisor, but Sonovar did not mind, for he did not trust him either. Still, the cripple had his uses.
"What now, great lord?"
And one of those uses was as a sounding-board.
"Now.... hmm.... Smaller scale, I think. Raids on Alliance shipping lanes. See if we can frame Sinoval for this. After all, the only Minbari warships around are his, correct? I'm not sure how long that deception can last, but it will be good for something.
"And the Tak'cha.... They can do what they can to paralyse trade to Tarolin Two. Sinoval's 'empire' is still small. With a bit of work, we might be able to stop it getting any bigger. Yes, and then...."
He carried on talking. Forell merely listened, and occasionally he smiled. That was a truly hideous sight.
 12. The Capital, Centauri Prime, January 8th 2261.
She had never been in this part of the capital before, in spite of the fact that it was a mere half-an-hour's walk from the Palace itself. But then, a well-bred, ambitious lady of the Court would have no reason to come to such an area.
Mariel had always prided herself on knowing a little more than most ladies of her station. Knowledge was power after all, and it never hurt to have a few snippets of information that might, over the course of time, possibly be of some minor use. Where to find a good poisoner, for example, or just who exactly was carrying on which indiscretions with whom.
She had always had ambition, and had dared to hope this might one day take her to as high a position as a lady could reach in Centauri society. It was bitterly ironic that, had she done nothing and sat at home like a good, dutiful little wife, she would now be at that zenith, instead of that.... that harridan Timov.
Mariel had spent the last few months under virtual house arrest at Londo's estate outside the capital. She was unclear exactly what Londo-dear knew about her part in the attack on Kiro's estate, but it was clear he knew something. Or possibly he just generally suspected her of misdoing, not entirely unjustifiably. House arrest, no doubt telling all his friends she was 'indisposed' or 'ill' was about the only proper solution. You couldn't execute a lady of the Court after all, and certainly not the wife of the Emperor.
She had been incredibly bored these last few months and had entertained herself in whatever trivial ways she could. Seducing the captain of the guards set to watch her had provided a moment's diversion, but apart from that she had been reduced to embroidery, other vacuous pursuits and keeping up with the news from the capital, which Londo had insisted on giving her. Only one piece of information had made her happy — and that was the news of the discovery of Elrisia's charred remains.
Plotting a means of escape from her 'prison' had been easy enough, but what was the point of escape, if there was nowhere to escape to? Not until she had received that.... strange message, had she any plan for what to do after leaving the estate.
It had come the day before, pushed into her hands by a common servant, one she didn't think she had seen before. That was not unusual, she rarely paid any attention to her servants. The message itself had been scrawled in a powerful, authoritarian hand and had been simple. A set of directions, and the word 'Come'.
And so, out of boredom, excitement and eager for a chance to escape this dreary prison, she had come.
The directions had been to the merchants' area of the capital, to the warehouse district. She had never been here before, but the directions had been surprisingly clear, and she soon found herself at the building. It seemed abandoned to her, and she remembered hearing that trade had been slacking off due to the.... troubles earlier in the year. Jarno had spoken of little else, she recalled with a sigh. What did trade matter? Let merchants deal with such things, wasn't that what they were for?
She looked around, wondering why there didn't seem to be anyone there. It was night, and the lanterns and lights of the Court seemed far away. The area was more run-down than she had thought possible.
There was a sudden movement behind her, and a man appeared out of the darkness. He was dressed in rags and dirt, but what was left of his clothing proclaimed him a serf. A peasant. "You are late," he said in a firm voice, one filled with power.
She was about to reprimand him for his insolence when she caught his eyes, and recoiled. They were blazing with an impassioned madness, fury and a yearning for revenge. She knew what he was now, and she began to tremble.
"Still," he continued. "It does not matter. The Lord will see you now." She turned, about to leave, when his hand caught her arm in a tight grip. "The Shadows have whispered to our Lord, and he has summoned you here. You cannot decline his will. You cannot ignore your destiny."
She cried out in pain as his grip on her arm tightened. He abruptly let go and pulled his arm away. "He is this way," he said, gesturing towards the side doors of the warehouse.
Hesitantly she stepped inside, knowing that there was little hope of flight. Her mind was beginning to calm, and she could see the possibilities here. So, these.... people had a social structure of their own. The peasant had spoken of a Lord, no doubt a grubby little madman.... But still, where there was a structure and a Lord, then Mariel was more than capable of attaching herself to his side.
The warehouse was dark, and she stumbled at first. "She is here, great lord," said the peasant at her side. He moved forward easily, and she could only just hear the sound of his movements. He seemed able to see perfectly.
"Who is there?" she asked. "Who...? I can't see anything."
"Fire," whispered a stern voice, and a light blazed by her side, and at various points throughout the room. Blinking, she looked in the direction of the person who had spoken, and the breath caught in her throat.
It was Lord Kiro. He was holding a small torch in his hand, examining it closely, with affection. The flame seemed to reflect from his skin and shine in his eyes, which were filled with the same madness as the peasant's. His once-fine clothes were reduced to rags, but he wore them with the authority of an Emperor. The marks of his torture still remained on his skin and face, but he wore them proudly.
"Fire," he said again, studying the flame in the torch. "It is a purifying instrument of all that is holy. The Darkness speaks to me through it, as it speaks to us all. Fire is the tool the Darkness will use to purge all that is wrong and wicked and flawed from our world, so that all may be rebuilt."
He raised his head and looked directly at her. "Fire.... It purified the Lady Elrisia, or so I am told. Come to me."
She hesitated, and contemplated turning and bolting for the door, but strong hands grabbed her and pushed her forward, throwing her to the floor at Kiro's feet. As she looked up, she saw that the chair on which he sat had been made up into a mockery of the Purple Throne on which Londo was probably sitting even now.
Kiro bent over and held the torch next to her. She cried out and shrank away.
"The Darkness speaks to me," he hissed. "It speaks to us all. The Centauri have always been the most favoured of all races. We have been gifted with the talent of future sight. We see that which is to come. We see our own deaths. We see.... so many things.
"We see the Darkness that is to come. It speaks to us. Does it speak to you?"
"Yes!" she cried out instantly. "Yes.... it speaks to me. I can hear it."
"What is it telling you?" he whispered, his face so near to hers.
She thought quickly. Flattery was always a powerful weapon. "It tells me that.... it tells me that you are its chosen servant.... you are the one who will be raised above all others, and that I am to serve you and obey you in all things.... for you are our Lord.... and our saviour, and our master."
"You lie," he said, smiling. He sat back, and resumed his contemplation of the flame. "But it is of no matter. I had you brought here to thank you." He brushed his hand through the flame, and smiled, closing his eyes. "You began the process of my purification. You brought me to the flame, and with your scourge and your pain I was made anew, all the better to receive the wisdom of the Darkness.
"I brought you here to thank you for that.... and to reward you. The day will come when I will sit on the Purple Throne, and you will sit there beside me, and the two of us.... we will rule a world of flame and death.... and the Darkness will speak through us all. The Darkness will come."
"The Darkness will come," whispered countless voices from the shadows.
"I am.... honoured, Lord," she whispered. "Deeply honoured. I.... I understand the role for which I have been chosen."
"No," he said. "You do not. Not yet. But you will." He held the torch close to her face, and smiled. "You will."
She did not scream. She was a Lady of the Royal Court, and she would not scream. And she did not. And by the time it was over she did understand, and she did see, and the Darkness did speak through her.
 13. Z'ha'dum, The Rim of Known Space, date unascertainable.
The shuttle emerged from hyperspace and Delenn looked out at the dark world below her. She had seen Z'ha'dum before, but only in visions and dreams and whispers of the what-would-be and what-might-have-been. This was the first time she had ever seen the place itself.
Shadow ships were waiting for her, a great many of them. A message was coming to her ship.
She was not afraid, she had embraced her destiny here. She knew what she had to do, and why she had to do it.
She had come to Z'ha'dum to make atonement for the sins of her past, to make amends for the future, and ultimately, she had come to Z'ha'dum to die.



Part 1 :  The Fiery Trial Through Which we Pass.



And Valen asked the Nine, 'Will you follow me into Darkness, into Fire, into Storm, into Shadow, into Death?'  And the Nine said, 'Yes.'  Delenn has never asked John Sheridan that question, but for him the answer is clear.  He will follow her.  Into Darkness.  Into Fire.  Into Storm.  Into Shadow.  Into Death?  To Z'ha'dum.





Chapter 1



"If we cannot fight together, then we will surely die apart. Our enemies have no regard for historical hatreds, for ancient enmities, for feuds born of bloodshed and misunderstanding. To those who seek to destroy all that we are, we are all one and the same: races to be destroyed.

"If our enemies see us as one, then why can we not see ourselves so?"

Excerpt from Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar's Speech of Unity.


* * *
There is a world, far and distant, out on the Rim. It has been a dead world for so long.
A thousand years ago a great and terrible war was brought to this world. The final battle lasted for many days, but ultimately an evil was driven from it, and those who had pursued the war returned to their homes, content to rest, to bury their dead, to raise their children, to tell stories.
And to forget. Forget, they did, relegating the war to just another legend, to tales of heroes and courage, to a time long ago, a time that held no relevance for the present.
It is the curse of mortal man to forget. Mortal beings cannot learn from their mistakes, for they are doomed to keep forgetting them.
Time has passed. Generations have come and gone. And the Darkness has returned once more.
Z'ha'dum, once a dead world, now teems with life again. The ancient race who for a thousand years hid in secret, have come back to their ancestral home, to their temples and cities and wonders of old. They have come back, and they are ready to go to war once more.
This time, they know they will not lose. This time, they will be careful. This time, they will be ready.
The Shadows may be long-lived. They may be an ancient race, older by far than many can comprehend. They may possess wonders far in advance of the younger races.
But for all that, the Shadows are still mortal.
And it is the doom of mortals to forget.
A ship comes to Z'ha'dum. They are surprised, but eager. This is not what they have planned for, admittedly, but it is something they have wanted. They let it come. They are pleased.
They have forgotten so much, particularly how to hear the one who lives below. The one who is not mortal, and who does not forget. He has begun to speak at last, but no one can hear him. There will be many deaths before anyone can truly hear him.
A ship comes. See. It is here....
* * *
She still does not entirely know why she has come. As she looks at the dead, crimson world beneath her, Delenn of Mir contemplates the last time any of her people were here. The climax of the last Great War against the Shadows. Valen had led his mighty fleet here, and brought to an end many years of war.
As she looks at it from this perspective, Delenn of Mir is very much afraid that there are many years of war still to come. Unless she can end it here.
And if this war is won, as was the last, what then? A wait of another thousand years before the killing starts once more? A peace more terrible than any war?
She has been sent here by a race she once thought to be her allies. She does not understand the reason for this, but that does not matter. She has sent all the information she has to the one who might be able to understand.
She is thinking about Sinoval now. She hopes he received her message. It would give him some satisfaction to know he was right. He would take great pleasure in being able to say 'I told you so'.
But he would never get the chance, at least not to her.
John can walk now. He can move, and touch, and live.... Cured both of the injuries sustained in the Battle of the Third Line and of Deathwalker's terminal virus, he can live once more. The United Alliance has its general, one far more able to pursue this war than Delenn herself.
But she will be able to do one last service before the end.
She brings the shuttle into orbit, looking at the planet below her. She has seen it before only in recordings, in dreams, in visions sent by the Vorlons. She has never been here before. It looks dead, abandoned, still scarred by the ravages of war and time.
She prepares the message she is to send. This is Delenn of Mir, leader of the United Alliance of Kazomi Seven. I come here in response to an invitation by David Sheridan. Please provide directions to a suitable position on the surface.
This done, she sits back, ensuring it will broadcast itself on a repeating cycle. She thinks back to the time she had been given the 'invitation', and to the aftermath. She had turned Ambassador Sheridan down, knowing the invitation to be a trap. Now.... she was here anyway.
She should have told John about his father. She should have told him. Just one more legacy of regret to lay upon all the countless others heaped up over her lifetime.
--- We read your message, Delenn, — -- says a voice over the audio-only channel. She recognises it immediately, and sits bolt upright. Ambassador Sheridan. John's father. --- I will admit to being surprised, but questions can wait. I am transferring the co-ordinates of a landing site just outside the capital city. You will need suitable breathing equipment when you are on the surface, but we will be able to provide that if necessary. The other external conditions may be.... uncomfortable for you, but I am sure you will be able to cope. Living conditions inside the city are more than adequate, I assure you. — --
"I have received your co-ordinates," she replies. "I am setting course now."
--- Don't worry, Delenn. We won't let you get lost on the way. — --
Her systems begin to beep at her. She feels a slight chill.
Outside her shuttle, three Shadow ships shimmer into view. She hears their loud screams in her mind.
They will not let her get lost. Not at all.
Delenn of Mir prepares herself to set foot on Z'ha'dum.
* * *
They had been incredibly vocal in their protests. Virini, the Minister for the Court, had claimed that he had not been given enough time to organise the whole affair, what with the need for personal servants, aides, valets, bodyguards, an alteration to the itinerary, pacifying those who would have to postpone their appointments....
Durano, Minister for the Interior, gave calm, rational reasons for the need for the Republic to have its focal figure at home during this time of crisis.
Marrago, Minister for Defence and Lord-General of the Republic's Armies, spoke of the need for the Republic to be seen to be in a position of strength. The Emperor going personally to meet an alien alliance would surely be seen as a sign of weakness.
Of all of them, only Timov, Minister for Resource Procurement and the Emperor's First Consort, had given him anything like support.
She had reminded him to wrap up tight, not to eat any alien food, and to get enough sleep.
When Londo Mollari, esteemed Emperor of the mighty and glorious Centauri Republic, set his mind on a course, it took a great deal of effort to dissuade him from it.
Still, he could see all their points. The Imperial Barge should by all rights have been accompanied by at least three warships, and there should have been numerous advisors and bodyguards. As it was, the Republic could spare only one warship, the Valerius, under the command of the Emperor's nephew, Carn Mollari. The Narns might have been driven from the homeworld with remarkably little effort, but that did not mean the danger was over. One warship was all that could be spared.
And as for bodyguards, the Imperial Guard was needed to maintain order on the homeworld. The Shadow Criers had subsided, but not entirely disappeared. Londo had his personal cadre of one hundred guardsmen, and, most important of all, he had Lennier. He would be fine.
He was standing on the observation deck of the Imperial Barge, looking out at the multi-coloured delirium of hyperspace. It was amazingly similar to the flashes at the back of his eyelids whenever he was hung over, a state he had mercifully been free of for some time now.
"Are you there, Lennier?" he called out hesitantly. There was a movement.
"I am here," said a soft voice. Londo was constantly surprised by the Minbari's habit of concealment. He seemed to melt into the shadows even in places where they were no shadows to melt into. With this knack, and with his frequent silences, it was easy to forget he was about.
That made him the perfect bodyguard of course, but a difficult person to talk to.
It had been Kazomi 7. Something had happened there to turn the gentle keela poet into someone who.... scared most people, even Londo sometimes. He trusted Lennier as he trusted very few others, but still.... few others understood why the most powerful man in the Centauri Republic kept a Minbari around.
Lennier had recently taken to not wearing his sunburst badge, the insignia that marked him out as one of G'Kar's Rangers. He had offered no explanation for this omission.
And now they were both going back to Kazomi 7. It had been over a year and a half since either of them had been there, and it must have changed greatly from the barren, devastated world it had been then. A triumph of hope over despair, it had been called.
It was all G'Kar's fault, of course. He wanted unity. He wanted all the races united to oppose the Shadows. He had been doing a remarkably good job of it as well. If he could get the Centauri to side with the Alliance.... to go to war with a terrifying Enemy....
To throw away Centauri lives in a cause not their own, to make an enemy who would no doubt be angry and vengeful, to commit themselves to a war with no returning.
Londo had turned down Mr. Morden's offer of a permanent alliance with the Vorlons for that very reason. Morden's subsequent disappearance (little change there, with him) had not altered his opinion. The Centauri would remain neutral as far as possible.
"I was thinking about something," he said softly. "Tell me.... have you heard any.... rumours about our victory in the recent battle?" The Narns had assaulted Centauri Prime itself, and been beaten back. Lord-General Marrago had foreseen heavy casualties, but there had been remarkably few.
"What sort of rumours?"
"I don't know.... Either the Narns were grossly underprepared for their attack, still believing us to be weak and helpless.... or we had help from somewhere."
"Centauri Prime had been in a state of chaos for over a year," Lennier replied, after a thoughtful hesitation. "Perhaps they had not heard how much things had changed."
"Perhaps.... Perhaps they did underestimate us. Or maybe we were helped. I have heard.... rumours that another force intervened. Who, or what, or why, I do not know, and I do not even know if there is any truth in this. Was Mr. Morden trying to force his offer of alliance onto us? Were these.... Shadows playing some game of their own, hoping to push us into a deal with them?"
"I will listen," Lennier said simply. "If I hear anything, I will tell you."
"Thank you," said the Emperor softly.
He wished there was someone here he could talk to.... really talk to. Marrago was on Centauri Prime of course, plotting the move to retake the Gorash system. Timov was busily terrifying people in her guise as Minister for Resource Procurement. G'Kar had slipped away from the homeworld in the same mysterious way he had slipped in. Delenn would be at Kazomi 7. Carn was captaining the Valerius.
Ah, how he wished for someone to talk to. Someone to see Londo Mollari the man, not the second Emperor Mollari, not the man who would lead the Republic into its dying days.
Londo remembered Cartagia's final prophecy, his final, black joke. He had sworn to deny Cartagia that last laugh. He remembered the cause Malachi had died for, and his own oath to uphold it. He remembered Lord Jarno going to his death.
Then he remembered sitting in that damned uncomfortable chair, and he decided that he was happy here for the moment. Kazomi 7 was some hours away, and when he arrived there he would have to sit through all the speeches, all the waffle, all the politicking. Then he would have to leave and return to Centauri Prime for more of the same.
He spent the remaining five hours until his arrival at Kazomi 7 doing precisely nothing whatsoever.
* * *
"So why do they call him Jinxo, then?"
The principle reason for frequenting any pub, Dexter Smith had reasoned, was not the drinks they served, nor the politeness of the landlord, nor the length of the barmaids' skirts, nor the cost of the drinks, nor even the propensity for brawls on a Friday night.
No, it was the regulars. People who came in day after day, night in, night out. Not to drink as such, but just to be there, to enjoy the atmosphere, to talk all night about the things they had done all day, to swap outrageous stories and gossip and news.
It had been the regular customers that had drawn Smith into the first real pub he had visited, back when he was nowhere near old enough to be able to buy drinks.
Sadly, while Bo's tavern had a great many.... well, many.... well, some.... features to recommend it, the regulars were not among them. Smith was gloomily realising that he was Bo's regular, because he'd been coming here three or four nights a week for about a month.
Oh, there were a few others. There was Mack, an old friend of Bo's from his time in Earthforce. Eduardo Delvientos and his brother, both dockers based at the spaceport in Sector 305. A small-scale businessman called Devereaux. Then there was Jinxo. No one seemed to know his real name. No one knew where he lived or what he did. He was just always there, at least he'd been there every time Smith had been. Most of the time he wasn't even drinking anything, just sitting as close to the fire as he could.
"A funny story," Bo said, polishing some glasses. Well, by polishing, what he was actually doing was evenly distributing the dirt, but it gave him something to do and made him look busy.
Smith said nothing, and waited for Bo to continue. "He used to be a construction worker. Fairly big, large-scale stuff. A pretty good one, too.... by all accounts. He lived on Orion for a good few years, doing minor repair work and such. Got married there, back in.... ooh, fifty-one, fifty-two, something like that. She got pregnant.
"I gather things were looking up at one point. The Government was trying to recruit skilled construction workers for some big job. Some space station or something."
"Babylon Four," Smith said softly.
Bo appeared not to have heard him. "So, Jinxo was one of the first in line for a job. He went off for some survey reports or something. I think he hung around on the Babylon for a while.... meeting pretty high-class people, you know.
"And then.... well.... the Minbari came to Orion, completely trashed the place. Jinxo was still on the Babylon when it came back to try and defend Orion, and he was one of the first guys on the ground. He got to his apartment.... and the whole building had been wrecked. His wife was dead, but the doctors managed to save the baby.... something like that, anyway. Maybe his wife lived for a few more days.... or something.
"Well, it turned out Jinxo's insurance didn't cover anything like the cost of keeping the baby in hospital, and it weren't like that were the only kid in need of treatment after Orion. His apartment weren't worth nothing any more, he wasn't going to get paid by the Government for construction work they couldn't afford, and his savings went.... pretty fast.
"So, the hospital were making threatening noises, so he took all the cash he had and went down to the Tron. He tried to borrow money off Mr. Trace, but.... well, he couldn't afford to lend him any. I'm sure he would have, if he could. He's a real fine man, as you know."
"Yeah," muttered Smith. "A real humanitarian."
"But.... I hear there are certain people at the Tron who.... go in for a bit of illegal gambling. Cards and stuff.... you get my meaning. They don't do that any more, of course. Mr. Trace found out about it, and put a stop to it all.
"But well.... Jinxo put the lot on one hand. He reckoned he'd got the perfect hand.... but one of the others beat him. He lost the lot.... ended up owing a lot of people a lot of money. Mr. Trace managed to put it right as much as possible, but well.... The hospital had to turn off the baby's machine, you see. They couldn't afford to keep it going, not with all those people starving in the streets that winter, and with all the food riots and prison riots and everything....
"So he just moved down here. Gave his name as Jinxo.... and just.... I dunno, just gave up on life, I suppose. A pity."
"Not so much of a funny story then, really," Smith said to himself. That was Sector Three-o-one, after all. Everyone here would have a similar story, he bet. A tale of lost loves and broken dreams, a dark, desolate road of forsaken happiness that ended here — in the Pit.
Only one type of person had a good life in the Pit, and that was Mr. Trace and his toadies, people who made a profit out of betraying and feeding off their fellows. Trace had his flunkies; the corrupt, the weak, the morally vacant.... and as long as he was doing fine, then nothing else mattered.
Smith began to feel a greater sense of importance. Trace had to be shut down, or at least shown what he was doing to these people here. Somebody had to do that, and it might as well be him. He might not be able to save the galaxy, but he could at least fight a battle on a smaller scale.
He was just coming to this conclusion when he felt strong hands grab the back of his shirt and drag him from his seat. He was hurled against the far wall, striking it with a force that jarred him. He tried to turn and look at his assailant, blinking away the pain.
"I told you last time," snarled an angry voice. "That's my seat. You been letting other people sit in my chair, Bo?"
Bo was cowering behind the bar. "N-No.... Mr. Drake, sir. I.... It was just.... I...."
"Ah, shut up. Get down to the cellar, or the kitchen or somethin'. That way you can tell the truth to the Security lot when you say you didn't see nothing. No.... better yet, tell them this guy here started it, and I were just defendin' myself."
"S.... started what, Nelson? What are you going to do?"
The thick, heavy-set man reached into his jacket and pulled out a long, wickedly-sharp knife. "This guy here has been causing problems for Mr. Trace. He's been troubling our overworked security forces, and he just doesn't get the three-o-one ethos here. You work with Mr. Trace, and everything's fine. You annoy Mr. Trace.... and things get a very long way from fine."
Smith shook his head and looked up. Nelson Drake was advancing on him.
"We got to set an example for the others in three-o-one, you see," he was saying. "We all got to work together, and that means knowing who's boss. Bad luck for you, mate.... you won't get to learn from your mistake."
* * *
The Babylon headed for Z'ha'dum.
On the bridge sat its captain, the legendary John Sheridan, the Starkiller. He was silent, waiting, thinking about a dead world, a red world, a barren and twisted world at the Rim of known space.
A world where the one person he loved most in all the galaxy could be found.
His second, Commander Corwin, was watching him carefully. He was still finding it hard to credit that the Captain was able to walk and move again. He had been assured that the injuries he had received at Epsilon 3 had been permanent. The nature and extent of the spinal damage, to say nothing of the terminal virus he had been infected with two years ago....
And yet here he was. Alive. Fit. Healthy.
A miracle. Or perhaps a sign of the aid they could all be given by their new Vorlon allies.
So why was he so concerned? Something just felt wrong. Very wrong in all this.
It was not that the Captain was here, back on this ship again. It had been years since Sheridan had commanded the Babylon. He had been in charge of Bester's Parmenion for a year and a half, until its destruction at the Battle of the Third Line, the same battle that had almost cost the Captain his life. The Babylon had been.... changed in that time, modified by the Resistance Government with technology provided by their Shadow allies. Corwin had spent weeks on the ship after it had been retaken, checking out the extent of the upgrades. He had done what he could, but the ship still felt wrong, slightly out of synch with what he remembered.
Or maybe it was he who had changed. He had commanded the Babylon in those long months when the Captain had lain in his hospital bed, dying one day at a time. The ship had felt so wrong without the Captain, but now that he was back it felt even worse.
Corwin remembered the meeting of the United Alliance Council he had been called to a few days ago. He had been on this ship, supervising the repair of the damage suffered during their most recent skirmish with the Shadows. He had been working hard, too hard, hoping to forget about Mary that way.
He had not been surprised by the invitation. He was not a member of the Alliance Council, but he had been present at a number of their meetings in the last few months. As military advisor or something. He had always been uncomfortable there, among alien politicians and economists and wizards.
His first reaction had been to wonder where Delenn was. She had always been present at such meetings. His second was to notice that the Captain was there. Standing.
"Captain!" he had cried. "But.... What...?"
"It's good to see you too, David," he had replied with a broad smile. The two men, friends for over a decade, had embraced, and Corwin had just looked at his commander, dumbfounded.
"What happened?"
"The Vorlons," had come the simple reply. "God knows what type of tech they've got at their disposal, but they used it to heal everything. I'm fine. Perfectly fine. I feel better than I have in years."
"That's great! That's.... Does Delenn know?" There had been a chill pause. "What?"
"She's not here. They've got her. The Shadows."
"How? What happened?"
"We don't know.... not entirely. We think one of the aides here in the Council was infected by one of those.... Keepers. One of Delenn's servants is missing, as well as her private shuttle. We think they managed to capture her, or knock her out.... or something. They've taken her to Z'ha'dum."
"How are you so sure?"
"We know."
"A Keeper, but...." Corwin had looked around for the technomage, Vejar. He possessed strange abilities, magic worked through science, or science that had the appearance of magic.... something like that. He had been given the task of finding all those tainted by the Shadow symbiont.
He had not been at the table. He was nowhere in sight.
"What are we going to do?"
Corwin had suddenly become aware of a bright and blinding light behind the Captain. Blinking and shielding his eyes with his hand, he had realised what it was. A Vorlon. The Vorlon Ambassador, in fact. Ulkesh Naranek.
"We are going to Z'ha'dum," the Captain had replied. "We're going to find her.... and kill everything else we find there."
There had been an argument then. One of the Drazi on the Council had muttered something about not being able to spare any ships from the fleet for a futile attack on Z'ha'dum. Delenn would have known that.
"It doesn't matter," the Captain had replied. "We'll just take the Babylon. It's all we'll need."
He had been very sure.
Looking back on it, nothing about that conversation had seemed right to Corwin. Not a single thing. The Vorlons creeped him out, at least this one did. Where had Vejar been?
There was a movement behind him, and he turned. It was Lyta. She took a step forward, and then stopped as if paralysed. She was looking directly at the Captain.
The Vorlons had insisted she come along. They had ordered it, in so many words.
Corwin looked at her, and at the Captain. Neither of them was moving. Neither of them even seemed to be breathing.
And just for a moment, in what might have been a trick of the light, he was sure he saw Lyta's eyes blaze gold. But then the light faded, and she was just herself again.
And the Babylon continued towards Z'ha'dum.
* * *
The door closed behind her, and Delenn looked at the man in front of her. It was strange, but Ambassador Sheridan seemed every bit as at home here, in this barren construct of stone and rock, as he had in the Council rooms of Kazomi 7. She imagined he had a knack of fitting in wherever he went.
"You may remove your breathing equipment now," he said politely. "The atmosphere in here is perfectly suitable for you. We have had Minbari here before. Of course your unique biology may cause some difficulties, but I doubt they will be overly serious."
Delenn unclipped her respirator mask and handed it over to him. She took a few breaths, and then nodded. The air was bearable. The gravity felt a little off, but then she had been used to Kazomi 7 for the last few years.
The building was sparse, and fairly empty. Everything seemed to be made of stone, as if the place had been hacked out of the raw bones of the planet itself. Everything was red, or brown. It was hot.
"You made your way here easily enough, then?" Sheridan said, making small talk.
"Your directions were most precise," she said. Then, after a pause, "Thank you."
"Do you have any baggage? I will have everything taken to your quarters."
"No," she replied formally. "I am as you see me."
"I doubt that," he replied, his voice icy. "If you will follow me, I will introduce you to others who wish to meet you again. It has been a while, for most of them."
"Are you in charge here, then?" she said, following him as he guided her through the corridors. Everything seemed the same; dark, red and hot.
"This is a private sector of the capital city, built especially for us. The city has a name, by the way, but not even I can pronounce it. Far too many letters. I am.... the highest ranked of those of us here at the moment. The true inhabitants of this city prefer to live in the lower levels, and rarely come up this high. I apologise if the accommodation seems a little.... spartan to you. It was designed by a member of your race, and he had certain.... strict attitudes to what was necessary for life. I have done what I can to make them more habitable, but I am rarely here these days."
"None of my race has served the Shadows," she replied tersely. "None of us ever would."
"Oh?" he said, with a raised eyebrow. "Have you forgotten your history? Parlonn lived hereabouts for some years. I can show you the place where he met Marrain and convinced him to join with the.... ah, the Shadows. There's a shrine at the place where Parlonn was murdered down here somewhere. It's quite a way underground, and I don't like travelling there too often. It does get a little claustrophobic at times."
"Parlonn.... chose his own path."
"I never said he did not. It is refreshing, actually.... to see that your race can be just as petty as ours. It completely dispels that whole aura of superiority you like to build up around yourselves. Why was it Parlonn changed sides again? Jealousy? Envy?"
"Neither," she whispered. "He heard your lies and chose to believe them. It was Marrain who betrayed Valen out of jealousy."
"Ah yes. I had the two confused. Do forgive me." He came to a door and stopped. "This is a.... I don't know if Minbari have a word for it. A living-room would be the English phrase. A place to sit and meet and discuss things that are not business. No vidscreen or television, fortunately. You can't get ISN all the way out here, which is a shame, but I can't say I miss any of the rest of it."
He pushed the door open and gestured to her to go inside. There were two people there. One of them was a human woman, sitting on a comfortable-looking chair. The other was a tall figure dressed in a black tunic, with the hood pulled up over his head. His back was to her.
"You know Miss Susan Ivanova, of course," Sheridan said. "It has been a while, I accept. And.... you will also know our other companion, although that has been even longer."
"Why did you come here, beloved?" said a harsh voice, one she recognised all too well despite the many years since she had last heard it.
She gasped as he turned round and pushed back his hood. It was Neroon.
"A question I would like answered," Sheridan replied. He walked over to a table. "Do you want some tea, or do you not drink it? I know Neroon does not, but then you are partially human. I do hope you've learned something of ours."
"I...." She could not help but look at Neroon. It had been many years since they had parted, and they had not met since. He had come to her one night, and told her about someone he had met. G'Kar, the Narn prophet who had spoken of the need for the Rangers, and of an alliance to fight the Enemy. Neroon had chosen to believe that a Narn could carry the burden better than a Minbari, and so he had left.
He had asked Delenn to go with him, but she had refused, knowing that she had her duties on the Grey Council.
Two years ago she had received a message from Neroon's friend Ta'Lon, telling her that he had died, trapped by the Shadows and surely killed.
"You have changed, beloved," he said. Her hands went instinctively to her hair. The last time he had seen her, she had been fully Minbari. He smiled, in the same way he had done before, when they had both been much younger. "I like it."
"Milk?" asked Sheridan. "Sugar? No, I guess not. So.... why have you come?"
"You invited me."
"So I did. And you turned me down. As I recall, you also exiled me from Kazomi Seven and threatened to go to war with my allies. You have gone to war with my allies."
"Your allies attacked ships loyal to the Alliance."
He shrugged. "We offered you peace. We offered you neutrality. We offered you treaties, and trade, and a beneficial relationship. We offered to make you strong. You turned us down and preferred to ally with our enemies, who have promised you none of those things. You have, after all, taken on a Vorlon Ambassador to your.... little Alliance, have you not?"
"We have."
"Ah." He shook his head sadly. "You poor fools. You really have no idea."
"Rather them than you."
"You think?" he chuckled, as if that was a genuinely funny remark. "Well, I guess you do. The perils of a Minbari religious caste upbringing. They get to you early. The warrior caste are far more.... flexible. Apart from Sinoval, of course, but even he.... He serves our aims in a way, although he probably doesn't realise it. But the rest of the warrior caste — Sonovar, Kalain.... all of them. Easy to manipulate." He smiled sadly. "I take some small satisfaction from that."
Delenn looked at Neroon. He said nothing. He was still looking at her.
"So," continued Sheridan. "Why did you come here?"
"To hear the wisdom you promised me at Kazomi Seven."
"I heard it said that Minbari do not lie. More propaganda, all part of that aura of superiority again. You know, Delenn, I have met and worked with countless races during my career. Brakiri, Drazi, Narn, Centauri, Sh'lassan, Abbai.... oh.... so many more. All those different cultures, festivals, histories. I put up with Narn scheming, Centauri decadence, Drazi tempers....
"And in all that time, the Minbari are the only people I have ever really disliked.
"One last time, why did you come here?"
"To kill you all," whispered another voice. Delenn looked down to see Ivanova rising to her feet. "She's come to kill you all.... and she'll manage it as well." Ivanova chuckled slightly. "We're all going to die."
Sheridan sipped at his tea. "Yes," he said. "Everything does. Sooner or later. I'll show you to your quarters, Delenn. I have no doubt someone will be coming up to meet with you soon."
* * *
In recent years Dexter Smith had been involved in quite a lot of combat. That, of course, had been ship-to-ship, large-scale battles, or perhaps the more personal fighting that occurred when one ship or the other was being boarded.
It had been a long time since his last no-holds-barred, bar-room brawl or fight for his life. But there had been a time, before he had joined Earthforce, when there had been no one able to take him on. Not because he was stronger, or faster, or better armed.... but because in Sector 301, he fought meaner and dirtier than anyone else around.
Swivelling on the floor, he lashed out with his foot, catching Drake's knee and knocking it aside. Drake staggered, but managed to remain on his feet, and Smith cursed his lack of practice. In the old days he'd been able to break a man's knee with that manoeuvre, and that would pretty much end any fight.
As it was, he had time to get to his feet and shake the cobwebs from his head. His blood was roaring now, but his thoughts were icy calm. It was as though his soul had entered a tranquil void, where what happened to his body did not affect it.
Drake moved forward, more cautiously this time. He was good at this. He did not just want to beat Smith but to kill him, and he was more than capable of keeping his anger in check if it meant he could manage that.
He slashed out in an exploratory motion, and Smith dodged back. Testing his reach, Drake attacked again, and once more Smith avoided the blow. There was a table here, just behind him. He could feel it as he moved back. Another two steps.... that was all.
His opponent could clearly see it as well, and charged. Smith sidestepped, but Drake had been expecting that, and swivelled on the balls of his feet, slashing out with the knife. It tore through Smith's shirt, and there was a sharp pain across his ribs.
In his void Smith did not feel the pain, but he knew it was there. He dropped down a little and let Drake rise above him. Swiftly striking out, he rained two quick punches on Drake's side, and heard his attacker grunt. He rolled aside and leapt to his feet.
Drake followed up on him at considerable speed, surprising given his size. Smith grabbed behind him, and felt a chair there. In one swift motion he spun it around, and felt it connect with Drake's arm.
Drake fell back, still silent. He was not swearing or blustering. He was perfectly calm and cold and silent. He stepped back slowly, shifting his weight, ready for Smith to make the next move. Smith dropped the chair and began to consider his options. In the void time seemed to move differently. He became aware of the flurry of emotions in Drake's mind, kept at bay by an iron wall of discipline and self-denial.
Acting on what almost seemed like instinct, Smith tweaked the mass of anger and hatred and fear slightly, and the wall fell apart.
Roaring insanely, Drake charged forward, brandishing the dagger high in the air. Smith easily sidestepped the attack, spun around, and delivered a hard kick to the back of his opponent's knee. Drake went down, stumbling, but managed to roll aside from the stamp that was aimed at the small of his back.
Smith came down hard on Drake's wrist, and with a cry the knife slipped from his fingers. Just as the prone man tried to rise, Smith brought his foot down on his neck.
"Did Trace order this?" he asked, his void of tranquillity shattering. "Or was it a personal thing?"
Drake chuckled. "You're a dead man," he hissed. "A very very dead man. Mr. Trace owns this sector, and anyone who tries fighting him.... well, that depends on his mood. Sometimes they get one chance. Sometimes they don't. Guess which group you're in."
"I'm still alive, aren't I? You failed to get rid of me. I don't think Mr. Trace will be all that happy about that."
"I haven't failed yet."
Drake suddenly grabbed Smith's foot and pushed him backwards. Smith staggered, and watched Drake lunge for the discarded dagger. With his left hand Drake began to grip the hilt carefully. Smith darted forward and brought his foot down hard at the top of Drake's spine.
There was a sickening sound, and he knew what had happened almost instantly. He could somehow.... feel the life leaching from Drake's body.
Turning the man over, his suspicions were confirmed. The blade of the knife was stuck deep into his neck.
Smith turned to look at Bo, still shaking behind the bar. "G.... get out of here," Bo breathed. "Get out of the sector. Security will be after you."
Smith nodded, his void of calm collapsed. Wincing at the sudden pain from the slash along his ribs, he fled from the bar.
* * *
Ambassador G'Kael watched the meeting of the United Alliance Council with a mixture of amusement and terror. He was only now beginning to recognise just how much the whole Alliance rested on a small handful of figures, and with only three of them here, it seemed it was ready to tear itself apart.
He had been unsure how to regard this appointment when the Kha'Ri had broached it to him a few months ago. The Alliance had been growing in power and prestige for some time, and Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar was rumoured to have given it his full support. Some representation was needed, but the Kha'Ri had been in fierce debate as to just what sort of representation. The war with the Centauri had been occupying most of their attention, and they did not want to spare any of their number from the First Circle. On the other hand, a minor diplomat from the Third Circle or below could easily be perceived as an insult.
It had been a difficult balancing act, but eventually G'Kael had been chosen, a decision that had surprised many, especially himself. Councillor Na'Toth had later told him that she had personally sponsored him for the position, and that she had every confidence in him. What she had not told him was that the recommendation had come from a somewhat higher source — the famed Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar himself.
Now with Na'Toth all but deposed from her position of influence in the Kha'Ri and currently residing on Kazomi 7 itself, G'Kael had been expecting to be recalled to Narn, or at least to have Na'Toth made Ambassador here. Neither had happened, and in fact there had been no word from Narn other than the regular, run-of-the-mill stuff. The Kha'Ri seemed too set on the war.
G'Kael had once, more out of curiosity than anything else, gone to the G'Khorazhar Shrine, to hear a speech by Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar. He remembered one thing the great preacher had said.
"This is the doom of mortal beings.... that we shall not see the beast until our heads are between its jaws."
G'Kael was beginning to believe no one back home could see the true beast, and would not until it decided to close its mouth.
But then, as he looked around a Council chamber bereft of the Blessed Delenn, of the Starkiller Sheridan, of the Technomage Vejar and of the Vorlon Ambassador, he was wondering if the Alliance Council could see the beast either.
The big topic of discussion was the refusal of the Abbai to join the Alliance formally. Negotiations, treaty pacts, diplomatic dinners and the like had been going on for some time, until the Abbai had suddenly and abruptly pulled out. Their polite letter did not give a reason, but everyone knew what it was.
"They are cowards!" cried Taan Churok, the Drazi former bartender and Minister for Defence. "Weak-willed cowards. We should let the Shadows take them!"
G'Kael did not see it quite that way. He had not seen these 'Shadows' in person, but he had seen recordings made of the Battle of the Great Machine, or the Third Line as some people were calling it. If these Shadows were as terrifying in real life as they looked in hologram, then he did not blame anyone for not wanting to fight them.
Thus far their ships had not turned towards Narn, despite their Ambassador's promise in this very room. If that did happen, what would the Kha'Ri do? He did not know, and that troubled him. They might decide to take war fully to the Shadows, but then they might prefer to leave the Alliance to its fate. The Narn Regime was not as yet a member of the Alliance, and it was uncertain if it ever would be. For the moment the two governments saw themselves as potentially useful allies, potentially dangerous enemies, and people it would be useful to keep an eye on.
"They are afraid," replied the more pragmatic Lethke. The Brakiri was Minister for the Economy, but he often seemed to take on the duty of defusing dangerous confrontations between the hot-headed Drazi and some of the others. Delenn could of course do that with ease, but she was not here. "We cannot blame them for their fears. They wish to remain neutral."
Delenn had always seemed convinced that there could be no neutrality in this war, whatever people sought. G'Kael desperately hoped she was wrong.
"They are cowards," affirmed Vizhak, Taan Churok's fellow Drazi on the Council. "But they are insignificant in the larger scheme of things. The raids continue. Have all our ships been given telepaths?"
G'Kael stiffened in his chair, and made a point of listening to this intently. For some reason telepaths were a serious threat to the Shadows, and Delenn wanted every ship in the Alliance fleet to have at least one telepath aboard. This was difficult to manage, at best. Narns had no telepaths, and the Kha'Ri dearly wanted a way to create some genetically. Rumour had it that G'Kar had been working on such a project for some time.
"Mr. Bester is dead," replied another voice, one G'Kael did not recognise. Turning, he saw a human dressed in a strange military uniform that was unfamiliar to him. "The Shadows have taken Sanctuary. Therefore there will be no telepaths from him."
Ah, yes. He knew who this was now. Major Krantz, a servant of some human individual named Bester, who was apparently high-ranking in the human telepathic organisation, the Psi Corps. He and the Alliance had had some sort of deal, but now it appeared that this Bester was dead.
Hadn't there been some scandal concerning this Major Krantz? He struggled to remember. There had been a meeting, shortly after his arrival here. Krantz had been.... detained, or arrested, or something. He had been all but forgotten in the aftermath of the battle, and no decision had been taken as to his fate. By the time the Alliance had got around to it, they had lost all contact with Bester. Krantz was therefore here by default, not a member of the Council, but pressed into serving on one of the capital ships.
An aide came forward and whispered to Lethke quietly for a few moments. The Brakiri listened intently, nodded, and rose from his chair. In the midst of another argument between Vizhak and the Abbai representative, Ambassador Kalika, about the provision of telepaths, no one noticed Lethke's departure.
They all noticed when he returned, however, a minute or so later. He tapped on the table gently for a few moments until the conversation died, and everyone looked up at him.
"I have just received a transmission from a ship approaching here," he said. "We have.... a most renowned visitor who wishes to make our acquaintance."
* * *
"We'll be at Z'ha'dum soon," the Captain said. "I'm not sure what to expect when we get there, but.... We'll have to be ready."
He looked firmly at Lyta, who met his gaze. She then seemed to recoil from it, and looked down at the table.
The Captain, Lyta and Corwin were in the ready room, a place Sheridan and Corwin knew well enough. The upgrade had virtually left this place alone, which was just as well.
"I'll do what I can," Lyta replied numbly. "But I can't hold off the entire Shadow fleet."
"You won't have to," the Captain promised her. "I don't think you'll even need to use your powers.... not if this works out right, anyway. You're more of a deterrent than anything else."
The old Lyta might have come up with a sarcastic retort to that, Corwin thought. The Lyta in front of him did not. In fact, she didn't say anything. She had changed a lot recently. She had been almost invisible for so long, ever since the Vorlon Ambassador had arrived, and then she had come along on the mission a few weeks ago. She had hardly spoken then either.
And then Corwin suddenly realised something. The Captain was so.... confident. Something just did not feel right here.
"What if we do get opposition?" Corwin asked. "I mean.... how exactly are we going to handle this? For that matter, what are we even going to do when we get there?"
"Get Delenn back," came the solemn reply.
"What? Are we just going to ask them to hand her back?"
"Something like that. Look.... David. I realise I haven't been in the driver's seat for a while, and I know you've got used to running the place while I've been.... ill. And I know that you've got too much experience to be running around as second. It doesn't matter anyway, once this is over and we get back to Kazomi Seven, you'll get your own ship to command. You've more than earned one."
"I.... thanks. Where would we get...? It doesn't matter, but...."
The Captain interrupted him. "But I need someone I can trust as my second here. This is.... important. I know it must look so selfish, threatening myself and my crew just to get my girlfriend back.... but I have to."
"I'm not criticising you. No one is. The Alliance needs Delenn. We all do."
The Captain smiled. "Yes.... we all do." He paused, then continued. "The thing is, I've got a plan. I can't explain it to anyone now. You just have to trust me. That's all I'm asking. If it goes right.... and I hope it does, we won't have to fight anyone. We'll just get Delenn back, and head to Kazomi Seven, and we'll get on with finishing the whole damned war.


"Are you with me?"
"You know I am."
The Captain visibly relaxed, nodding. "Good. Thank you, David. I'll need you.... I'll need you a great deal. Now, I'd better go off and talk to Ko'Dath. She and her Narn Bat Squad may need to be ready, just in case something does go wrong."
He left the room, and Lyta immediately followed him. Her movements were stiff and awkward, almost like a wooden puppet. Corwin looked at them both thoughtfully, then rose to his feet and followed them out.
He might not entirely know what was going on here, but he did know that the Captain was trusting him, and he was determined not to let him down.
* * *
It was dark, but then it had always been dark, and in all the many years since he had last been here, he knew that would not have changed.
Dexter Smith, former Captain of humanity's flagship and currently wanted for first degree murder (or if he wasn't yet, then he soon would be) crept into the dark tunnel, dropping down the foot or so to the floor. There had been security fencing around the building, but it had been full of holes. The authorities had obviously been relying on the 'Danger. Unstable Building. Do Not Enter.' sign to deter people coming here. Stupid, they might as well have put up a sign saying 'Fine Place For Kids to Come and Explore'.
He didn't know if the kids did come here these days. He and his brother had, frequently, and the place hadn't even been fenced off then. There had been all sorts of theories as to what this building had actually been before it had been turned into a fun place for kids to come and explore. A house that had once belonged to a serial killer. A place cursed by some alien race who had once lived here. A halfway house for the telepath underground railroad.
Smith had later found out that the building had just been a factory which had had to close down and which no one had wanted to buy. It was funny, but that had never been one of anyone's theories when they were children.
But whatever the building was now, or had been, it was also a perfect place to hide.
Here he could think, set up some plans, and find out if Trace was actually going to pressure Bo into calling this a full-fledged murder and not self-defence. He would soon find out either way.
He banged his head on the ceiling and swore to himself. Surely the place hadn't been this small last time?
He had gone straight from Bo's to his apartment, grabbing what spare clothes and loose change he could. There were still some areas of Sector 301 where it was advisable to deal with actual currency rather than a credit chip, and plenty of people only too willing to do so. He had also made sure to grab his private citizen's PPG. He had a feeling he might be needing it.
And if there was a warrant put out on him for first degree murder, what then? There were ways out of 301, he knew. Some of them might have changed now, but it was still possible he could find a way to 303, and then head up to Main Dome. He supposed he had some friends there somewhere, people from whom he could try to get help. Maybe he could even report Allan's corruption.
He chuckled dryly to himself. A wide range of airy-fairy solutions that would never get him anywhere. The powers that be in Main Dome preferred 301 this way. It was much easier to handle.
He suddenly stopped dead. Someone else was here. The basement level was dark, but there was just enough light from the cracks in the walls to make out shapes. He didn't want to waste the energy cells in his torch until he got to the sub-basement level.
He couldn't see anyone, and he couldn't hear anything, but he somehow knew that someone was here. Could it be a kid? It was possible they still came to places like this. Was it a school-day today? He then cursed that thought. As if it would matter whether it was a school-day or not. That had never stopped him.
"Who's there?" he asked softly. More than likely it was a kid, or some vagrant sleeping rough. "I'm not going to hurt you."
There was a brief surge of pain at the back of his skull, and he trembled slightly. A telepath. That ruled out most of the alternatives, and all of the nice ones.
He had a feeling he knew who this was.
Closing his eyes — more for the symbolic reassurance it gave him than anything else — he sought the void again. He had no idea what he was actually doing, it just came to him in certain situations. A residual legacy of his mother's telepathy perhaps, although she had never been very powerful.
There! He moved forward slowly. Something brushed past his arm, and he lunged out and grabbed at whoever it was. Something rolled beneath his feet and he fell, but he brought his companion down as well.
"I'm not going to hurt you," he said again. "It's you, isn't it? Dammit, speak to me!"
There was a flash of light, and he looked up to see who was with him. She was holding a torch that illuminated both their faces. He looked into her eyes, and had the slight satisfaction of being right.
"So," said Talia Stoner, or Winters, or whatever name she was using. "What are you doing here?"
* * *
Emperor Londo Mollari stirred from his private vigil of contemplation only when told by one of the many people running around on this ship that they were about to come out of hyperspace. He supposed he should have gone to his personal quarters on the Barge to prepare his luggage and his aides, but he was quite happy standing here, looking at the formless, shifting nothing that was hyperspace.
So, back to Kazomi 7. He wondered just how changed the place was from the war-torn, broken ruin he had left. He wondered just how changed Delenn was.
"Almost there," he said, partly to himself, partly to Lennier. The Minbari did not reply. He had not really been expecting him to.
"Is G'Kar there already, I wonder?" The Narn had left Centauri Prime some days before Londo. He did not have the disadvantage of having to prepare all that packing and the ceremonial guard and all the other decorative bits that came with being Head of State.
On the other hand, he did have the disadvantage of having to sneak out.
"Not yet," said Lennier in his usual quiet tone. Londo had to strain to hear most of what he was saying. "He should be there by tomorrow, assuming there are no problems at Greater Krindar."
"How do you know that?" he asked, and then muttered angrily to himself. He would either not get an answer, or he would get a reply that was so vague it told him nothing. Greater Krindar.... He knew that name. Ah yes, a prominent supply station, fairly deep in non-aligned space, and on several important borders. Most of the trade to the Alliance was being filtered through there, he seemed to recall.
"G'Kar told me his plans and his itinerary," came the reply. Londo was surprised. Actual information. He was very impressed. "He wanted someone to know, so that if anything untoward happened to him we would know where to begin back-tracking."
"Ah. Very.... efficient." He wondered if G'Kar had noticed that Lennier was no longer wearing his Ranger badge.
There was a slight jolt, and Londo started, spilling his drink on the front of his tunic. He looked up, and saw hyperspace folding slightly. Somewhere towards the front of the ship, then, a jump point would be forming.
He declined to look at this wonder of light and colour and technology, and, turning away from the observation windows, he began fumbling for a cloth to wipe the stain from his tunic.
"They will insist on my wearing white, won't they? Ceremonial and traditional. Bah! Impossible to get stains out of as well. And I am sure they will all be having multiple heart attacks at the thought of the Emperor making first contact with the United Alliance in a brivare-stained tunic! Nothing gets brivare out of silk. Not a single thing. Why couldn't it be black, or at least a deep, rich purple. I always look good in purple. I...."
He suddenly became aware of a soft gasp from wherever it was in the shadows Lennier was hiding. He looked up and saw the Minbari come into view, walking towards the window. He turned, and noticed two things.
First, that they had completed the jump to normal space. Kazomi 7 was clearly in sight.
Secondly, that there was one other ship present in orbit. Well, actually there were a great many ships, but they were little things. Drazi Sunhawks, Brakiri merchant vessels. Little shuttles.
This was bigger than that. Considerably so. It was bigger than the Imperial Barge. It was bigger than the Valerius. It was bigger than both of them put together. It would be bigger than five heavy cruisers all put together. It was bigger than....
Londo stopped that train of thought, and mentally classified the thing as 'huge'. It wasn't an entirely accurate description, but it would have to do.
It was like no ship he had ever seen before, and resembled not so much a ship as a flying castle. There were turrets and towers. There was something which looked like a giant gateway. There were brief pinpricks of a luminous, golden light coming from various points on the thing.
Londo had never seen anything like it, but he had heard things.
"Valen's Name," Lennier breathed.
"Let me guess," said the Emperor, feeling thoroughly awed. "That would be Cathedral, yes?"
* * *
Four, five, six....
Delenn had not been expecting luxurious accommodation, and so she was not overly disappointed. She had been expecting a room that was more of a prison cell than a hotel suite, and so she was not surprised there either. These two unpleasant non-surprises did not in any way match up to the shock of Neroon's presence here.
Did the Vorlons know that? Had they sent her here specifically because they knew Neroon was here? How could they know that? She shook her head and walked around, trying to ease her tension. She was counting, and wishing she could remember Vejar's exact words when he had given her the device.
She had gone to him before leaving Kazomi 7, and had told him what she had to do. The others — Lyta, Lethke and John — she had left messages for. They would try to stop her if they knew, but Vejar.... He knew of the greater destiny, and he had the power to create the type of device she was looking for.
He had done so within minutes, and had handed it to her. A small globe, easily concealed within her clothing. To activate it, all she had to do was whisper a small incantation, and then, on the count of one hundred, it would explode, destroying everything in this room, this building, and most of the city.
She did not know if this was what the Vorlons had had in mind when they had ordered her to come here. All she knew was that they wanted her to die. And so, if she must die, she would at least make sure her death would achieve something. Then.... her soul would ascend to the next life, and she would wait for John to join her. She prayed for that more than anything else.
She hoped he had got her message. If he had, then he would understand.
She had told him of the sacrifice she had made for him, that he was better suited to lead in these times than she was, that she hoped they would meet again in the place where no shadows fall, and ultimately that she would always love him. It had been the hardest thing she had ever had to do.
The message to Lyta had been a little easier, the one to Lethke easier still, and Sinoval.... He would understand better than any of them. He did not love her. He did not love anyone. She doubted that he could.
But he was a perfect product of this age, of this time. He would be needed. He would pursue the war, he would help to win it, and then, if he survived and there was peace, he would fall back into the shadows, to walk only in nightmares and dreams, and die alone. People such as him were designed for war, and not peace.
She looked at the globe. It was on the table before her. It seemed to be glowing.
Thirty-two, thirty-three, thirty-four....
One hundred. And then it would be done. The casual power of the technomages appalled her, that Vejar could create this in such a short time. It was perhaps just as well that most of them had gone away to hide. She shuddered to think of anyone wielding such power.
Had Vejar done this so quickly? A sudden thought came to her. What if he had prepared this beforehand? Had he known? How could he? She remembered something, and a chill crept up her spine. She almost lost count, and hastily resumed
Vejar had been conspicuous by his absence ever since Ulkesh had arrived at Kazomi 7. He had been avoiding the Vorlon completely.
Fifty-six, fifty-seven, fifty-eight....
Delenn tried to clear her mind of these worries. Whatever the technomage's plans, she could do nothing about it here. She trusted Vejar. He had every reason to want the Shadows destroyed. She had seen him blaze with anger at the sight of what their Keepers were doing to innocent people. Vejar was young and idealistic. He cared.
Seventy, seventy-one, seventy-two....
She brought her thoughts back to John. She hoped he had understood. It was a sacrifice she had made partly out of necessity, but also out of love. Her life for his. It was one she had made willingly, although with anger at having been forced into it.
Still, they had been together for one night. She clung to the memory of his touch, his kisses, his love. His wonder at being able to touch her again, to kiss her again.
She had looked down at him sleeping, and committed that image to her memory. They had never had a formal Minbari courtship. They had gone through one of the rituals, but no more. They had never truly had the sleep-watching, although they had watched each other sleep, he watching her often.
Eighty-eight, eighty-nine, ninety....
"It will not be long, my love," she whispered. "I will wait for you. If the universe wills it.... we will meet again."
Ninety-one, ninety-two, ninety-three....
"I love you."
Ninety-four, ninety-five, ninety-six....
"Remember me."
Ninety-seven, ninety-eight, ninety-nine....
"Forgive me."
A single tear trickled down her cheek as she said the last number aloud.
"One hundred."
Nothing.
She looked up, startled, wondering if her count had been wrong. One hundred, that was what Vejar had said. She remembered that clearly.
One hundred.
Still nothing.
She looked at the globe. It was still glowing. She reached out to touch it, puzzled and confused, and just before she did so it split open, revealing a small image she recognised as Vejar.
Delenn, the image said formally. I hope you will forgive me my little deception, although I will understand if you do not. This never was the type of device you asked me for, although that was easily within my power to create. Alas, I fear such a death is not your destiny.... and we could not allow such a grievous defeat to come to those who dwell at Z'ha'dum. That would.... upset the balance.
If by some chance you endure this ordeal and return to Kazomi Seven, then I will understand if you wish to exact some revenge upon me for my.... for what you could perceive as my treachery. I would not blame you. I will say only that this path was forced upon me by my superiors. Lord Elric appeared before me mere minutes before you arrived with your request.
Many months ago, when you first came to us seeking our aid, my lord Elric warned you that a time would soon come when you would have to make a choice. A difficult and hard choice. I know what that choice is to be, and I do not envy you it. However, unlike my lord Elric, I have every confidence that you will choose wisely and well. I chose to remain behind in your world, Delenn, because I wished to see the one upon whom so much turned. I have been proud to know you, O Blessed Delenn, and I hope to call you friend.
Choose well, Delenn. I fear that if you do, I will never see you again, and if you do not choose well.... then I will pray never to see you again, for such a world will not be one in which I wish to live. We serve neither Vorlon nor Shadow, I and my brethren. We know both for what they are, and we recognise the need for balance.
Goodbye, Blessed Delenn. Peace be with you.
The image faded, and before her eyes the globe turned into a pile of dust.
Her heart beating hard, Delenn rose to her feet. She had understood so little of that, but she did know that the technomages would not let her inflict this injury upon the Shadows.
She went to the door, almost running. Pulling at it, she knew that it was locked.
Trapped. Trapped here, without the hope of an easy death. Trapped here.... to be made host to one of their Keepers, to be turned against her friends, to be....
She reeled across the room and fell onto the bed. It was hard and uncomfortable, and sleep was a very long time coming.



Chapter 2


Her delirium, if that was what it was, had passed, and Delenn, recently anointed the Blessed, awoke from her slumber with a clear head. She did not know how much time had passed. It was all.... difficult to judge here.
Looking around, she noticed that a bowl of water and some cloths had been placed on the table. She rose awkwardly, and stretched. Then she remembered the globe. Vejar's globe. A pile of dust on the table.
Hard to believe it had once been her hope for the future.
She closed her eyes in silent despair. They had her now. What they would do to her, she did not know. She was not sure if she truly cared. Vejar had spoken of some sort of future for her, which was why she could not die. A choice.
Another friend betrayed, if Vejar could still be called that. He had betrayed her, although on orders from another, and.... there had been no malice in his voice. No dark intentions.... just shepherding her towards a destiny.
Angrily she shoved the bowl from the table, and water splashed across the floor. She was not a puppet or a toy, to be pushed this way and that! The Vorlons, and now the technomages, they all seemed to want something from her. But what?
It was times like this she wished she were Sinoval. To be always so sure.... He had denied his destiny and dared to forge his own path. She wished she possessed the ruthlessness for something like that, but she did not feel she could have walked as alone as he did. She had friends, people she cared for dearly.... and that thought had sheltered her greatly. She had John....
She had Lyta. Delenn closed her eyes and tried to reach out to her friend. A.... a sort of bond existed between them. A legacy from their both having been host to Kosh. She had used that bond once before to get word to John, to call for his aid. Could it work now?
She concentrated long and hard, but eventually she gave up. She could feel nothing. She was not a telepath, after all. Perhaps Lyta was just too far away. Perhaps Z'ha'dum was blocked from such signals.
Perhaps the Vorlons did not want Lyta to receive any such message.
That thought struck Delenn with a chill to her spine. The Vorlons had sent her here after all. Sent her here to die. They would not want her friends coming to her rescue, would they?
She shook her head sadly, and prayed that Lyta had received her message. She had tried to explain just how much of a friend the red-haired telepath had been. She was one of the few humans who had accepted her without reservation.
Delenn stepped over the discarded bowl and walked to the door, pushing at it gently. It was still locked. Evidently they were still deciding what to do with her. She did not want to speculate on what their options were.
She returned to her bed, and tried to meditate.
* * *
It had been a while since Londo had last seen Lethke, and he had to admit the last few years had seen the Brakiri well. He looked considerably cleaner and smarter than the last time, although not noticeably happier.
"We would have brought out the full presentation band for you, Emperor Mollari," he said dryly. "However, as you can see.... we have been a little.... occupied here."
"I did see indeed. Was that really Cathedral out there?"
"No," said Lethke smoothly. "It was an entirely different millennia-old flying fortress packed full of demons and ghosts and monsters." He smiled. "Or am I not allowed to jest with you now that you have risen so far?"
"Jest all you like, old friend," Londo said, smiling slightly. He had missed Lethke's dry wit. "I am glad someone can see me and not this costume. Whoever thought white was an appropriate colour for the Emperor, hmm? Purple.... now that I could.... Ah." He waved his hand in disgust. "Babbling again. Ignore me. So, is.... he here?"
"Primarch Sinoval? Yes, he is here. I have met him once before, of course. An.... unsettling man, to be sure, but an interesting one. He has asked to meet you."
"Really? I suppose I should be honoured. Is G'Kar here?" Londo was relieved when Lethke nodded.
"He arrived yesterday. He has not yet made any report to the Council as to his activities, but he has been in seclusion with his.... Ranger associates. He is also aware that you are here."
"Good. Yes.... I am glad he got here safely. I wish I knew how he managed to sneak into the Imperial Palace, but I am sure he has his.... ways. So, Lethke.... where is Delenn? It has been a while."
The Brakiri's face fell. "You have not heard?" he whispered.
"Heard what? We've had next to no news from here recently.... and I've been travelling the last few days. Has something happened to her? Her.... her transformation, it has not relapsed?"
"No. It is worse than that. The Shadows have her. One of their.... agents. She is.... in their hands now."
"Great Maker," Londo breathed. "Is she.... alive?"
"We do not know. Sheridan has gone to their world to find her, but.... I do not see how he can return. Nothing has been right since she was taken, but we do what we can. An alliance with the Centauri Republic would serve us well."
"I did not come here to bind my people up in your wars, Lethke," Londo replied, a little more firmly than he had intended. His thoughts were on Delenn. A prisoner of the Shadows.... Great Maker! "I came here to speak of peace. The Narns have a representative here?"
"Yes. An Ambassador, by the name of G'Kael. A quiet fellow, for a Narn."
"Which would put him just a little louder than the entire Centarum put together," Londo observed. "I would like a meeting arranged with him, and with G'Kar. We need peace.... and badly."
"I agree. Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar has been informed that you are here. Allow me to escort you to your quarters, and the chambers we have set aside for you and your entourage. You may if you wish make a presentation before the Council at any time today. We have...." He smiled ruefully. "We have much to talk about these days, but little actually to do."
"Good. I would like to talk with G'Kar, and with this.... G'Kael. Then.... discussions regarding an Ambassador to be posted here. I have.... a few candidates. Mostly people I want to be rid of and burden onto you, but we need not tell the others that, need we? Trade pacts, treaties of neutrality.... all those things I will be happy to discuss.
"But we will not join your war, Lethke. The Centauri have suffered enough already."
Lethke bowed. "I accept your wishes, Londo. But if G'Kar and Delenn and the Vorlons are right.... then there can be no staying out of this war. It will come to you, if you do not go to it."
"He speaks right," said a new voice, one Londo had not heard before. A voice filled with the timbre of authority, a voice used to leading, a voice that could rattle buildings, and stir souls, and instil the fear of all things dark into a craven heart.
A Minbari was standing at the entrance to this small audience chamber. The area should of course have been cordoned off and well-protected by the security forces, but Londo would not have been surprised if they had just stepped aside and let him past.
He was tall and standing proud, in black warrior garb with a strange badge on his chest. A compacted pike hung from his belt, and traces of silver shone from the black tops of his boots. It was his eyes that caught Londo most of all — dark and piercing, they seemed to be studying him intently, seeing through the flesh to his very soul. Which, given who this man was, did not seem impossible.
"Londo Mollari," Londo said, introducing himself and stepping forward. He held his hands out, palms raised upwards in the traditional greeting of Centauri nobles. "Emperor of the Centauri Republic, Guardian of Centauri Prime, Light of the Fourth Something and various other pointless titles."
The Minbari stepped forward and clasped Londo's wrists. He knew the greeting, then. Londo was impressed. "I am Sinoval." That was it. That was all he needed, really.
Londo stepped back and glanced at Lethke. "This is an impressive gathering you have here, Lethke. Several of the most powerful people in the galaxy." He looked back to Sinoval. "Why have you come here? Treaties and pacts and all the other rigmarole of diplomacy?"
"No," came a simple response. "There are things I need to say to the Council.... to others. Warnings, prophecies even."
A chill gripped Londo's chest at the mention of the word 'prophecy'. "Ah. How well were your warnings received?"
"I have not spoken to them yet. I was waiting."
"Waiting? What for?" Londo had an uncomfortable feeling that he knew the answer.
"You." Londo cursed inwardly. Perhaps Timov was right. He was turning into a prophet. He hadn't thought he had the figure to be a Seeress.
"Well. Now, I am here."
Sinoval smiled, a strange gesture that looked unnatural on him. "You and Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar are invited to visit Cathedral at your convenience. There is someone there you must meet, and something you must see. Then I think you will understand more."
Sinoval inclined his head in a slight bow, then turned and left.
"There," Londo said after a short pause, "is a very scary person."
"He has changed since last I saw him," Lethke observed. "I cannot explain it, but.... No, it is nothing. These times.... cast a gloom over me. Come, Londo. I will show you and your staff and your bodyguards and our bodyguards to your chambers, and you can regale me with all the goings-on at the Royal Court these days."
"You may regret that offer," Londo replied in jest, but his hearts were not really up for jokes. Neither was Lethke's.
* * *
"Lemme guess," drawled Sector 301's Security Chief Zack Allan in his I-really-could-be-doing-something-so-much-more-interesting-than-this tone of voice. "Cause of death: knife wound to the neck."
"Well, the forensic guys are going to take a while to get back to us," replied Jack, his second. "But it looks like it."
"Yeah. I could tell that, you see.... thanks to all the various subtle hints and clues and intuitions you get when you've been doing this job long enough. You see, I spot things that some other people might miss. For example, the stiff had a big, sharp knife stuck in his neck, and he was dead. Therefore, cause of death."
"Dunno how you do it, Chief," replied Jack. "Puts the rest of us to shame."
"Well, gotta be good at something." Zack looked up and made a cursory visual inspection of the bar. He was bored. Very bored. Time was when a murder would at least have piqued his interest for a while, but there was no real detective work to do here. There rarely was, at least not in the Pit. Maybe in some of the upper sectors you could get those interesting locked room mysteries with a million suspects and some brilliant amateur sleuth who'd step in and lend a hand, but down here in 301, there usually wasn't a lot of doubt. When one drunk person sliced open another drunk person in broad daylight in front of like six zillion witnesses, there was only so much you could do to drag the case out until teatime.
Which looked like the case here. Well, there were two witnesses, rather than a zillion, and Zack had a feeling neither suspect nor stiff had been especially drunk, but it was pretty damned obvious who was guilty.
If he didn't know better, he'd assume Mr. Trace had either set this up, or sent his man to kill Smith and it had simply gone wrong, but Zack did know better. As a result he was buying the 'unprovoked attack' theory put across by the barman.
"He just.... he just went mad," the barman was saying, for the umpteenth time. What was his name? Zack had forgotten. Oh, it couldn't have been important. The Ombuds down here didn't worry so much about evidence or due process or reliable testimony or whatever. They just did what Mr. Trace said and then went home early to watch the vids.
Zack could relate.
"He just started punching him, punching and punching. He broke a chair on Mr. Drake's back. And then.... oh, my God.... he got out a knife, and...."
Zack stopped listening. Yeah, yeah. They got the picture already. Sheesh. Someone just take a statement and get on with it. The body had been removed by the forensics guys, who had then proceeded to check for.... whatever stuff it was they checked for. They had spent the whole time arguing about who was sexier: some blonde woman on some soap opera, or some other blonde woman on some other soap opera. Finally, the guys had amicably agreed to differ.
Real co-operation. Understanding each other's differences. Maybe there was hope for the Pit yet.
Yeah, right.
"What do you think, Allan?"
Zack turned and saw Mr. Trace standing next to him. His hands were in his trouser pockets, and he was looking around with an expression that might have been sadness, or might have been disgust. Probably both.
"Well, the story is, the suspect.... this Dexter Smith guy.... just snapped, and attacked Drake. Beat him up, slapped him a couple of times, at least once with a chair, and then drove a knife into his neck."
Trace nodded, knowing as well as Zack did that that was all rubbish. Sure, Smith looked a fairly hard guy, but Drake was big, and very mean. No way would he have gone down that easily. Besides, judging from the position the body had been in....
"What do you think set him off?"
"Hard to tell," Zack replied, scratching at his ear. "The suspect had been drinking. Not too much according to the barman, but you know how it is with some people. One glass and they're ready to take on the whole world. Maybe drugs or something. Could have been some psychiatric thing. That.... what is it.... Minbari War Syndrome."
"I heard Smith quit Earthforce because of some combat stress problem."
"Yeah, that could be it."
"Could be." Trace shook his head. "A sad day. Drake was a good man. A damned good man."
"Have you told his missus yet?"
"Just on my way round now. I wanted to see what you'd found out first. You are going to find this guy, aren't you, Allan?"
"No problem. We'll get him."
"Good. You're a good man, Allan. I know I can rely on you."
Trace slapped him gently on the back, then turned and left. Zack looked around for a while and then left to get something to eat.
* * *
In one sense it was all completely irrational. Ambassador David Sheridan had spent all his life meeting and mixing with aliens. He had done business adjudicating the fates of empires with people he wouldn't trust to clean his shoes. He had made speeches of undying friendship to people he knew were just waiting to stab him in the back.
Throughout his entire career he had never let personal dislike get in the way of the necessity of his work. The needs of his people were more important than personal feelings.
Until now.
It was Delenn. He just couldn't seem to think straight concerning her. Of course he had plenty of rational reasons for disliking her — leaving aside the issue of what she had done to Earth, there was the way she had seduced John, caused him to betray his Government and led him to a deathbed on some alien world.
On the other hand, he had always been able to concentrate on the greater good before.
The Shadows themselves had discussed her presence here, and they had left the matter entirely up to him. They were sure that she carried nothing, either on her person or in her ship, that could pose a threat. There were no explosive devices, no long-range tracking signals, or spy cameras or whatever other interesting technology the Vorlons could have come up with. They had no fears about anyone mounting any sort of rescue attempt. Z'ha'dum was well protected, they would have ample warning of any oncoming fleet, nothing less than the entire complement of the Vorlon fleet would pose a threat in any case, and for some reason the Shadows seemed convinced that would not happen.
So, the Shadows had given him three options: kill her here and now, give her a Keeper and send her home, or take her to Proxima for trial.
The second, Ambassador Sheridan had dismissed out of hand. It was a fine idea, but the Alliance had that damned technomage, and he would definitely be looking for a Keeper. As Delenn's only real power base was Kazomi 7 it would be pointless sending her anywhere else. She had no influence in the Minbari Federation any more, and besides.... Sinoval was being kept well in hand.
Sheridan had contemplated trying to turn her without the aid of a Keeper. It had worked with Parlonn a thousand years ago, and with Neroon recently. They were both warrior caste however, and something within them appealed more to the whole ethos of 'survival of the fittest' and 'growth through chaos'. Delenn had had too much indoctrination from the Vorlons for that to work without some major genetic modification, and the technomage would spot that as well.
So: kill her now, or take her home for trial.
From a purely personal viewpoint, he just wanted her dead. He was sick of her and her whole infernal race. John would be gone by now, his last days spent trapped in wires and tubes and machinery in the company of aliens. Delenn had done that to him. Just kill her and be done with it.
But.... the greater good. At Proxima she could be put on trial, public trial for her war crimes. Clark would receive an even greater boost in popularity. It would show the public yet again the benefits of their alliance with the Shadows. A boost in public confidence, another victory in a propaganda war. It would also be a vital stepping stone for the next stage in the rebirth of humanity: war with the Alliance.
He rubbed at his eyes wearily. He was tired, and he couldn't think. He had been putting the good of humanity above his own desires all his life. Surely he was entitled to one act of selfishness now?
She had killed his son. She had killed his daughter, and his grandchildren, and she had been responsible for the death of his wife. Everyone he had ever loved had been lost to her.
He sipped at his tea, and realised it had long since gone cold. He sighed. A man was not meant to outlive his children, least of all his grandchildren. That was.... not the way of things.
But the good of humanity. Surely that was worth more? Humanity could benefit from this far more than just his desire to put her down here and now.
Why had she come? What benefit had she hoped to gain from this little stratagem?
He looked up, hoping to ask Neroon. He knew her better than most after all. There was no sign of him. The Minbari was gone.
Sighing, Ambassador Sheridan prepared another cup of tea. He was thinking about Proxima.
* * *
Londo's quarters were.... adequate. Surprisingly so, given the state the whole of Kazomi 7 had been in the last time he had been here.
The room was comfortable, large enough for his purposes, possessed all the amenities a visiting dignitary might need, near enough to the main Council chambers, and with a quite stunning view of the city, which seemed so much more alive since he had last been here.
Which meant, of course, that all his retainers hated the place.
"Quite inadequate," blustered one. "Too small," said another. "Security provisions are worthless." "Barbarian little cultures.... they have no idea how to treat a civilised ruler."
Londo listened to all this with a smile. Things felt almost normal. He considered letting all the courtiers know that the rooms were fine, but then they would only find something else to complain about.
He was looking out at the city. The suns were shining. He could see children running and playing. There was a shrine he could just make out. It seemed wonderfully.... peaceful. He made a mental note to ask Lethke what it was.
Everything was so different. He had last seen this place over a year and a half ago, and then it had been a bombed-out wreck, haunted by monsters and ghosts and demons. He had fled through those streets in mortal peril of his life. Lennier had left some vital part of his soul behind. Delenn had nearly died here.
Delenn....
Londo wondered what had happened to her. More than anything else, more so even than G'Kar, she had a talent for making the most convoluted problem seem so wonderfully simple. She possessed a good heart, and a shining soul. He could see that as he looked around him. Everything in the city bore her touch.
And now she was gone. Perhaps never to return.
"I trust the rooms are to your satisfaction?" said a familiar voice.
Londo turned around with a start, and then he noticed who it was. "Gah! G'Kar, do not do that to me! I am an old man. My hearts are not in the best of shape, least of all after the rigours of the last few.... well, years. Great Maker!" He began to breathe harder. "A wonderful sight, isn't it?"
"A miracle," came the reply. "A triumph of hope over despair."
"We have Delenn to thank for it."
G'Kar nodded, stepping out on to the balcony. "Indeed we do."
"You have heard, then? Ah.... are there any plans for a rescue?"
"I have as many of my Rangers as can be spared out gathering information, but they are stretched very thin. Of course, Captain Sheridan has gone to try to rescue her. I fear he may simply be throwing his life away in a foolish quest for revenge."
"How does it look out there? The galaxy, I mean. I have not been seeing as much since I took on that damned uncomfortable chair. We have been.... considerably out of touch for a long time."
"Tense. The Shadows have been moving at last, attacking Drazi and Brakiri territories. They have not moved against the Alliance directly.... yet. The Minbari.... well, they are completely falling apart . There are rumours of a civil war, even. One of their major colonies was attacked a few months ago, at the same time as.... the Battle at Epsilon Three. We have had no word from any of the prominent Minbari leaders except Delenn."
"Sinoval is here. Have you seen him?"
"No, but I knew he was here. He has requested a private appointment with me later." G'Kar shook his head sadly. "He is a very different person from the one I met at Babylon Four. Something has claimed him. He was interested in peace and unity then, but now.... I cannot be sure.
"And of course, our two races are at each other's throats.... again."
"That will end, G'Kar. And soon. I promise you. I have made approaches to your representative here.... G'Kael. He will contact his Government, and we will begin peace negotiations. The Alliance should support me in this. Both of us have lost too many to this war."
"Do you think you can get past all those who desire war? Those who cannot see beyond the cycle of hatred?"
Londo sighed, and leant on the balcony wall, looking out across the city again. "Can you, G'Kar?"
There was a long silence. "It is not easy. It never will be. For.... years we have hated your race for what you did to us, and that hatred corrupted us. I fear we now fight simply because we do not know how to stop.... but.... yes. For the good of my people, and in memory of the few good Centauri I have ever met.... I can see beyond hatred, to the needs of peace."
"I sometimes wonder if you are not right in your opinion of us. I am Centauri. I am proud of my people, and of my Republic.... but Great Maker! How much of it was built on blood? My ascension saw me swimming in it.... and I reached the throne only thanks to the machinations of a madman who would rather see everything destroyed than reach out his hand in a plea for help.
"Still.... I have seen too many of my people die not to want to end this now. There will be peace, no matter what must be given away to secure it." A faint smile touched his face. "We won't give up the homeworld, though."
"We won't give up ours," replied G'Kar, with solemnity.
Londo laughed. "We don't want it. I have never been there, but I have heard things from those who have. Hot, dry, dusty.... the air so thick you cannot breathe it...."
"Yes, Majesty. We do apologise. We should have designed our world so that you would find it more amenable."
"Hah! Humour from a Narn. Will true wonders never cease?"
"Probably not."
"Well.... I do not know about your lot, but I think I can get my army to see reason. Marrago is the Lord-General again. He is a good man, a good friend, and his soldiers almost worship him. As long as our worlds are protected he will agree to an accord, and if he does, so will his men. Of course, after the recent battle at the homeworld.... it may be harder to convince some people that we need peace. There have been cries in the Court that we should.... hah, listen to this.... sweep you all before us, and take over your homeworld. As if we were not ready to fall entirely not two months ago."
"Your victory, Mollari. It was a little.... easy, was it not?"
"Easy? I suppose. What are you getting at?"
"There were rumours in your Court.... Rumours I heard while I was there. Some of your soldiers seemed to think the battle was not won by them alone. Some seemed to say the battle was not even a victory.... but a massacre. Did events fit with your generals' assessments of how the battle would turn out?"
"No," Londo admitted. "They were predicting a bloody stand-off.... but so what if things were a little easier than that? Perhaps Marrago was merely being pessimistic. And rumours.... in the Royal Court! Bah! I would bet you a ducat to a duck that not one hundredth of them are true."
"Warleader G'Sten testified before the Kha'Ri upon his return. I managed to gain access to the report yesterday. He claimed that an alien fleet came out of nowhere and wiped out his ships. He claimed your ships did not even fire once."
"The lies of a defeated general trying to pass the blame elsewhere!"
"G'Sten is my uncle. If he says there was alien assistance.... then I believe him."
"Him over me? Who were these aliens he claimed to see? Great big flying cows? How about a herd of spoo descending from the heavens?"
"He did not see." The Narn was maintaining his calm equanimity before Londo's aggression. That only made Londo all the angrier. "His sensors could not track them clearly."
"Hah! So there are no records. He is lying, G'Kar. I know nothing about any.... mysterious alien allies come to our aid. I wish I could say I did. We need all the help we can get. But no.... I am convinced that our fleet acted alone, and yours was simply overconfident."
"I fear you blind yourself to the truth, Mollari.... but I hope you are right. I must go now. I am expecting a report from an agent in the Kha'Ri soon. I had never realised how much I would miss the Great Machine. There were times when being unable to touch, to eat, to drink.... times when I missed them all. But without it, we are all but blind and deaf in the galaxy.
"I will talk to you tomorrow, Mollari."
"Goodbye, G'Kar." Londo was still looking out across the city. He did not turn round as his friend left.
* * *
"Something's wrong."
"Well, of course something's wrong." Commander David Corwin watched as Lyta Alexander absently brushed back a lock of her hair. "The Shadows got an agent on to Kazomi Seven, kidnapped Delenn, and got her to their homeworld without anyone noticing. I think that's a fairly accurate description of something being wrong."
"That's not what I meant," he said, sighing, wondering just why he was here. He and Lyta had never really got along very well. There had been flashes of empathy over the years since she had come aboard to serve as the ship's telepath, but for the most part the two had had as little to do with each other as possible.
Still, who else was there? There had been a time when he could have confided in the Captain about everything. They had served together ever since the Battle of Mars, half a lifetime ago. But that had been before his injuries.
Corwin had not been able to take his problems or his suspicions to the Captain during his time in hospital, and.... there was just something about him now. He had obviously gone through a great deal, near-death only to be miraculously cured and have the woman he loved captured by his sworn enemies all on the same night.... It was no wonder he was distracted.
So, who else was there for him to talk to? Mary was gone. Michael was gone. He had never really had many other friends, always content with the few he had. Now most of them had gone, and he was alone.
"It's just...." he said again, struggling to find the right words. "Something just feels wrong."
"So you said."
"You know what I mean," he snapped, then immediately regretted it. "Why are we going to Z'ha'dum alone? We won't be able to fight our way through a Shadow fleet if there is one there. What does the Captain hope to do?"
"He loves Delenn, and she's a prisoner there. I think he's more than willing to fight his way through."
"And sacrifice this whole ship? I.... like Delenn as well. Oh, did I really just say that? Okay, she's Minbari, yes, and she's done a lot I can never forgive her for, but I can see that she and the Captain are in love, and he used to be happy when he was with her, and it's hardly for me to judge. But I can't think the Captain means to throw away this ship and everyone on it for a futile chance to rescue her.
"In fact," he continued after a pause. "I know he isn't. I've seen him angry before, and this isn't it. He doesn't want to rampage through every Shadow ship between here and Delenn. If he did, he'd at least give us a briefing on tactics, have some sort of strategy prepared. As it is.... I don't know what he's going to do when he gets to Z'ha'dum, other than pray for a miracle. Let me tell you, I've seen enough miracles happen around him, but spending every engagement praying for one isn't exactly my idea of a stress-free lifestyle."
Lyta raised an eyebrow. "You want a stress-free lifestyle? You, whom I happen to know hasn't spent a night off this ship ever since Epsilon?"
"I've had nowhere to go to but here."
She sighed. "I don't know Captain Sheridan as well as you do, but he has been through a great deal. He was in a coma for a long time, and paralysed for months. Things like that.... change someone. And then with Delenn...." She closed her eyes. "I wish I could sense her."
"You think something's wrong as well."
She shook her head. "Nothing, just headaches, bad dreams. Delenn and I have.... well, I don't think there is a word for it. An empathic connection of some kind. I can usually.... sense what she's feeling, maybe even where she is. She can do the same for me. It hasn't always been fun, let me tell you. For someone so strait-laced and innocent, you wouldn't believe some of the dreams she's been...." Corwin looked at her, and Lyta coughed.
"Well," she continued, somewhat embarrassed. "I haven't been able to sense anything. It's as if our link was just.... cut off. I'm worried."
And that's not all, she thought, casting her mind to suspicions carried but not shared, to words she could not voice. To a meeting with Ulkesh. He had ordered her to come here. The last time she had come on a mission with Corwin, Ulkesh had been furious on her return. This time he had not refused her request to go. He had actually ordered her to go.
But she could not tell Corwin that. She just couldn't.
"I'm sure there's nothing to worry about," she said lamely.
"I wish I could believe you."
Yes. So do I.
* * *
"You've come down in the world a bit, haven't you?" Talia said, sitting down.
"Look who's talking." Smith sat down opposite her. She had obviously been here for a few days. There was a makeshift sleeping area, and a small portable comm unit.
She shrugged. The shadows cast by the dim torchlight made her seem harsher than she actually was. "I've been in worse. I've been in better, too. But.... this is the sort of place my job takes me."
"Your job. Yes.... professional saboteur?"
"You know that's not fair," she snapped. "Certain.... very powerful people wanted the war with the Minbari.... delayed, if not stopped. I was placed on the Babylon to try to accomplish that. I wasn't going to hurt anyone."
"Oh. You had a conscience?"
"Not really. It just wasn't part of my job."
"So, what job brought you here?"
"I can't tell you that."
"Don't then." He sat back, and sighed. "You know you won't get out of Sector Three-o-one without my help, don't you?"
"There are ways."
"They obviously haven't worked, or you wouldn't still be here. I managed to overhear a warning announcement that you were wanted for.... what was it? Treason against the Government, I remember, and that you were armed and dangerous." He smiled. "That last is certainly the truth."
"Thanks," she replied dryly. "So what are you here for?"
"I got a little too close to someone who really doesn't like to be crossed. One of his men attacked me in a bar, we fought.... I ended up killing him."
"Ah.... That someone.... it wouldn't be a Mr. Trace, would it?"
"Now, I know you weren't reading my mind. I'd have felt it. Lucky guess?"
"More or less. I had a run-in with him as well. He's got my partner. He's.... involved with something very serious, very high-ranking."
"He's got high-ranking friends in Main Dome, I know that."
"I'd place a bet on IPX. We were investigating them when he jumped us."
"So what are IPX up to?"
She frowned. "I don't know exactly, but our people are involved."
"Our people?"
"Telepaths. You're one, too. Don't try to deny it."
"My mother was a telepath. I'm not. I can't read minds. I just.... get certain hunches from time to time. And I can tell when someone's trying to read my mind. A bit of other stuff. I'm no telepath."
"That's enough to make you one of us. We can help you."
"Yeah?" he snapped. "I saw how you tried to help my mother. I'll pass, thanks."
She shrugged. "Time was, you wouldn't have had an option. Oh well. Why are you here?"
"It's a good place to hide and lie low, until I figure whether Security really are going to be after me."
"Not what I meant, sorry. Why are you taking on Trace? I was sent here, and he's hurting people like us. I have to protect them. But why you? For that matter, why are you even in Sector Three-o-one? Was there nowhere else you could have gone?"
"No, there were plenty of places I could have gone after I left Earthforce. Job offers left, right and centre. I couldn't take them, though. I couldn't be their fabled hero. Because it was all a lie. I saw too much, did too much. I've been a soldier almost all my life, and.... it was the wrong choice, I think. I spent all the war trying to live up to another man, and I couldn't.
"So I came back here. It was my home once.... of a sort. Not much has changed, to be honest. But Trace is abusing these people here. Most of them don't have a choice about living here. No one cares. No one looks after them. Security's corrupt, Trace owns all the local politicians and councillors.
"Someone has to do something."
"A regular philanthropist."
"Not really. I've spent over a year and a half trying to save the world and protect the galaxy. I'm not the right person to do that. Ah, but here.... small victories are every bit as important as big ones. I might not be able to save Proxima, but perhaps I can save the Pit."
She leant forward, her eyes shining. "I've been toying with a couple of ideas recently," she said. "I could use some help, though."
"What did you have in mind?"
"Trace. I find out what he's up to with IPX. You find some way to expose the corruption and help the people here."
"So, you're willing to work with me, instead of beating me up?"
She shrugged. "One of the first lessons I learned from the Corps was knowing when to ask for help."
"Fine. I'll admit I could use some. So, what did you have in mind?"
She told him.
* * *
No matter how fast she ran, they seemed to be gaining on her.
Her breath was searing her throat, her lungs were burning, her legs weakening. Only sheer terror kept her going.
"You promised me I'd be safe," she gasped, hoarse. She looked up and saw him there. He had promised her, all those years ago.
"What do you want?" he had asked her. "To be safe," she had replied.
They were just behind her now. They had a syringe. She knew what was in it. It was the sleepers. They would inject her with it, and her soul would die and she would become nothing more than a zombie. She had seen it happen to her mother.
She tripped and fell. As she tried to scramble to her feet, she saw him standing there. "You promised I'd be safe!" she cried.
"We don't need to keep our promises to such as you," replied Ambassador David Sheridan. "You failed us. They can take you now." He turned and walked away.
"No!" she cried. "You promised...."
They were there. Huge figures, massively taller than her. Their faces were twisted and monstrous, leering at her. They all held the syringes in their gloved hands. The badges on their chests seemed to glow at her.
"Let me," said another voice, and she cried out. It was her. Lyta Alexander. She had.... burned her mind. She had been there when Marcus had died. Marcus had loved her.
"Help me!" she cried, tears in her eyes. "You promised I'd be safe! Marcus, help me!"
"Marcus can't help you," said Lyta. "He's with me now. You killed him, remember."
"No! I didn't mean to."
"But you did. He doesn't love you any more. He's with me."
"Help me!" she cried again. "Someone help me!"
There was a brilliant flash of light, bright and dazzling. All the Psi Cops screamed and turned away. Lyta hissed, and fell. An instant later, they were all gone.
"Who are you?" said a voice she did not recognise. "What do you want?" She stiffened as she heard that question. "Why are you here? Why did you seek me out?"
"Who are you?" she asked softly.
"A friend," said the voice. It sounded.... old, and full of wisdom. It reminded her of her great-grandfather, who had died when she was a little girl. He had known everything, in her childish eyes. This voice sounded so much like him. "I heard your pain. You have been here before, haven't you? I.... remember."
"I'm Susan," she said softly.
"Yes," the voice said with satisfaction. "Of course you are. You are not of them, are you?"
"Them?"
"The Shadows."
"No. I don't think so. I used to be, but...."
"Ah. I see. Come and find me, Susan. Bring your friends. There are others here who have bad dreams. Dreams are the wishes our souls make when we are dead to the world. They are.... images of things long lost, and things never to be, and things we fear. I have seen all their dreams.
"Bring them to me. It will be good to have someone to speak to, after so long."
"Where are you?"
"I am here. You will know where to go."
"But...."
The dream ended, and Susan woke up. After shaking away the cold dust of her slumber, she suddenly realised she knew two things. First, that Lyta Alexander was coming to Z'ha'dum, and second, that she should go and talk to Delenn.
* * *
Mr. Trace was, generally speaking, a contented man. Life was good for him at the moment. He had a thriving business, very powerful friends, women throwing themselves at him, a file of all sorts of information that could prove valuable, and more money than most people could even dream of.
His earliest memory was a realisation, one day when he had been about five or so. He had looked around at the adults around him, the children who were his friends, the rundown buildings, the sheer lack of hope in everyone's eyes, and had completely understood just how stupid they all were. They lived in Sector 301, and it destroyed them. It had sucked away all their dreams, all their hopes, all their futile aspirations to be someone. They had come here, and they would never leave.
Trace had made himself two promises: first, that he would leave Sector 301, and second, that he would return, when he was powerful enough to own it.
He had been told it was possible to escape the Pit legitimately, but then he had been told it was possible to win the New Vegas lottery as well. He didn't know anyone who'd done either, and the odds of both were about the same. He had therefore set about escaping illegitimately.
Proxima was a long way from Earth, but some of the old creeds still lived here. The old gangs, the old cultures, the old ways. Mafia, Triad, Yakuza.... and others. The Thieves' Guild had a few representatives here, but Trace disliked all aliens intensely. No, better to stick with those he knew.
He had joined a small Mafia family at the age of thirteen, running errands, performing minor tasks, and proving surprisingly adept at mixing drinks. Under their tutelage he managed to get away from the Pit and up-sector. By the time the headman's only son was killed in a skirmish with some Yakuza, Trace had managed to get close to him, close enough to be named his heir.
The fall of Earth, the collapse of Orion and a bloody and brutal gang war that wiped out almost all the Yakuza and the Mafia, left him with almost everything he needed. He looked at Sector 301, he saw all the vulnerable, tired and scared people flocking there, and he smiled.
They were so stupid. None of them would ever escape, not one. He could capitalise on their lost dreams and broken hopes.
The first step of course was the legitimate return. So, he opened up a club. It was just close enough to the border with Sector 303 to be considered vaguely 'respectable'. All the money that had come into his hands with the collapse of the Mafia went on buying certain people. The entire Government was in chaos for years after Orion, and the security force in the Pit had been corrupt anyway. A few people had taken exception to Trace moving in on their territory, but examples had soon been made of them. They were all small fry anyway. Pathetically small.
It could all have come to nothing, however, without a very fortunate and surprising call that had come to him in his club one day.
His association with his mystery backer was based on a number of deals. The backer would provide him with enough money, influence and respectability to get whatever he wanted. He would provide the backer with as many telepaths as he could find, or at least news of their whereabouts. Trace would be protected from just about anyone who could threaten him, and he would make no effort to discover what happened to the telepaths once they left 301.
The arrangement had been working nicely for almost five years now. Trace had from time to time wondered just what his backer wanted with all those telepaths. He had some theories, but nothing he was sure of. To be honest, he did not really care. He knew who his backer was, and he was capable of throwing around enough money and power to buy out half of Proxima.
Trace was so close to getting what he had always wanted: respectability. He had been sounding people out about running for the Senate at the next election. There were rumours from Main Dome that the Wartime Emergency Provisions were to be relaxed, enough to start holding elections again. The local sector councils would be first. Within six months, he was betting. He could get a fair few people on there, he was sure. After that, the Senate election would follow. A year at most, he was certain.
And after that, well.... with his backer's assistance, would President Trace be too much to wish for?
A fine dream. All it took to rise in the world was perseverance, and a recognition of the sheer stupidity of others. Well, and luck, but someone or other — had it been Napoleon? — had said that everyone gets luck, both good and bad. It's the great people who know how to use it.
Trace liked the sound of that.
He reviewed the expected guests for tonight. An aide to Senator Macabee was rumoured to be bringing his new girlfriend, a couple of middle-placed execs at ISN and the first team of the Proxima Swashbucklers were meant to be along. Trace smiled, and made a mental note to let the bar staff know their drinks were on the house. He actually owned twelve percent of the Swashbucklers, and he was fairly certain of getting another ten percent or so within a few months. He'd have a majority shareholding before the end of the year.
Owner of a successful baseball team, huh? He chuckled, wondering what all his childhood friends would say if they could see him now. They'd probably curse at his luck, and say they could have made it out as well, but they'd been unlucky.
Some people never learned.
Trace headed out of his office and set off for the bar. You never knew when someone would pop in a little early, and he always liked mingling with the guests.
There were going to be two guests coming that night he had certainly not been expecting. But then, Dexter Smith and Talia Winters hadn't put their names down on the guest list.
* * *
Delenn had lost track of time. It did not seem to work quite the same way here. Of course, she remembered from her previous experiences as a prisoner that keeping track of time was difficult. It was easier to keep prisoners disoriented and uncertain.
They obviously still had not decided what to do with her. She did not really blame them. She wondered what was happening in the Alliance. They would not try to rescue her; she had made that completely clear in her message to Lethke. That had been when she thought she was going to die. How was she to know that Vejar would betray her like that?
Of course in his eyes it was not a betrayal. It was an important decision taking precedence over personal feelings. Delenn had done the opposite, putting her personal feelings before the good of the many.


No! The Alliance needed John more than it needed her. He was a warrior, a soldier, a leader of men. This was a time for warriors, not healers. Sinoval knew that. John knew that.
The Alliance could hold without her. She had made sure of that. Her message to Lethke had explained everything, all her plans for the furtherance of the Alliance, for the political and diplomatic aims she had been pursuing. She trusted him.
Her mind kept returning to the question she was afraid to ask. What would they do to her? She was thinking about Proxima, if the Shadows let Ambassador Sheridan have that much influence in the decision. A trial there for war crimes, a return to the prison from which John had freed her....
The door opened and she looked up, expecting Ambassador Sheridan, or her next meal. She was wrong on both counts.
"Delenn," said a familiar voice, one she had not heard for years. She rose to her feet, trembling slightly.
"We have a great deal to discuss," said Neroon.
* * *
At that same moment, above both their heads, the space around Z'ha'dum opened and the Babylon came into view.
"So that's Z'ha'dum," muttered Corwin to himself. "It doesn't look like much. There don't seem to be any Shadow vessels here."
"They're here," said the Captain. "They're here."
"So, what do we do now?"
The Captain was silent.



Chapter 3


Delenn of Mir, now the leader of the United Alliance of Kazomi 7, had been blessed with the love of five men during her life.
The first had been her father, who had passed from this world a few years after the fall of Earth and the Battle of Mars. He had been unable to reconcile his beliefs with the terrible consequences of the war to which his daughter had committed their people.
The second had been Dukhat, her teacher and mentor. It was he who had recognised the flame of destiny in her, and had nourished and nurtured it, raising her to the position she had been born to hold. If he could have realised the horror that would result from that choice, would he still have made it? Delenn did not know.
The third had been Draal, her father's dearest friend. He had died three years ago, killed by a stray shot on the verge of achieving a greater destiny than anyone could imagine.
The fifth had been Captain John Sheridan, for whom she had walked into darkness, sacrificed her future, and her people, and her heart.
But the fourth.... She had thought him lost for years now, and it had been years before that when they had last spoken. Neroon had chosen his own destiny, turning his back on the Rangers, on his leader Branmer, on his people, and on his one true love. He had gone to join Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar. He had recognised the growing darkness within his people, and had known then that this war against the Shadows would have to be fought by others.
Now it seemed he had changed his destiny a second time and had sought a new path, one which had brought him here.... to a dead world at the end of the galaxy, and back into the life of his former love.
"Delenn," he said, looking at her with his dark eyes. "We have a great deal to discuss."
* * *
"I would just like to say this is the craziest plan I have ever gone along with."
"I heard you the first time. For that matter, I heard you thinking it the first time. For one of us, you really don't hide your thoughts very well."
"The product of an unsophisticated upbringing, I'm sure. What do you hope to find in here?"
"Information. Just what Trace is doing with our people once he gets them, where he sends them to, who takes receipt.... why all this. And you may be interested in hard evidence of criminal activities, enough to take to Main Dome and help your poor, oppressed friends in Sector Three-o-one."
"Right. Thanks for the reminder."
"Oh, don't worry. I've done this hundreds of times before."
"That's supposed to make me not worry?"
"You're too tense. I thought you said you'd spent all your time breaking into things as a child."
"That was as a child. I've had all those years of Earthforce training and mindsets to turn me around since then."
"Pity. If only we'd known, we could have done a great deal with you."
"I was happy where I was."
"Happy, really? I don't think so. I was watching you while I was on the Babylon. You always looked as if you were.... filling someone else's shoes, standing in until the star came back. You didn't belong there."
"Ah, a regular psychiatrist. That just made it easier for you to trick me, right?"
"Well.... yes, but I didn't enjoy doing it. I actually liked you, believe it or not. I've seen many a worse officer than you."
"Oo, praise. I'm flattered."
"But you still didn't belong there. You belong here. Somebody has to fight the small battles after all."
"So which are you fighting? The small battles, or the big ones?"
"I'm a.... small part in a big battle. The future of humanity could depend on finding out what's happening here."
"Oh, great. The future of humanity resting on my shoulders. Again."
"I knew I could depend on you. Besides, we're the future of humanity."
"You telepaths?"
"We telepaths. You're one of us, remember."
"Oh, how silly of me to forget."
"Now, shush. You remember what we're looking for?"
"Yes."
"And how to get in?"
"Yes."
"Good. Let's go."
* * *
It was Lyta who first noticed the emergence of the Shadow ships from hyperspace. It began with a dull buzzing at the back of her mind, as she heard the far distant echoes of their screams. Reaching up to rub her eyes, she blinked, and caught a flash of them surrounding the Babylon.
The ship seemed to move beneath her, crying out in yearning. Of course, part of it was Shadow technology. The Shadow ships were alive after all, in a sense. It was only reasonable that the living tech within the Babylon should call out to its elder siblings nearby.
The ship had come home.
Wait, hissed the voice in her mind. All is as was planned.
"They're coming," she said, unsure whether she had spoken the words or merely thought them. "They're here."
There will not be a fight. The war is not destined to be fought here.... yet. The Vorlon's voice paused, and she could detect a sensation of immense smugness. And if it is, then you will be ready for it.
The buzzing grew louder, and she collapsed to her knees in pain just as the first Shadow ship came into view.
"Battle stations!" cried Commander Corwin. "Lyta, are you ready...?" He turned. "Lyta!"
"There won't be...." She coughed, harshly. "There won't be a fight. I don't think."
"She's right," said Sheridan. He was still staring forward. "They want to intimidate us, that's all. They're not ready for a fight."
Corwin's confusion was plain on his face, but he nodded. "Okay.... We all know this how?"
"Trust me, David."
He shrugged. "How many of them are there, anyway?"
The technician looked up from his control panel. He looked terrified, as well he might. "Seventeen.... eighteen.... more coming through.... twenty-two."
"Well," muttered Corwin to himself. "We'd better let them get up to fifty before we attack. We want them to have a fair chance after all."
Sheridan suddenly rose to his feet, a mere moment before a signal came through on open channel.
--- This is Z'ha'dum to invading vessel. This is our airspace. Why have you come here? — --
A human voice, speaking in English. That creeped out a lot of people even more than they were already.
"This is Captain John Sheridan," said the Captain. "We are the former EAS Babylon. We have come on a mission of rescue. May I know who I am speaking to?"
--- John.... --- Even over the commsignal the voice sounded horrified. --- I was told you were.... Hah! This is David Sheridan, representative of the.... um.... the Shadows, and the Resistance Government of Proxima Three. I guess you don't remember our last conversation, hmm? ---
The Captain said nothing. Corwin closed his eyes. Delenn had told him that the Ambassador Sheridan who had come to Kazomi 7 on the peace initiative last year had been John's father, but that John was not to be told of this.
--- I think we need to discuss this in private. Do I have leave to come aboard your vessel? ---
"Yes," said the Captain in a hollow voice. "Come alone, and instruct your Shadow allies not to make any aggressive moves towards us. We do not want to start a fight."
--- Of course not. I taught you never to do that. We will speak on board. Z'ha'dum out. ---
"Well," Corwin said, partly to himself. "We're still alive. That's good. Lyta, are you...?"
Lyta didn't hear him. She looked up at the Captain, and for just one, brief moment, she saw his eyes shine a bright gold. But it was only for a moment, and then the light was gone.
* * *
Vejar had been expecting him for some time. He had sensed the impending arrival of Cathedral before any of Kazomi 7's sensors picked it up. He had heard the whispers of the Well of Souls in his dreams for days now.
He had been on Kazomi 7 for almost two years, and he had rarely regretted his decision to relinquish his order and work here. He had been blessed to know some truly wonderful people, especially Delenn. His betrayal of her hurt him badly, but it was necessary. Elric and the One Above All had wondered at the end.... would this be the Blessed Delenn for whom they had all waited, or would she merely repeat the mistakes of the past?
He wished he knew.
He could see the darkness growing in Kazomi 7. The omens and portents had been building ever since Captain Sheridan had been injured. The false peace talks with the Shadows, the arrival of the new Vorlon Ambassador, and now Cathedral.... and Sinoval the Cursed.
"Open," he said. The door did so, and in he walked.
Vejar turned to look at Sinoval. He looked not only with his eyes, but with his soul. He saw genuine goodness in the man, but buried deep beneath darkness and hatred and anger. He instantly saw Sinoval's greatest weakness, which was identical to his greatest virtue. He could never regret any action he took, and hence he could not learn from his mistakes.
He was incapable of love, and that would curse him. In time.
"Welcome to my abode, Primarch Sinoval the Cursed. I have been expecting you for some time."
"I apologise if I kept you waiting, technomage." To Vejar's silent thanks, the Primarch's Honour Guard was kept outside. "I thought it wise to know more about you first. I have been in discussion with the Vindrizi."
"Yes. I had heard they were now under your protection. There are ancient ties of blood and song between our order and their race. It is good that they are kept safe."
"They told me something similar. They are a strange group, their visions and memories focussed on sights and wonders and nature, and not the banalities of politics or warfare. This makes their use.... limited, in the current situation, but they were very helpful in discussing the technomages.
"Tell me, magus, you have been conspicuous by your absence whenever the new Vorlon Ambassador makes a public appearance. As you were when his predecessor was here."
"I could say the same about you, Primarch. You have been avoiding the Vorlons for a while."
"I am waiting for the time to be right. I will not hide from the Vorlons forever. You know why Delenn has gone to Z'ha'dum, don't you?" Vejar nodded, unable to say anything. "As do I. She sent me a message, in which she spoke of other messages that would be sent.... to people here. It seems however that you and I are the only persons on this world who know the truth. The common belief seems to be that she was abducted by agents of the Shadow."
Vejar shrugged. "If that is what they wish to believe...."
"They can believe what they choose! It is not the truth and there are some here who should at least know the truth. Why, then, do they not? Have the Vorlons gained so much influence here already?"
"It would appear so."
"And you have done nothing to stop it?"
"I think you misunderstand the nature of our order, Primarch. We do not act. We shape events so that others may act. I am one man, and one of the weakest in power in our order. I am not here to save the galaxy."
"Oh? That is curious, because I am. Will you lend your power to assist me? I come here seeking allies."
"A fine and noble aim, but I must decline."
"Why?"
"There is a globe, affixed to a wall in Cathedral. Within that globe lies the soul of one of the greatest of our order, trapped there forever, beyond the reach of our power to restore or amend. Her wisdom and power and knowledge are all now lost to us. There is a standing instruction within our order.... the Soul Hunters and those who do business with them are our enemy."
"I make a very bad enemy."
"As do we."
Sinoval pondered this for a moment and then nodded, resigned. "Very well. I thank you for your candour, magus. I ask you only to beware of the Vorlons. They are waiting.... for their turn."
"That I know. I do.... have something which may be able to assist you, Primarch, a piece of advice you will no doubt refuse to heed. You see.... the gift of prophecy is not unknown to us. You have a destiny."
"There is no destiny save that which I make myself."
"I know. You have denied your destiny more than once in your life. Do so if you wish.... but accept your doom. If you deny that, then we are all lost. Speak to the Well of Souls. There you will be able to learn all you wish to know, although I do not think you will like what you hear there."
"Have you ever seen the Well of Souls?"
"No.... and nor do I ever wish to. I do not know what the Well is entirely.... but I know enough to fear it greatly."
"Knowledge is power, so it is said. Within the Well of Souls lies the answer to every question ever asked.... save one. What is that last question?"
"I do not know, although I wish I did."
Sinoval digested this for a moment, and then nodded. "Well.... be at peace, magus. Remember what I have said."
"I would advise you to do the same, Primarch," Vejar replied. He waited until Sinoval had gone and then closed his eyes, remembering the rest of the prophecy he had not told his visitor. The Starfire Wheel would open.... there would be blood and darkness, and two souls would be lost forevermore.
And innocent blood would be shed.
* * *
"Hello, son."
Ambassador David Sheridan had been on the Babylon once or twice before, diplomatic affairs during the final stages of the war with the Minbari, and on its return to Proxima at the end of the war. He didn't like the ship, for the same reasons that Dexter Smith had not. The entire ship was touched by his son. John was everywhere here. Despite the year and a half or so Smith had been in charge, and the extensive Shadowtech overhaul, the ship was still John's.
David Sheridan felt a chill in his spine as he walked into the ready room to see his son. John was standing. He looked well. How had this been done? What had it cost him?
Still, he covered up his shock as well as he was able. He was a career diplomat after all, and despite his one blind spot concerning his son, he had plenty of experience at hiding his emotions.
"Hello, son."
"Dad," John said. He sounded cold. "So.... you are still alive, then. You.... came to see me at Kazomi Seven, didn't you?" David nodded. "I thought it was just a dream. Delenn told me it was just a dream."
"Delenn must have told you a great many things." Ambassador Sheridan looked around at the others in the room. Commander Corwin he recognised of course. There were two Narn security guards — remnants of the infamous Narn Bat Squad from the Parmenion no doubt. And there was her.... the telepath. She stank of Vorlon. "I think we should talk alone." He had come up to the ship alone.
"We stay," said one of the Narns firmly. It was the female.
"No," said John. "Ko'Dath, G'Dan.... I think you should go. David, Lyta.... you too. I'm not in any danger."
"If you say so," muttered Commander Corwin as he left. The two Narns made angry faces. The telepath said nothing.
"It's good to see you again," Ambassador Sheridan said, sitting down. "I'll admit to being surprised.... what happened?"
"I could ask you the same thing. Are you really my dad?"
"Yes, of course I am." He sighed. "Do you remember the time you were studying for your exams.... and you couldn't sleep because it wasn't raining? I went outside, and took up the hose...."
"And made it rain on the roof," John finished. "I remember."
"And every Sunday.... we used to go for a drive."
John nodded. "It is you. I.... don't know if that's a good thing or not. How could you work for them, Dad? Where's Mom? And Liz? Why didn't you let me know...?"
"I would have.... if I could. When I got to Proxima.... you'd gone.... up and left. I wasn't sure what to think, and there wasn't any way of getting in touch with you. As for your mum.... and Elizabeth.... they're both dead. I was the lucky one."
"What happened?"
He sighed. "Some of us tried to get away from Earth before the end. We weren't getting much news in from the Line.... just what we could see above us. But.... there was a moment.... a hesitation in the battle. Some of us tried to get away. We didn't get anywhere of course. The Minbari picked us up easily. They weren't sure what to do with us, for a while....
"Then one of their leaders came in. He gave us to one of his allies.... Warmaster Jha'dur."
"Deathwalker," John whispered in horror.
"She was more than happy with the gift. She hated humans.... all of us. It was her who brought us word that Earth had been destroyed. She was so pleased about that." He shook his head sadly. "Your mother and Liz died there.... in her lab. I don't know what of, exactly. I think your mother was infected with some sort of cancer cells, but I'm not sure. I didn't even see Liz for most of the time, only her body.
"Someone came to see us a bit later on. I don't know how long I was there.... months, probably. Maybe years even. I'd.... been left alone. I don't know why. It doesn't matter. This person came up to see me, a human, which surprised me. He gave his name as Shryne, and he asked me a simple question.... 'What do you want?'"
John sighed, and placed his hand over his eyes.
"An easy question to answer, isn't it, son? I heard the reply you gave to Ivanova. I don't blame you. My answer wasn't too different. I wanted.... I wanted to be free of that place. I wanted peace. I wanted my family revenged, my people revenged. I wanted my people to be safe.
"That seemed to satisfy him. I was set free and brought here, to Z'ha'dum. That's where I learned the truth about the Shadows, about the Vorlons, about this whole conflict of theirs. It's been going on for longer than anyone can say.
"Well, that's me.... What happened to you?"
"I was healed. It doesn't matter. Dad.... come back to Kazomi Seven. You don't owe the Shadows anything. It was their agent that killed Mom and Liz, remember."
"Deathwalker wasn't working for the Shadows. She was.... an independent operator. She had her own goals entirely."
"She infected me with a terminal virus.... She was going to use me to wipe out humanity!"
"That was not our decision, John. She did that all by herself. We just got wind of it later and managed to get hold of a cure. The virus was only intended for the Minbari, not us. The Shadows are very fond of humanity, you know. They want to help us. We can be.... right on top of things this time. They're going to make sure we're never threatened by anyone like the Minbari ever again."
"Where's Delenn?"
Ambassador Sheridan stopped as if physically struck. "What?"
"Where is she?"
"On the surface. John.... she's one of them. She's a Minbari. She's the enemy."
"I love her."
"John, listen to me! You're the only surviving member of my family now. You're my son, and I can forgive you a lot. You.... fell apart a bit. I can understand that, fighting them all for so long. Long-term combat stress. A nervous breakdown of some sort was inevitable, even without her influencing you. I can understand why you betrayed your people, why you fought against our allies.... what you did to Anna.
"But she played a part in all of that. She's a Minbari. It was her people who destroyed Earth, her people who hid Deathwalker for so long and let her inflict her tortures on both of us. Remember where your loyalties are.... to your people. Not to her!"
"Where is she?!"
Ambassador Sheridan sighed. "She's on the surface. We haven't decided what to do with her yet. I was thinking of sending her to Proxima for a war crime trial. She'd get a fair hearing, I promise you that. It's even possible she'll be acquitted."
"I want to see her."
"John, listen...."
"I need to make sure she's all right."
Ambassador Sheridan sighed. "Fine. You can come down to the surface to see her, if you like. It will also give us a chance to explain just what it is the Shadows are doing.... just what their plans for all of us are. Give them a chance, and you'll find they're nothing like what you've been told. G'Kar, her.... all of them, they've been leading you astray from the beginning."
"I want to see her. Then.... then we'll see."
"Good. You can even bring some of your men if you like. Not the telepath woman, but as many of the others as you wish."
"Just David will be fine. Come on. Let's go."
* * *
Delenn looked into the eyes of the man she had once believed she loved. Her experience with John had now convinced her that what she had felt for Neroon had not been true love, but an exceptionally deep and abiding friendship; a love that had not been romantic or passionate, but a real, lasting affection.
To see him like this....
"I am sorry, Neroon," she said softly. "I do not think we have anything to talk about."
"I did not betray you, Delenn. I would never do that, and I did not betray our people. I simply.... chose another path. Parlonn took this path, the same one as I do now.... a thousand years ago."
"Parlonn was a traitor, was he not?"
"No. He was a visionary, who chose a different destiny for his people. They have told me, Delenn.... all of them. I have seen the Shadows. They are not our enemy! We've been manipulated all along, by the Vorlons, by our own prophecies.... since before Valen.... we've been pushed this way and that."
"I have seen these Shadows, Neroon. I have seen them at war. They attacked our ships, our worlds, our people. Not just Minbari, but all of us. Drazi, Brakiri, Narn.... they exist only to make war."
"No! That's just it, Delenn. You don't understand."
"I don't want to."
He took a step forward and knelt down at her feet. "Delenn," he whispered. "I can free you from this place. I can see you safe. The humans want to kill you.... they want to torture you and execute you. I.... I cannot let that happen."
"The Shadows will...." She swallowed. "They will not be pleased about that."
"I serve them in my own way. I think they recognise that. Agree to serve us, Delenn. Work alongside us. They admire your skills, your strength, your courage. Agree to do that.... and I will protect you." He gently reached up to her face, her human face, and touched her long hair with a quiet wonder.
"You have changed," he whispered. "I like it."
"You have also changed," she said, tears beginning to glisten in her eyes. "You now seem.... so certain of your place. You were so divided before, in the Anla'Shok."
"I was," he said, his hands still in her hair. "Branmer was a good man.... a fine man, but he did not see. He could not see the darkness that was going to engulf us all. In a way, I am glad he passed beyond before it could do so. He would not have wanted to see Minbar as it now is."
"No," Delenn breathed, leaning in close to him. "He would not."
"Now I know, Delenn.... in a way I did not, even with G'Kar. I know where our path is."
"What did they...? Do you.... have a Keeper?" Her voice was so quiet now, it was barely even a whisper.
"No, Delenn. I am myself." Her heart reached out to his heart. "Please, Delenn.... let me protect you. Let me...."
She said nothing. There was nothing to say.
* * *
Talia had done this sort of thing countless times before. It had become a skill, a thing she had learned through training and experience, just as she had learned the arts of disguise, infiltration, sabotage.... murder.
It was strange, the knowledge that all these things could be done by a mundane. They were all things that could be learned, with enough time and effort and will, and with a good teacher. Her talents helped her of course, that went without saying, but how much difference would it have made if she did not possess them? Would she merely rely on instinct, or hunches, as Captain Smith did? Of course, he was one of her people as well, no matter how he tried to deny it.
Fortunately, although he had not been trained in infiltration and stealth, his eventful childhood in Sector 301 had taught him a fair few useful tricks.
Trace's nightclub had a back entrance, as both of them had known it would. It had been guarded, but not very well. The security guard — evidently one of Trace's own thugs and not a proper Security agent — had been half asleep, and a slight telepathic pinprick had sent him the rest of the way. The door had been locked, but Al had long ago provided Talia with a very handy electronic skeleton key which opened it in a few seconds.
The noise from the front of the club had not been as loud as she had expected, which was not good. A lot of noise would serve to cover any bumps and bangs they made in the back. As it was, they would have to be more careful.
Finding Trace's office was simply a matter of trial and error. It was the third room they tried, after stumbling upon an old cupboard and a cloakroom. The lock on the office was considerably better than the one outside, and it took Talia's device over a minute to open it. All the while Smith hopped about nervously, keeping out a watchful eye. Talia wondered if she would have time to teach him how to use his telepathy to keep a more efficient watch, but then she realised he probably would not be strong enough.
Just how powerful was he anyway? Not a P5, certainly. A P3, maybe. P2? Less?
She angrily clicked away these irrelevant musings and returned to the task of unlocking the door. It was soon managed, and she pushed it open.
The office was empty, with the lights off. Talia waited until Smith entered, then pushed the door shut. Only when it was closed did she activate the lights.
"What now?" asked Smith, looking around the office. He was probably disappointed to find it so.... normal-looking. Talia was inclined to agree. Weren't the inner sanctums of notorious gangland bosses meant to be more.... opulent than this? Fancy pictures on the walls, various ornamentations hiding fiendishly cunning spy cameras and poisoned blowpipes?
As it was, the only things on the wall were a half-filled-in year planner for the year just finished, and a calendar featuring women in various degrees of undress. A quick scan of the room with another handy gadget soon revealed that there were no recording devices or security cameras of any sort.
"Now," she said, "we find the evidence we need. I find out how he's involved with the telepaths and IPX, and you find solid evidence of criminal activities you can take to Main Dome to stop Trace oppressing the poor, innocent people of Sector Three-o-one."
"Joke all you like," he said bitterly, looking at the calendar, and twisting his head slightly to grasp the angle. "These people need help just as much as anyone else. Hardly anyone lives here by choice. Do you think anyone can actually get into that position? I mean, without being a contortionist or whatever."
"It's one of life's mysteries I'm perfectly happy to leave unanswered. Come on, we might not have much time." She turned to the desk and began rummaging through the flimsies.
"I had a quick glance out front. There's a fair few celebrities out there. From what I know of him, Trace will be spending as much time with them as possible. Maybe getting in a picture or two thanks to the paparazzi."
"Quite likely. Anyone from IPX out there?"
"The only person from IPX who could even remotely be called a celebrity is the CEO, Orin Zento, and I don't think this is his sort of thing. Even if it were, why advertise the relationship?"
"Good point. What about security guards? Off-duty ones, I mean."
"Possible. I don't know too many. Just Allan, mainly. I didn't see him, which I guess is just as well."
"I think I remember him. He might have been on the Babylon for a short time while I was there. You got rid of him, didn't you?"
"Hmm. I had.... some doubts about his ability to do his job." He began flipping through the pages of the calendar. He gave a soft whistle at one picture.
"Any chance of you doing some work here?" Talia asked, acidly. He jumped away from the calendar as if electrocuted.
"Found anything?" he asked, turning.
"Possibly." She was reading a piece of paper with a grim look on her face. "Have a look at this."
"It's a receipt," he replied, taking it. "Compass Deliveries. Never heard of them."
"Nor me, but they've been doing a lot of work for Trace. Look where everything's been delivered to."
"Sector one-one-one. Warehouse district."
"The last-dated delivery is the day after Byron was taken. Here's another business document. From a cryogenics company. Mr. Trace has bought a great deal of freezer units and storage equipment. All human-sized."
"What? You think your friend was put in cryogenic stasis?"
"Here. Before transportation."
"Why do that? I mean, if he was only being sent to IPX Headquarters, that's.... a couple of hours at most. If the cryo was just for the journey, wouldn't it be easier just to fill him full of tranks, or those.... sleepers?"
"Maybe they're planning to send him quite a bit further than IPX Headquarters. And speaking of sleepers...." She pulled a box out of a drawer. "This would be over two months worth of dosage for a P five rated telepath. There's another six boxes here."
"Evidence, yes. But too many questions. What do IPX want with telepaths? I mean, they have a few medical research subsidiaries.... they took over SynTech and Edgars Industries, but...." He suddenly straightened, as did Talia. There was the sound of footsteps outside the door.
Talia ducked down behind the desk, while Smith darted to the corner. He was too slow, however. The door opened, revealing Mr. Trace and five other men behind him.
"Well," he said, smiling. "Gatecrashers. I'm sorry, sir, madam, but we operate under a very strict dress code here, and the management reserves the right to refuse admission to anyone at all. Especially people who come in through the back way and try to rummage through all my private documents.
"How's this meant to go again? You have the right to.... well, not a lawyer of any kind. And remaining silent's fine by me. Oh, here we are. You have the right to remain.... well, dead."
* * *
Susan Ivanova could feel it.... the throbbing at the back of her mind. When she closed her eyes she could see again the Vorlon slowly opening his encounter suit.... and the brilliant, shining light that had burrowed deep into her soul.
Before it had died, the Vorlon had said something to her. She had not understood the significance of the message before, and she was not sure she did now. <Remember.>
She had been hearing his voice in her sleep for some months now, although she always forgot on awakening. A few days ago however that voice had faded completely, to be replaced by another one, a much older one, filled with sadness and age and a terrible, tragic wisdom.
"Come to me," said this new voice. "Bring them both to me."
It was only now, with the light filling her mind again, with the whispers of Lyta and Marcus in her mind, that Susan Ivanova knew what she had to do.
"They will not find you," said the ancient voice. "They will be able to find the others. Be careful."
She had known where to go. She also supposed she knew what to do. Could she do this? The last time she had seen Delenn.... well, the last time had been two and a half years in the past, but the last time Delenn had seen her.... had been just after the chrysalis. She had broken her free of it, trying to kill her.
She reached the door to Delenn's cell, and hesitated. There was someone else in there. She paused, thinking for one dreadful moment that Lyta had come here already, and was waiting to trap her. Then a moment of sanity reasserted itself. She would feel Lyta's thoughts if she were here. She was not. It was.... someone else. It was....
Of course. It was Neroon.
The door was unlocked, at least from this side. She pushed it open.
It was Neroon there. Susan had not had much to do with him recently. He had not come here until long after she had left for Proxima, and since her return.... she had been distracted. He was often away, performing similar duties to those he had for G'Kar and the Rangers. This was the longest he had been here for as long as she could remember.
Neroon was kneeling next to Delenn. They were very close, almost kissing. Delenn started as she heard Susan come in, jumping back. Neroon rose slowly to his feet, and fixed his dark gaze on her.
"We've got to get out of here," Susan said quickly.
"Escape?" whispered Delenn. "How?"
"There's.... someone here. A friend, I think. He can help us."
"Who?"
Susan considered this question for a while. "I don't know," she admitted. "It doesn't matter. He.... talks to me.... in my dreams. Oh, stop that! I'm not crazy. I've been crazy.... for a very, very long time. Probably ever since my mother died. But I'm not crazy now. I've never been more sane."
Neroon slowly walked over to her and pulled the door shut. "What are you talking about?" he said harshly. "You swore to serve them, as I did."
"Yeah? They promised I'd be safe, but they didn't do a very good job of it. I've lost two people who.... meant a great deal to me.... I've had my mind turned inside and out. I've been hopping back and forward through time like a.... a.... jack-in-the-box.... and they've done nothing to stop it. I think they betrayed me first."
"I swore to follow them. I will not permit this."
Delenn spoke his name softly, and Susan could see the spark of love in his eyes as she did so. She cursed them both. What gave them the right to be happy, when she was without Marcus, without Laurel, without.... everyone? Then she silently regretted the thought.
"Neroon...." Delenn said quietly. "I know you are here because you believe in them, because you believe they are right. They are not. Whatever they claim, the Shadows exist only to kill, and to destroy, and to cause chaos. Maybe.... maybe the Vorlons are not the right path either, but they are better than this. Come to Kazomi Seven, let me show you what the Shadows have wrought. They do not believe in helping anyone.
"They believe only in death."
"No! They.... they want us all to grow, to become stronger.... to evolve."
"Neroon. You made me a promise once.... Do you remember it?"
He closed his eyes. "Delenn.... please.... do not...."
"Do you remember it?" The words were striking at him now, for all the softness with which they were spoken.
"I remember."
"What was the promise?"
"That I would stand before you, and never let a shadow touch you. I would be the light in your darkness."
"You have been," she replied, stepping up to him and gently touching his face. "In memory, when you were unable to be so in flesh. I never forgot you, and nor did those you fought beside with G'Kar. Return to them.... they need you...."
"Parlonn...."
"Is dead. He died here, killed by someone who had once been his friend. They lied to him, just as they lied to you. Do not become another Parlonn, Neroon." She cast her eyes downward. "I could not bear that."
"I swore to keep you safe, Delenn. You were always.... in my thoughts.... always." He nodded once. "Very well.... I have betrayed and abandoned my masters not once, not twice, but three times. My doom is complete, I believe. But as long as I am by your side, it cannot claim me."
"Your doom will never claim you." Delenn turned back to Susan. "Where can we go?"
"I.... don't know. I think we go down. Underground. He's down there. He can help us."
"Why are you doing this?" Delenn asked suddenly. "Why are you...?"
Helping me? Susan didn't know. She could give a million reasons, and none of them would make any sense at all. She remembered seeing Delenn torn half-formed from the chrysalis, looking at her with a child's eyes. She remembered seeing Marcus die, his heart stopped by the force of her pike. She remembered her last talk with Laurel.
She remembered a great many things. She could not, however, give any reason that was anything resembling the truth.
"I must have been dropped on my head when I was a baby," she said, with a half smile. "I don't need a reason."
"I will not forget this," Delenn said, as she hurried towards the door. Neroon pushed it open and stepped through. Delenn and Susan followed. The corridor seemed empty.
"I doubt you'll live long enough to." There was a sudden buzzing in her ears, and she started. Suddenly she realised she was holding a weapon, a PPG. She didn't remember picking it up. A darkness suddenly fell over Delenn and herself, and a glint of understanding shone in Delenn's eyes.
"It's one of them," Neroon hissed. A Shadow was there. Its eyes opened in brilliant flares, and then they closed, and there was darkness again.
It moved forward, and the buzzing grew louder.
* * *
"Not a very pleasant-looking place," observed the Captain as he looked at the surface of the planet over which the shuttle was flying. Corwin concurred.
"I'm told it was a beautiful garden before the Vorlons came here, a thousand years ago," replied his father. He was still looking at his son. Corwin didn't think he'd taken his eyes off him at all on their journey down. "They did something to the ground, poisoned it, so nothing could grow on the surface any more."
"Sounds like what happened to Minbar," said the Captain absently.
Ambassador Sheridan said nothing, probably recognising there was very little to say. Corwin remembered Minbar. He still dreamed about the poisoned rain, the barren earth, the muddied and deadly waters. It was not hard for him to imagine the Vorlons doing something similar to Z'ha'dum.
He did not like this. Not at all. The whole thing just screamed 'trap' to him. Surely the Captain could see that? But as he looked at him, he began to wonder. He had said hardly anything during their journey down, and certainly nothing about Delenn. It must have been a shock, discovering his father was alive, and working for.... well, them. Corwin wondered how he would react to seeing his own father there, or his brother Adam. He just couldn't imagine it.
But there was still something very wrong with this. The Captain just wasn't himself. Of course, given everything that he had been through in the last few days, that was hardly a surprise. To be miraculously cured of his paralysis and a terminal illness, to find his love had been captured by the Enemy and his father was still alive....
Corwin trusted the Captain. If he seemed to think this was all right, then he accepted that. He still didn't have to like any of it.
The shuttle was coming in to land, and he could see the structures of a city just in view. It seemed very small. The buildings couldn't be more than a single storey. There were hints of something larger, a dome he could only just make out, but he could not see very much to identify this as a major city.
Then it suddenly struck him. Underground, of course. The Shadows would live underground.
"Here," said Ambassador Sheridan, as the shuttle came to a halt. He passed over two breathing masks. "You'll need these. The atmosphere on the surface is difficult for us to breathe. The.... uh, the Shadows of course have no problems. It's only a short way to the entrance, so we won't have to wear them long."
Corwin fixed on his mask and followed the Captain out. He had been to a great many alien worlds before — Narn, Kazomi 7, Minbar — but nothing like this. It seemed as though a great hand had reached down from the skies and scoured away the uppermost earth from the surface. There was no life here. No trees, no plants, no animals. Nothing but howling winds, and a bitter, thick red dust that billowed up around them.
Ambassador Sheridan led the two of them to a door. He pushed it open, and Corwin stepped inside. As he did so, he saw the Captain's head turn to look back outside. For just the briefest of moments an expression of satisfaction crossed his face, and his eyes seemed to glow with a brilliant light.
But it was only for a moment, and Corwin put it down to an optical illusion of the strange climate. In light of what happened later, he forgot about it entirely.
* * *
Sinoval tapped his denn'bok against his side thoughtfully, feeling it almost throb against him. It was a strange weapon, one he had made with his heart and soul in one choking night at Durhan's forge. He had called it Stormbringer, without thinking why. The name had just seemed to fit. It was a name of ill-omen, but then Sinoval's future seemed marked by ill omens. The blade at least was a fine one, and deadly. It had wounded a Vorlon once, and saved his life in the Starfire Wheel.
But lately, when he was aboard Cathedral, he could feel something more within it, something deep and ancient. There were voices whispering in his dreamless slumbers, and one of them, he was sure, was Stormbringer's. Cathedral was not an easy place to sleep of course, not even at the best of times, but since his meeting with the Well of Souls....
He had faced down a great deal in his life, and he had rarely known fear, but at the sound of that voice, filled with wisdom and power and mingled with the memories of billions of different souls.... he had been awed by the sheer majesty of the place, and by the secrets that lay within it. He was sure he knew only the merest fraction of them, but that was enough, for now at least. He would soon know all, or almost all.
Besides, he reminded himself, there was one question to which not even the Well of Souls knew the answer.
He was not afraid now, however. He had put off this meeting until he was sure he was ready. There had been others to see first, to talk to privately, to ascertain the scope of knowledge possessed here. None of them knew the truth about Delenn's disappearance, which was strange, but easily explained. Mollari, and Vejar, and Lethke, and Taan Churok.... he had talked to them individually and privately, and he would soon be ready to address the Council as a whole.
But there was one being he still needed to talk to before that could happen.
His mind and soul ready, and with Stormbringer still in his hand, he set off down the corridor. Finding out the location had been simplicity itself. Vorlons were good at keeping secrets, but the place where their representative resided was not one of them.
He had prepared himself thoroughly, even meditating, which was unusual for him. He had replayed Delenn's message, he had thought of Kats, and of Kozorr, and of Deeron, lost to them all. His mind had hardened, and his anger deepened.
He had then gone to see Delenn's shrine. The Shrine of the Unknown Warrior. He had admired the concept, but had been unable to step inside the construct. The touch of the ground, consecrated by Vejar, had pained him. It was a holy place, crafted with a faith that eluded him, and so would not permit him entry. He knew that in years to come this would be one of the most holy places in the galaxy.
Still, he had stood there for some minutes, staring at the arch and at the inscriptions, and thinking. Finally, ready at last, he had gone to seek the Vorlon.
He came to the door at the end of the corridor, and noticed the breathing masks next to it. Of course, the Vorlon atmosphere was very different, and very poisonous, which was why they remained in their encounter suits all the time they were outside. Sinoval knew that for the lie it was. They did not leave their suits so as to maintain their disguise, and they kept their quarters poisoned like this so as to discourage visitors.
He did not pick up a breathing mask, nor did he knock at the door. He simply stood there, waiting.
A few minutes later the door slid open, and out came the Vorlon. The eye stalk of its encounter suit swivelled, half in curiosity, half in anger.
Sinoval raised Stormbringer. "You have been expecting me, no? It is time we spoke."
* * *
Delenn could not remember ever having seen one of the Shadows before. At least, not directly, as she was now. She had seen their ships, and their servants; she had heard their screams, and their whispers.
And now she could see one.
Neroon stepped forward slowly, spreading his arms wide. "Set her free," he implored. "Let her go free."
There was a buzzing, a furious cry of betrayal. And, deep in the heart of the angry scream, there came the soft whisper Delenn understood. <No.>
"I have sworn my life to you.... but I swore it to her first. How many oaths would you have me break?"
<No.>
"She does not understand. Her ways are.... different from yours, from ours.... She is useless to you."
<She is ours.>
There was a sudden motion at Delenn's side, and she turned to see Ivanova dart forward, pushing Neroon aside. The warrior was clearly caught off balance, and he stumbled.
"Remember me?" cried Ivanova. "You promised I'd be safe!" As she spoke she raised her gun, pointed it directly at the Shadow, and fired; once, twice, three times....
Its roar filled Delenn's mind, and she nearly fell. Struggling to maintain her balance, she looked up and saw the Shadow move forward. It was clearly wounded, but it still moved with a grace and speed that surprised her, that seemed so effortless, almost beautiful. It bore down on Ivanova, who was on her knees, her mouth open in a silent scream, her eyes closed.
Without thinking, without bothering to remember all that had happened between the two of them, Delenn ran to Ivanova's side, throwing herself in the way. The Shadow hesitated, its head twitching slightly as it surveyed her.
<You are ours.>
"No," said a firm voice. It was Neroon. He was standing tall, holding a fighting pike. There was something strange about it. The design was unusual. It looked so old, and yet it shone with a dark power.
"The third betrayal of my oath," he whispered, his voice solemn. "Now my doom can take me."
He moved forward, plunging the pike into the Shadow's side. This time there was no howl, no scream, no attack. The First One simply fell.
"Come," Neroon said to Delenn and Ivanova. "It is not dead. We must get to your friend."


"He's.... here.... somewhere," Ivanova muttered. "I.... this way!"
Delenn looked at Neroon tenderly. "A third betrayal," she whispered. Warriors had spoken of the significance of the third betrayal for as long as she could remember, but she had never known what it meant. It was a secret thing, whispered only amongst themselves, in tones of horror and despair and terrible, terrible sadness.
"It does not matter," he said, lying. "I have made my choices, each and every step of the way. I believed in you, I believed in Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar, and I believed in them. Come.... we must leave here."
"It's this way," Ivanova repeated, heading off along a darkened corridor. It was leading downwards. Neroon at her side, Delenn followed.
The caverns of Z'ha'dum closed in after her, and the very planet itself seemed to tremble.



Chapter 4


The oldest being in the galaxy had been waiting for a very long time. He had come here originally to speak to his children, and to try to help them to understand. None of his other children had, but he had hoped beyond all hope that these would.
They had not.
However, he remembered the way the planet had seemed to react to his setting foot on it. There had been a tremble, and then a soft whisper. As he sometimes did, he had experienced a revelation of the days yet to come, of a crucial change in the endless war, of someone who would come to help end the combat.
Someone who would come here. There would be a meeting here, a meeting that would change the galaxy forever, and herald the beginning of the end times for him.
And so he had remained behind. The children who lived here had been overjoyed at this, perceiving it to be an honour. He had sighed at their lack of understanding, and had resolved to spend as much of the time as he could trying to teach them the truth that they had long since forgotten.
But he had forgotten a crucial truth as well: the universe is the master of time, not any beings forged of its soul. He had deluded himself into believing that, because he was immortal, he had all the time he would ever need.
War had come to this world, and the children here had been forced to flee. They had begged him to come with them, but he had refused. He had wondered idly if the meeting he had foreseen was nigh.
Alas, he had been wrong. The other children, the Vorlons, had come here, winning their phase of the war, winning the hearts and souls of those even younger who would be led by them for the next thousand years. They understood even less than those who had left Z'ha'dum.
Only one of them seemed even to want to understand. Its name was Kosh, and it had come to him, to talk and to learn. It had learned, something at least, but then it had left, ready to go back into the galaxy.
The Shadows had returned of course, and he could feel that the war was starting up again, as it had countless times since the beginning.
This time, though, he could sense that things were different. The ancient Cathedral had risen again, and the Well of Souls had chosen a mortal to be its next keeper. The oldest being in the galaxy remembered both, and dared risk a smile in memory.
The other First Ones.... they were moving, preparing. They could also sense that something was changing. They had tried to talk to him, only to be politely rebuffed. He was still waiting for the one who would come to him.
And now someone was here.
A choice would have to be made, of course. He wondered what the decision would be.
His wait was almost over.
* * *
"I have learned a great deal since I last met one of your people. I have seen much, and done much.
"I am not afraid of you. I am not awed by your power. I am not intimidated by your voice. I do not tremble at your footsteps."
Sinoval raised Stormbringer and extended it. The air seemed to crackle around it. He thought he saw the Vorlon flinch.
"This can hurt you. Forged with fire, forged with fury, forged with the essence of myself within it. It can hurt you. I can hurt you.
"You sent Delenn to her death. You tried to erase all records of this, but you failed. I have a message from her. Tomorrow I will show it to the Council of this United Alliance. Let them see what you are, and what you plan.
"Your day is done, yours and all of your foul race. I will break you."
The Vorlon's eye stalk swivelled and looked directly down upon him.
<You do not understand.>
"But I do. You are one of the First Ones, a race older than almost anything we can hope to understand. You are millennia in advance even of we Minbari. You are powerful, ancient, possibly even immortal. You think you know all there is to know. You are the masters of order, the keepers of stability and stasis and discipline."
Sinoval smiled softly.
"There are older ways than yours, Vorlon. There are paths far darker than any you have ever trod. There are riddles you have never heard, and questions that you cannot answer.
"I am not afraid of you. I will destroy you.... each and every one of you."
<We do not fear you.>
"You should."
The Vorlon looked at him, its eye stalk moving slowly. A glowing, golden light began to emanate from it.
<Leave this place. Leave the thoughts of mortal beings. They are not for you.>
Sinoval chuckled. "I was going to tell you the same thing," he remarked. "Pray to whatever Gods you worship that we do not meet again. The next time we do, I will crack open that armour of yours and turn the light within you to darkness.
"Do you understand me?"
<We do not fear you.>
Sinoval turned and left. He could feel the voices in the Well of Souls rise in concern, but he ignored them. He had nothing to fear from the Vorlon. Nothing at all.
* * *
Corwin sensed something was wrong from the instant he set foot inside the compound. He couldn't explain it as anything other than instinct, which irritated him no end. He just had a feeling that something was happening.
Ambassador Sheridan showed the two of them into a small but comfortable waiting room, while he went off to get Delenn. Corwin looked around at the chairs, the desk, the pots of tea, and was struck by the complete absurdity of it all. He had not been sure what to expect on the homeworld of the enemy, but it had not been this.
Just to be sure, he had remained standing and passed up the opportunity to sample some of the tea. He had always been a coffee drinker anyway.
He looked at the Captain, who seemed to be perfectly at home here, and that was even more worrying. He was sitting on one of the chairs, flicking idly through an old issue of Humanity magazine that had been discarded on the table. Corwin caught a glimpse of the picture on the cover, and read the tagline. "Lieutenant Commander Ramirez — One of the New Generation of Earthforce."
"I wonder if they get a subscription out here," he muttered. The Captain looked up.
"Oh," he said. "Yes. Last October's issue, I think. Da.... He must have brought it with him when he came here. Something to read on the way, no doubt." He chuckled. "They're talking about the proposed line of ships for the new year. The Saint-Germain, the Dark Thunder and the De'Molay. According to the dates here, the Saint-Germain must be done by now." He shook his head. "I've missed a lot. All those months...."
"Who's the bloke on the cover? I don't think I recognise him."
"Oh, Earthforce's up-and-coming new star apparently. I don't remember the name, but that's not surprising. He'd be one of the new generation.... since Earth. God, he looks so young."
"He looks older than me. I think."
"The more things change, the more they stay the same," the Captain muttered. "I bet my superior officers were saying that about me when I joined. God, I never thought I'd get to be this old. Coming up to forty-five this year. That is old, isn't it?"
"Oh, ancient," replied Corwin dryly.
"And when I look back.... Just how did we get here? In rebellion against our Government, fighting a war against one of the oldest races in the galaxy.... in love with a Minbari.... Was there anything we could have done, do you think? Anything that could have prevented this.... all this?"
"I don't know. It's hard to look back and pick out one moment where everything went wrong. We did all we could, I guess. We did what we had to do."
"Yes, I suppose." He tossed the magazine aside. "It's just weird. I can't get my head around it all sometimes. I can see.... all the roads of the future stretching out before us, and I've no idea which one to take. Just what do we do now? If we took the wrong path before, then can we bring things back to where they should be? Is that even possible any more?"
"I think.... I think we just have to hope for the best. We can't give up. We have to keep trying."
"There must be another way. There.... I think you're right, David. You're a good man.... a good friend. How's Mary? I completely forgot to ask before."
"She's.... gone. I haven't spoken to her for months."
"Ah.... I'm.... sorry."
"Don't be. It's.... better for her this way. She's alive, and she's not worrying about whether I'm not going to come back one day."
"Oh, you will. You're going to outlive all of us."
"Thanks for the vote of confidence."
The Captain smiled, and for the first time since his revival he looked like himself. Corwin was about to say something when the door opened, and he turned. The Captain rose from his seat, obviously expecting to see Delenn.
It wasn't Delenn. It wasn't even Ambassador Sheridan.
It was a humanoid figure, an alien, dressed in long, flowing robes. Its head was scaly and high, with little horns rising from the back. It did not shimmer, and it did not hold a glowing orb, but Corwin still knew what it was.
"Drakh," he whispered.
"Yess," it replied. "Drakh."
"You're all dead," he protested. "We destroyed you at Minbar."
"You destroyed our fleets, our orbs, our magi. Our warrior caste is broken and gone. The rest of us.... remain. We bid you welcome.... to our home...."
"Where's Delenn?" asked the Captain. "Where is she?"
"She will be here.... soon. Yess."
"No," whispered the Captain. "Damn you. Damn you!" A weapon appeared in his hand, and he raised it. The Drakh's eyes twitched as if in surprise, and then its body was thrown back against the wall, a smoking hole in its chest.
"Captain, what...?"
"They killed her," he whispered, tears rising in his eyes. "They.... they killed her. Damn them! They killed her!"
"What? How do you know...?"
"I.... I just know. Come on. We have to get back to the ship."
"What are we going to do?"
"We.... we can't do anything here. I swear I'll be back, though.... and I'll blow this entire planet straight to Hell! Come on.!"
Corwin let the Captain pull him towards the door, and then his instincts took over and he started to run alongside him. "I thought you gave up your weapons," he said, as they began hurriedly strapping on their breathing masks.
"Something my.... my father taught me," he whispered. "Always be prepared for anything. I brought a spare."
Beneath their feet the ground began to shake. Almost as if the planet itself was shouting. Corwin stumbled and almost fell. As he staggered to his feet he saw another Drakh come round the corner towards them. This one was not alone.
* * *
"Congratulations," said Smith hurriedly. "You've just won the award for most irritating clich? of the day."
"What can I say? I'm an old-fashioned sort of guy. You aren't going to resist, are you? Only, I just had the place recarpeted, and blood would be very hard to shift. Play along nicely, and I promise you a reasonably easy demise. Try to kick up a fuss, and.... Well, there's a lady present, so I really can't go into details."
"I think my stomach's strong enough for the details," Talia replied. "Who's your contact at Interplanetary Expeditions?"
He swiftly raised his gun and shot it in her direction in one fluid motion. It struck her arm and she fell, wincing. "Not that old trick," he snapped irritably. "It's an 'ooh, let's ask him a sudden question so he thinks about the answer and you read his mind and find out everything' sort of thing, isn't it? Well, that was a 'let's shoot the telepath with a sleeper bolt so she loses her telepathic powers and couldn't read the mind of a Shredded Wheat' sort of response."
"What can I say?" she replied, trying to struggle to her feet. There was blood on her arm, and her eyes were unfocussed. "I'm an old-fashioned sort of girl."
"Actually, that's a fairly new response. There are other ways around telepathic scans, of course. Filling your mind with all sorts of gibberish, I'm told that works. You know, humming stuff, advertising jingles, maths. But then I was never any good at maths and I got fed up with all the jingles staying in my head. There's the psionic jammer I showed your friend of course, but that gives me a bloody awful headache, so I took it out. No, these work much better. Leave you with unpleasant reactions as well, or so I understand. Well, nausea, headaches, that sort of thing. How are you, anyway?"
"Just.... fine...." she replied.
"Good. I always like to hand on the merchandise in good condition. My contact gets very upset with me if they're a bit beaten up."
"We couldn't have that now, could we?" muttered Smith. Trace turned his gaze on him.
"Oh, look. It's the social crusader. What brings you here, then? Her, I can understand. She's poking around in my private affairs to see what I'm doing with her people, but you.... Just trying to impress a pretty lady, is it? Get inside her skirts, hmm?"
"I was looking for evidence I could use to bring you down," he said calmly.
"Why do you care, for God's sake? I've never done anything to you. At least, I don't think so. What, did I kill your brother or something and this is a revenge gig?"
"No. It's just knowing what's right. You're abusing these people. You're a coward and a sadist who lives off other people's misery, and I won't rest until you're finished."
"Oh, I was right the first time. A social crusader. Listen up, Superman, nobody cares! Sector Three-o-one is a dumping ground. It's where Main Dome throws everyone they can't be bothered sorting out. The Government's got enough problems up there without having to worry about a mass of gormless morons. I know these people, and they can be split into two groups: the people at the top, and the people at the bottom. It'll always be that way, and I'm damned if I'm going to be at the bottom. It's that simple.
"Now, people like you don't understand that, and you never will. Boys, take him outside and get rid of him. Don't do it in here, I don't want blood on the carpet. As for the body.... no lakes around here. Damn! Call me old-fashioned, but there's nothing like a good lake to dump a body into. Oh well, go for the second best. Find a construction site and lay him in the foundations or something.
"As for me...." He looked at Talia. "I've an appointment with a pretty lady."
* * *
Delenn's breath burned her throat, her blood seemed to have thickened in her veins, her mind was fogged, her vision unclear.
The whole planet seemed wrong to her, especially as they moved deeper and deeper into it, as if they were making for the very centre of Z'ha'dum itself. Ivanova seemed convinced this was the way to go, even when Neroon had to admit he had never been this far into the depths of the Shadow cities. Not even they liked going this far down.
There were no alarms, no klaxons blazing, no sounds of running feet chasing or cries of 'Hey, you!' Still, Delenn knew they were being chased. She could feel it, hear the whispered cries of the Shadows in her mind, feel the wrath of the ancient Enemies at her escape.
"He's this way," Ivanova kept saying. "I can.... I can hear him. He's been waiting for us. Damn, he couldn't have been a bit clearer with the directions, could he? How about arranging a taxi for us?"
Delenn did not stop to wonder at the wisdom of trusting someone who had tried to kill her so many times. Ivanova had her own personal demons to fight, and they had conquered her. It seemed that only now was she beginning to find some surcease from her private pains.
Neroon was silent, his face dark. The third betrayal. The completion of his doom. He would not leave this world alive, he knew that. So did Delenn, although she did not want to admit it even to herself. He had made his decision, but it hurt.... Oh, Valen, it hurt....
The tunnels they were in seemed to be growing narrower, and hotter. The downward slant had become less pronounced now, and the path was more level. They might even have been ascending slightly. There was a faint light, but barely enough for Delenn to see by. Neroon seemed to be managing better, although she did not have time to wonder about that.
There was a scuffling noise from above them, and a muttered curse from Ivanova. "Tripped over something," she explained, as Neroon helped her to rise. Delenn could feel a strange sense of.... of holiness. Something she had only experienced before in the shrines at Yedor and Tuzanor. She walked forward slowly, and knelt down.
There was a stone slab there, with a candle raised above it. There was something engraved on the slab, in a bold hand, but an ancient style. It was her own tongue! It was an ancient dialect of the warrior caste. She strained to make out the words.
"'Here was slain Parlonn, of the First Fane of the warrior caste of the Minbari peoples, at the hand of Marrain, now of no fane, no caste and no people. May Parlonn's soul ascend to the old Gods of his fane, to join his brethren there. May they forgive him his choices, just as they will surely never forgive mine.'" Neroon's voice grew still, as he looked at the last sentence.
"'Thus he was saved from his third betrayal, and thus his doom is averted, and taken upon my shoulders instead.'"
"This is where Marrain killed Parlonn," whispered Delenn. "A thousand years ago."
Neroon bent down over the candle. It was untouched, having never once been lit. "Marrain knew he was not worthy to light this," he said softly. "He set it here for someone to come and light for him." He raised his hand, and the candle burst into flame.
"Ascend, Parlonn," he said. "Find some peace at last."
"Very pretty," said Ivanova. "They're coming for us. We don't have much time."
Delenn turned and closed her eyes. She could feel the pursuit nearing. "She's right. There is nothing more either of us can do here, Neroon. How much further is it?"
"Not much, I think. Just around that corridor and through that archway." Ivanova ran forward with Delenn and Neroon chasing after her. "Here we...." There was a sudden, startled cry, and as Delenn reached the archway she understood why.
There was a small balcony overlooking a vast chasm. Ivanova was perched precariously, trying to regain her balance. Slowly Delenn stepped out onto the balcony, very much aware that there was no parapet. She glanced down into the chasm and could see no bottom. Looking up, she saw faint glints of light a vast distance above their heads. A dome leading to the sky.
The sounds of pursuit neared, and Neroon stepped out to meet them. "They are here," he said in a hollow voice.
* * *
Corwin was limping and clutching at his arm as he arrived back on the Babylon, muttering angry epithets under his breath. That had been one journey he never wanted to repeat. The Captain had not been hurt, which would be a good thing if Corwin wasn't so unsure about just what exactly had happened.
"Captain," said Ko'Dath on their return to the shuttle bay. "We got your message." She did not make any reference to just how unclear the message had been. "We will provide an escort for you and Commander Corwin to Medlab...."
"No!" snapped the Captain. "I'm fine. I need to get to the bridge as soon as possible. Have they readied the jump engines?"
"They are warming up now. The Chief Engineer estimated a few more minutes before they're ready."
"Damn! The Shadows will be on our tails any minute now. Get David to Medlab. I'm going to the bridge."
"I'm going with you, Captain," Corwin said. The Captain looked at him for a minute, then nodded.
"Can't this thing go any faster?" he snapped at the transport tube. "Come on!"
"It's going as fast as it can. We'll be at the bridge any minute, and they've got your instructions. Captain.... what happened down there?"
"We got ambushed by about a million Drakh and a couple of the Shadows, and we managed to punch our way out and get to the shuttle."
"No, I mean.... before that. About.... Delenn?"
"They killed her, David," he said softly. "I just.... I just knew it somehow. They killed her. I could hear her screaming, begging for mercy, and I.... I just couldn't do anything to save her. They probably killed her the instant they got her there."
"You're sure she's dead?"
"Yes! Dammit, David, stop questioning me!" He reached up to rub at his eyes. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean that. I'm just.... I wish I could have saved her. The least I can do is avenge her."
"First things first," Corwin said, trying to disguise his shock. "We won't be able to avenge anyone unless we get out of here. You think they'll try to stop us?"
"I know they will. Don't worry, David. We've cut our way out of worse than this." The transport tube came to a halt and the Captain charged through the doors and rushed on to the bridge. Corwin followed as fast as his injuries would let him.
The first thing he saw was Lyta, just standing patiently next to the Captain's chair. Of course, the Captain's hurried message from the shuttle would have led to her being hastily called to the bridge, but she looked perfectly composed, almost.... almost as if she'd been expecting all of this.
The Captain took his seat and activated his link. "Engineering, get those jump engines working as soon as possible." Without waiting to hear the reply, he looked around the bridge, barking out orders.
"Captain," said one of the technicians. "There's an incoming signal. It's from the surface."
"Put it on. Audio only."
--- John, what's going on? — -- came the angry voice of his father. --- What's happened? — --
"You know what's happened. You killed Delenn and expected me to fall into the same trap she did."
--- What? We didn't kill her. She's still alive. I promise you.... — --
"Then prove it. Let me talk to her. Let me see her. Now."
--- We.... We can't do that. She isn't.... — --
"I knew it. We're getting out of here, and if you try to stop us we'll cut a path straight through anything you put in the way. We'll be back though, and then we're going to blow that entire planet of yours apart. I'll turn each and every one of your ships into a funeral pyre for Delenn!"
--- Son, listen to me! — --
"My father's dead. I don't know who you are, but you're not him." He flicked a quick glance at the technician. "Shut off the signal. How much longer for the jump engines?"
"They're almost on-line."
"Almost isn't good enough!"
"Captain," said Lyta, her eyes glowing. "They're here."
A moment later one of the techs said, "I'm picking up their ships, Sir. A lot of them."
The Babylon was surrounded.
* * *
"What do you think this is all about, then? I mean, he could have been a little more descriptive about just what could possibly be so important as to be worth dragging me out of bed at this hour of the morning. I don't know about you, and I certainly don't know about him, but I am an old man with a great many responsibilities, and I need my sleep!"
G'Kar sighed, looking at his companion. Their relationship might have become a little chillier in recent days, but there were some things that had not changed. One of these was his exasperation at his friend's never-ending habit of finding something to complain about even at times of great wonder.
"Mollari, do not think that just because you wear fancy clothes and expensive trappings of power and sit on a big chair, that you have seen everything there is to see. For myself, the chance to set foot inside a place such as this is worth getting up a little bit earlier than usual.
"Besides, I can assure you I was still awake working last night long after you were snoring in your cups."
"I do not snore, and if Timov were here she would be happy to confirm that for you. Trust me, you will never get a chance to find out for yourself. And yes, I will admit to some curiosity, mild curiosity mind, about Cathedral, but all I have seen so far is a large docking bay and a very dark waiting room, populated by some of the rudest servants I have seen this side of Lady Elrisia's last candlelit dinner." He shivered. "Now there is an experience I would not want to repeat. Fortunately, I do not have to."
"I wonder what he wants."
"I dread to think. Which side is he even on in this war of yours, G'Kar?"
"He follows the same path as you, I think. He is on no side but his own."
"I am not on my own side, G'Kar. I made that very clear. I do what it best for my people, nothing more."
"I misspoke myself. My apologies, Great and August Emperor."
"You left out a title or twelve. But I accept your apology all the same." He looked around, not that there was a great deal to look at. "I swear, all my advisors would have panic attacks at the thought that I was here, alone, with a member of a race with whom we are still at war. Not even Lennier was permitted aboard." He paused. "How old do you think this place is?"
The air seemed to rise at that moment, the floor beneath their feet trembling, and the dim light sources blazing up. The first Londo knew about the arrival of the lord of this place was his voice, a deep, booming tone filled with power and strength.
"Cathedral is older than any of our civilisations," came the reply. "It existed when the earliest foundations at Yedor had yet to be laid, when the Narns were struggling to use edged weapons and when the Centauri were still living in mud huts."
"Mud huts might be an improvement over the places we live in at the moment," muttered Londo under his breath.
"And I apologise for requesting your presence so early. I.... do not sleep these days, and I sometimes forget that others have the need to do so. However, I hoped to keep this meeting secret from certain eyes and ears, and the only way to do that was to hold it here, on Cathedral."
"Oh, no need to apologise, Primarch Sinoval," said G'Kar. "I wanted very much to see Cathedral when you came to my summit at Babylon Four. Alas, events ran away from us. I am very glad to have the opportunity to set foot inside it now."
A slow smile crept over Sinoval's face. "You will soon have an opportunity you never dreamed of," he said. "And you may not thank me for it, but.... there is something I need to show you first. What do you know about Delenn's disappearance ?"
G'Kar thought briefly before responding. "The current belief is that she was abducted by an agent of the Enemy and taken to Z'ha'dum. However.... no trace of her abductor has been found, and.... No, foolish suspicions, that is all."
"You have suspicions?"
"Everything seemed too easy, the abduction too clean. Unfortunately I was not at Kazomi Seven when the kidnapping occurred, or I might have been able to prevent it. However, my Rangers have been turning up some.... disquieting details. There was no sign of force, no trace of where she was taken from.... I am sure that something will have been discovered by now. Perhaps we will know more when Captain Sheridan returns from Z'ha'dum."
"If he returns. Your suspicions are entirely accurate, Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar. And there is a very good reason for them. Delenn was not abducted. She went to Z'ha'dum willingly, to fulfill a bargain and save the life of another."
"What? How do you know this?"
"She sent me a message before she left. Here, listen to this...."
"I am sending you this message because I will soon be dead.
"I do not understand the full details, Sinoval. I do not fully understand why my allies should wish to kill me, or what they can hope to gain...."
G'Kar listened to the message with mounting horror. He flicked a glance at Londo, whose eyes were wide. When it was finished, he sat back.
"You are sure this message is genuine?"
"I would stake my soul on it.... if someone else did not have a prior claim."
"She spoke of other messages. Do you have any idea to whom they might have been sent?"
"I could guess, but I could not say with certainty. I assume no one else you know has received any such message?"
"I would have heard if anyone had. This.... is disturbing. The Vorlons are our friends.... our allies. They have stood beside me for.... ever since I began this. Why.... why would they do this?"
"I have my suspicions, but nothing definite. I am sure Sheridan is the key. I had hoped to catch him here and show him this message. He and I have never been.... friends, but I do respect him. Once he learns the cost of his cure, then he might be more inclined to trust me on this one." Sinoval turned his head and focussed his dark, infinite eyes on Londo. "And you, Emperor Mollari, what do you think of this?"
"I.... I do not know what to say. Delenn is very dear to me, and if this is true.... And yet, how much can I trust you, Primarch Sinoval? I would wager.... well, the entire contents of my treasury, that you have a personal stake in this, and I am not sure just how objective that makes you.
"However, I have been approached by an emissary of the Vorlons. He has been.... in and out of my life these past few years. He offered the Republic an alliance with his associates, but at considerable cost. He disappeared while I was debating the issue.
"The Vorlons have given me precious little reason to hate them, but equally little reason to trust them.
"But then I could say the same of you, Primarch Sinoval."
Sinoval smiled and nodded. "The Centauri reputation for paranoia is not overstated, I see. Very well, I asked you here to show you two things. You have seen the first; it is time you saw the second, I believe.
"Has either of you heard of the Well of Souls?"
* * *
One of the finer arts of the street fight is knowing when to fight, and when to stand back. In the section on when definitely not to fight was marked a diagram of exactly the situation Dexter Smith now found himself in. To wit: being surrounded by six heavily-armed men much bigger and stronger than he was. Especially when they were dressed in suits.
With dark glasses.
The only thing missing was the inane chatter about music or films or the relative merits of Choc-A-Mint over Choc-A-Mocha.
Trace and Talia were nowhere in sight. Smith had been literally pulled from the room, and was now being pushed down the corridors to the door they had entered by. They eventually set foot outside to find the doorman he and Talia had slipped past before. He had woken up now and was looking around, confused.
"Mr. Trace is not happy," said one of the men surrounding Smith. "He is very not happy."
"Hey, Roberts," said the sleeping doorman. "What's.... what's the matter? Is there some sort of problem?"
"When Mr. Trace pays people to watch his club, he expects them to watch it, not to fall asleep and let any old passerby wander in."
"Hey! I never fall asleep. I was right here...."
"Look, go and tell it to Mr. Trace." Roberts smiled. "You never know. He might believe you. He might be in a good mood and let you keep a few fingers."
"What?" The doorman looked visibly shaken. "I wasn't asleep."
"You were," observed Smith dryly.
"What?!"
"You were so asleep. And snoring."
"I don't snore! I mean.... not that you'd know, because I wasn't asleep!"
"All we needed was a blanket and a little hot-water-bottle and you'd have been home away from home."
"Less of it," said Roberts, but the doorman evidently hadn't heard him.
"Shut up, you...!"
He moved forward.
Several things happened at once. The doorman made to punch Smith. Smith got out of the way by ducking down, grabbing at the nearest pair of ankles and pushing hard. The doorman hit the guy who had been standing directly behind Smith. Smith rolled across the ground and leapt to his feet. The other 'businessmen' moved into action, but the doorman stumbled into their way.
At that point, normal time reasserted itself.
Normally, Smith's solution would have been that discretion is the better part of valour, and he would have run. Anywhere. Very fast. On the other hand, Talia was around here somewhere and in a lot of trouble, and if there was anything guaranteed to make him stay around and get into a fight, it was the hope of impressing a pretty lady.
He backed off slowly, edging himself into a small alcove, so that only two of them could come at him at once. The first one to try it was the recipient of a very painful kick to the kneecap, and then a punch to the face which took him down. The second one had taken time to draw a knife, and he slashed it across Smith's arm.
There was a burst of pain and he fell back, wincing. A punch crashed into his jaw, and he fell. Rough hands seized his collar and he was thrown forward, away from the alcove, to land painfully at the feet of the 'businessmen' still standing.
A hard foot came down on his back.
"Get him up," snarled Roberts. "And you!" To the doorman. "Get in there and see Mr. Trace, and say goodbye to all your fingers on the way. Idiot!"
Smith was dragged roughly to his feet, and hauled directly before Roberts. A punch landed solidly in his belly. "You're only making it worse."
"Worse?" he spat. "What? You mean I'm going to get dumped in the foundations of a Kwik-E-Mart rather than a block of luxury flats?"
Something seemed to rise in the back of his mind, a signal he could only faintly hear, almost a sound far away on the horizon. He slumped in his captor's hold and closed his eyes.
There was a flurry of motion from behind him, and he burst into as much action as he could. An elbow in the ribs of the person holding him, and another kick out at Roberts. Tearing himself free, he lurched forward, breathing hard.
"Come on!" cried Talia from beside him. Her hand on his arm steadied him, and all he remembered was running frantically, her presence always at his side. It was some minutes before either of them spoke, and when she did, all she said was, "Lost them."
He considered this for a moment. "Oh," he said, wheezing. "Good."
* * *
"They're here," whispered Lyta. She could see them all in her mind, hovering outside the Babylon, waiting. How many there were she could not be certain, but this was their home, the ancestral seat of their power. They were strong here.
Then you will be stronger, hissed the voice in her mind. It brought with it a great light, a painful light, a light that seemed to burn through her skull.
Wait, the Vorlon instructed her.
"Captain," said a voice. She wasn't sure whose. It didn't matter. The message was important, not the messenger. "Jump engines are ready."
"Good," said another voice. Lyta turned her head to look at him. The air seemed so thick, or her head was so heavy. It was Captain Sheridan. She could see.... his soul. It was filled with light. No, it was surrounded by light, an aura, a halo.
"We're getting out of here, and if any of them try to stop us, blast our way out."
"There's a lot of them," said another voice. Sheridan's friend. Sheridan's second.
"All we have to do is get into hyperspace. We'll be safe there."
No, they will not. They will not reach the gateway. You know what to do.
And she did. This.... this was why he had insisted on her coming along. They needed her to keep him alive. They had great plans for him. He was their future.
"Captain," she said. Her voice sounded so strange, as if it were coming from a very long way away. "Let me deal.... with...."
The light was burning her more fiercely now. She opened her eyes as wide as she could. She could see them all, the Shadow ships, the living beings within them, their masters on the planet below.
Delenn!
Lyta could see her. She was on Z'ha'dum. She was alive — in danger, but alive. She was with two people.... Lyta could not see them clearly. They were in danger, but they were standing at the entrance to paradise. There was someone there, waiting for them.
"She's...." Her throat clenched. She could not say the words. She looked to the voice in her mind for guidance.
You will obey. Now.
She tried to scream, but it was not a scream. The light burst from her soul, throwing her body forward. She could not feel it. She could feel the Shadow ships recoiling before her assault, recoiling and hissing and screaming. Their screams were hers.
There was a crack from her arm, but she did not feel any pain. All she could feel was the burning, the light.... it was burning her, it was taking her to pieces....
Blood filled her eyes, and she slumped. Her last image before her head struck the floor was of the Shadow ships falling back, and of Captain Sheridan giving the order to take the Babylon into hyperspace.
Her last sensation before unconsciousness was of the mocking voice that came from the centre of the light in her mind.
You have done well. Rest now.
And she did.
* * *
Sinoval had been master of Cathedral for over a year and a half. He was acutely aware of just how few of its secrets he understood, even now. There were many chambers he had never entered, there were countless soul globes he had not seen or spoken to. There were towers and turrets and parapets he had never walked. There were voices he had not heard.
But he had seen the Well of Souls, and that sight had thrown all others into perspective. He did not entirely know what it was, but he knew that he would understand when the time was right, and so he did not ask. He could feel it in his waking dreams, growing stronger and stronger each day. Soon, he would know everything.
And he would wish he did not.
He walked up to the vast door, noticing that it looked.... different from the last time he had been here. A subtle change, but a change all the same. Still, he raised his hand to the glowing seal in the centre of the door and felt its spirit wash over him.
The door then disappeared. It did not open, it was merely as though it had never been.
He walked in, aware that G'Kar and Londo were only a few steps behind him.
The chamber was vast, impossibly so. As he looked out across it he wondered if it was even bigger than Cathedral. There were a billion tiny lights glinting into the horizon. The perspective of the room seemed so extraordinary, so out of place, as if he could take one step and be at the far end of the room, and yet walk forever to reach something within arm's length.
He made for the altar. It was a stable point, and possibly the centre of the room. Lights seemed to brighten as he walked past them, over them, beneath them. He could hear their soft whispers, individual voices of those dead for millennia, now joined into one form.
The shrine was there now, directly before him. Kozorr's flower was there no longer. He had brought it in offering, as custom and law demanded. The Well of Souls had rejected it, and him, knowing he had come to betray them.
Welcome, Primarch, spoke the booming voice of the Well itself. The voice changed frequently, but now it was strong and authoritarian, an old and wise king who had been a warrior in his youth, now welcoming a young and arrogant princeling to his throne room. Welcome, Preacher. Welcome, Emperor.
Sinoval turned to look at his companions. Both seemed astounded by their surroundings. Mollari appeared to be muttering prayers under his breath. "Great Maker," he breathed. "Where...?" He looked around. "Where is that voice coming from?"
"As well ask where the air or the water or the earth comes from," replied G'Kar.
"The voice comes from the stone beneath our feet," said Sinoval. "And from the air around us. It comes from the bones and the heart and the muscle of Cathedral."
True, Primarch.
There was a sudden shimmering, as one globe seemed to glow brighter and the others faded. A figure appeared before Mollari. It was a Centauri, tall and proud, and dressed in a fashion that seemed, to Sinoval's eyes at least, to be old.
Does this form please you better, Emperor? asked the image of the Centauri.
Londo looked at it in mute horror. "Great Maker," he breathed again.
Do you know who I am?
"I recognise you, yes. I have seen your image in paint and tapestry. You are my however many times great grandfather, the first Emperor Mollari."
In a sense. I am the part of him that lives on eternally, the part that did not slip away beyond the dark wall that is the end of all things.
"I never knew.... I never knew you took him. His death was.... not a matter of public record. He fled, yes? He.... you.... abandoned the homeworld after the revolution, to seek allies elsewhere, and.... never came back."
Death claims all. He was found and saved.
"And you are now.... here? A part of this Well of Souls?"
We were complete long before his death. He is a part of Cathedral, sheltered and protected from storms by the walls around us. He is a part of Cathedral, and thus a part of us.
"I.... Please, take that image away. It does not exactly put me in an optimistic frame of mind." The image faded. Sinoval saw G'Kar look at Mollari. The Centauri was shaking. "It is a good job for you that I am sober," he said hollowly. "If I were drunk, I would have a word or two to say to you, my ancestor."
"Why did you call us here?" asked G'Kar. "What.... do you have to say to us?"
We know the answers to all questions ever asked, save one alone. We see what is to come, as we see what has been. The accumulated wisdom of the galaxy is ours to wield and command.
This was not to be our time. We were to be a remnant, a legacy once all others had passed from this realm to the next. We were to be a reminder of the covenants forged of old. We were to be memory.
But that is not to be. We have returned early. This galaxy is changing. The times of the First Ones are fading, but they will not go easily. You two.... you two are the sole hopes of your peoples. Preacher and Emperor. Be warned, and be ready. Accept what has been shown must come to pass.
Our Primarch has denied his destiny, and it has led him here, to a fate he does not yet understand. Deny yours, and a similar fate will befall you.
And.... we wished to see you. We wished to have memories within us of those who may be the last true leaders of your peoples. There are Centauri here. There are Narn here. But you two.... you may be the last. Now, if your people die, something will live on.
The voice faded. Londo swore. G'Kar whispered a prayer.
Sinoval stood alone.
"My people will not die!" roared Mollari at last. "I will not let them die! Do you hear me?"
The Well of Souls did not respond, although it was a question to which it surely knew the answer.
* * *
"I will defend you, Delenn," Neroon said. "No shadow will touch you while there is breath in my body."
Delenn looked past him to the creature walking towards them. She recognised it as a Drakh. Not one of their warriors, or a magus, but a Drakh all the same. She remembered the carnage they had wrought at Kazomi 7. She saw again the children they had killed, the hopes they had destroyed, the people they had made mad with their Keepers.
She had found it difficult to hate anything or anyone since she had seen what had happened to Earth, but she did hate the Drakh.
Behind it walked two Shadows, their inky-black carapaces seeming to meld and dissolve in the flickering shadows cast by Parlonn's candle.
And yet she could sense that they were uncomfortable here. There was something about this place they disliked. Maybe Ivanova had been right after all. Maybe her mysterious friend was here.
"Come from this place," hissed the Drakh. "This flight is futile."
"Step no closer," said Neroon. "You may come no closer."
<Did you think we would let you betray us?> came another voice, a different voice. Delenn knew it was the voice of one of the Shadows. The Drakh was now directly in front of Neroon. <We made you ours. You.... are ours.>
"D.... Del...." His throat was tightening as he tried to say her name. She could see his grip on his pike grow loose, until it slid from his nerveless fingers. With a strangled cry he fell to his knees, head bowed. Delenn took an anguished step back.
The Drakh stood over him, studying him closely. It looked back at its masters, and then turned back to Neroon, a faint trace of a smile on its face. It was the most hideous sight Delenn had ever seen.
The Drakh reached down and plunged its hand into Neroon's chest. The warrior stiffened, a terrible cry leaving his mouth. His head was thrown back, his eyes wide and staring. His face was very pale, all the blood draining from it.
"Delenn!" he cried, and then the Drakh withdrew its hand and Neroon fell slumped to the ground. Delenn did not need to go to him to know that he was dead, but she went anyway, cradling his head in her lap and looking into his dead, oh-so-pale eyes.
"No!" cried a voice from behind her. Ivanova. "You promised me I'd be safe, dammit! You promised!" Delenn was not sure who she was speaking to — the Shadows, or her mysterious friend.
<Yes,> said the voice of the Shadows. <We promised.>
"Stuff your promise!" she shouted. Delenn watched in horror as Susan turned and took a lurching step towards the edge of the chasm. She rose from Neroon's body, trying to reach out, but she was too far away.
Susan Ivanova disappeared off the edge of the precipice, vanishing into open space.
Delenn felt the cold, clammy hand of the Drakh touch her arm, and she pulled away, stumbling forward as she scrambled for the edge of the cliff. Her arm was burning, and she could hear the Shadows whispering in her mind.
Something burst in the back of her knee and she fell. Warmth ran down the back of her leg, and she landed awkwardly, striking her head. She tried to rise, but her body would not obey her.
Turning, she saw the Drakh advance on her. It was saying something, but she could not hear the words over the roaring of her blood in her ears.
Darkness took her.
* * *
He sat alone in his office, a half-finished cup of coffee in front of him. Proxima's Chief of Security and Spymaster General had found something more interesting than his coffee.


Mr. Welles had once wondered what it would be like to be able to see the future. Then he had remembered the tale of someone who had been able to see the future, but been unable to prevent it or to warn anyone else of it.
He knew how she felt.
He could see it all happening, everything unfolding before him. Clark talking about war with the Alliance. War with the Alliance! What foolishness was that? War with the Minbari, yes. Even against G'Kar. That made some sort of sense, but what reason to attack the Alliance?
What reason but that humanity's allies demanded it? What reason but a wish for suicide?
He was alone, without allies. For three years he had been fumbling, desperately trying to get someone to listen to him, someone to work with him. Nothing had worked. Bester had betrayed him, had betrayed them all, for some little game of his. Bester was rumoured to be dead now. Welles did not believe it. He would always turn up again.
But then, just when everything seemed lost, help could come from the least likely of places.
He put down the piece of paper he had been reading and picked up his coffee, taking a sip. He very quickly spat it out.
He looked back at the paper. It was a warrant for the arrest of one Dexter Smith, last known location Sector 301, on a charge of murder.
* * *
Delenn could hear the voice as she recovered consciousness. Slowly she rose, looking around. This place seemed little different from any other in Z'ha'dum, but she could feel something different. An air.... almost of holiness.
"Where am I?" she asked, not realising she had spoken aloud.
"A very good question," said another voice, an old voice, filled with loss and wisdom and wonder. "Who are you? That is another good question. What do you want? I wonder if anyone up there can answer them. Can you?"
"I know the answers," she replied. "Who are you?"
"Someone welcoming a guest to his home. Welcome, Delenn of Mir. I believe we have a great deal to talk about."



Part 2 : The Opening of an Unexpected Door.



Deep beneath Z'ha'dum Delenn meets the First One, and is presented with the choice the technomages spoke of so long ago.  How will she choose - the safety of all that is, against the hope of all that is to come?  Meanwhile there are two very different homecomings - for Mr. Morden, and for Captain Sheridan.... and there is a bitter discovery in store for Sinoval.





Chapter 1



"Order and discipline are fine and noble goals. Lofty dreams. Ah, but you cannot have order without chaos, and some of us can see that. So what you need is ordered chaos. Our style of chaos, you might say.

"A war of our direction, and at our will. And by the time it is over, all the races will be ours, whether they know it or not."

Mr. Morden, a private observation.


* * *
Where am I?
My home. This is where you were aiming for, after all.
I don't feel any pain. I remember.... being wounded.
Pain.... is a transitory thing. All things are transitory in their own way, but the pain of the flesh most of all. The pain of the soul, however.... well, that can last a very long time indeed. You know that better than any, Delenn of Mir. Almost as well as I do.
You are the.... friend.... Ivanova spoke of.
I cannot say whether I am anyone's 'friend' or not, but yes, I am the one she spoke of. I have been trying to contact her for some time. I could sense her troubled soul, and I knew she would bring you here. I have been waiting for this meeting, or one like it. Waiting for.... a very long time.
Where is Ivanova? I.... don't see her.
She is sleeping. Without dreams. It has been a long time since she last did that. She will awaken soon enough, but she would not thank either of us for waking her now.
No, I do not think she would. It is strange.... I used to.... well, not hate her, but I knew she was the Enemy. She worked for them of her own free will. She tried to kill me, she tried to kill John. And yet all I can feel for her is pity. Can you explain that?
Indeed I can. You are learning. I might even suspect that was the reason you were sent here, if I did not know better.
Why was I sent here?
Who can say? The Vorlons sent you here to die. You sent yourself here so that another might live. The universe sent you here.... Who is either of us to question the will of the universe? We are both just children born of her, after all. Perhaps you were sent here to meet me.
And who are you?
That question again. I very much doubt anyone can answer that truly, not even you, for all your claims. I could give you any one of countless answers, but if I were to tell you my name is Lorien, and I am very old indeed.... would that satisfy you?
It might. I do not recognise your race, but there is something familiar. You do not look like a Soul Hunter, and yet there is something there....
No, I am not a Soul Hunter, although I do know of their breed. I see that Cathedral has returned to the doings of the younger races, and that the Well of Souls has spoken to mortal beings again.
Are the Soul Hunters themselves not mortal?
After a fashion.
Wait.... are you saying that the Soul Hunters were not meant to be a part of this? This was not their destiny?
What is destiny? You accept the concept as if the future were written out as plain as day, words on a page, engravings on a stone slab. I can see some of the things laid out before me, but not all. No, Delenn of Mir, I was not expecting the Soul Hunters to return to the doings of the younger races for another thousand years at least, but it seems I was wrong. I have heard the Well of Souls speak to young Primarch Sinoval. I have heard my children within the Well.... they are a part of me even now, you know. Primarch Sinoval.... he denies destiny, and he spurns his doom. He makes his own way. I cannot tell if he is walking a hero's path, or a fool's.
Your children...? You are a First One?
To an extent. I am the First One. The first living being spun out of the fabric of the universe, all those years ago. Time seems to have sped up recently. It moved so slowly back then.
You are immortal?
I am. We are all immortal, in our own ways.
What do you mean? Am I.... dead?
No. Your wounds would not have been fatal in any event. At least, not to you. I did what I could to repair them, little mother. A simple matter of the manipulation of energies.
Then what is to happen to me?
That.... is for you to decide. You were warned that you would have to make a choice, were you not?
Yes.... Yes.... the technomages.... they told me....
This is where you must choose.
Choose between what? I don't understand!
Not yet. You must see things first. You must revisit the past, and maybe even a glimpse of the future you think is written in stone.
Stones can be shattered.
Exactly. Come now.... look.... and learn....
* * *
He was not stopped at customs. In fact no one seemed to notice him as he breezed past the usual array of tourists, businessmen, soldiers, refugees and journalists. Why would anyone notice him, after all? He had not been particularly famous or renowned when he was alive. Oh, some small recognition in his chosen field, but it was a small and closed field at best.
And now, after his 'death', people had a tendency not to notice him. That had got him out of a fair number of predicaments, and even a cell or two.
Fortunately for Mr. Morden, people could see him sufficiently well for him to stop a taxi. He smiled at the driver and got inside. He had been away for quite a while, but some things never changed.
"Where to, sir?" asked the driver.
Sir? Morden was impressed, and made a mental note to give a bigger than usual tip. His associates could afford it, and respect like that deserved to be rewarded. "Sector One-one-one, the Edgars Building."
"Right you are, sir. Had you figured for a business type the instant I saw you, so I did. Just come in from offworld, huh? Been doing some business at Beta Durani, or out in the Vega system, perhaps?"
"A bit further than that, actually."
"Ah, with the aliens, eh? That musta been exciting. We get a few aliens through here. Narns, mostly, although not as many as we used to. Which is all for the good if you ask me. I mean, yeah, we've had some help from aliens in the past, but we shouldn't have to go grovelling to other races for a bit of help now, should we?"
"I guess not," he replied, faintly amused.
"Now that's what I like about these allies of ours. We don't have to grovel. They want to help us, and don't ask a single damned thing in return. They just want to help, they say. Hey, you been offworld a while. You won't have seen their flyby at New Year, will you?"
"No, I'm afraid I didn't."
"Hot damn, you really missed something, sir. That was impressive, seeing all those ships pass by overhead.... it sure was something. My Rosa.... that's the missus, twenty years the ball and chain, eh? Well, my Rosa said they creeped her out, and I sorta get what she meant, but they were still impressive. We've got nothing to fear from them anyway. They're our allies, right?"
"Looks can be deceiving."
"That's right, that's what I was telling her. Yeah, they do look a bit scary I guess, but they're just different from us. Just 'cause they look weird, that don't mean they ain't our friends."
"Exactly."
"So, you gonna be on Proxima long?"
"I'm not really sure. I've got some business to deal with, and then I might be heading out."
"Ah well, while you're here, if you get time you wanna go down to the cinema screens. They got a damned good one at Meadowhall Dome. Yeah, I know, you can get all the films at home with that virtual reality, surround sound rubbish, but you can't beat a good night out at the cinema, popcorn an' all. Anyway, last week, me and Rosa, we went down to see that new film Wandering Star. Damned good, it was. Starred that Barringer fellow. It'd get an Oscar or two, I reckon.... or at least it would, if they were still doing Oscars. A crying shame, that was. I mean, we need some field of achievement, don't we? No matter what you do, you need something to aim for, you need someone to reach out and grab the medal, the statue.... whatever."
"The field of human achievement," Morden said. "A never-ending struggle for self-improvement."
"That's it in a nutshell, sir. We need something to aim for. Reckon the Minbari took that from us, but we're getting it back. They started up the baseball again. You a baseball fan, sir?"
"I used to be. I haven't really had time to keep up with things recently."
"Ah. Well, if you're a betting man, I've put a couple of creds on the Swashbucklers. Proxima team. My cousin's in the team, you know. Well, third cousin a couple of times removed or something, but hey, family's family, right? People don't believe me when I tell them that, but it's true."
"I believe you."
"Well, thanks, sir. It's always nice to get a real gentleman in the cab. I mean, I had to change routes because all I ever got were the students at the Medical and Law Colleges down in Sector Two-four-five. Awful they were. Singing and capering around, and throwing up all the time. Well, I needed the money, mind, but I much prefer this route. It's nice to have someone to talk to who can say something serious. I mean, the kids o' today, they don't know what it was like all those years during the war. Here we are, just got things back on track after all that time of hard work, all that loss, and those kids act like they don't have to work for nothing any more. A lot of them don't know what it's like to go through all that, or if they did, they've forgotten. I mean, me and Rosa, our kids might be at university now.... if they were still alive, you know. The eldest one died at Orion, and our little girl.... well, she starved to death the following winter. Parents aren't meant to outlive their children, you know. There's something just.... wrong about it all. You got any children, sir?"
"No.... I.... I guess I just never met anyone I loved enough to have children with."
"Ah, you'll find someone, sir. I'm sure of it. One of them classy businesswomen types, I'm sure. Had one of them in the back of my cab.... Heh heh, just kidding. Little cabbie's humour. Well, you've got to laugh at some things, don't you? If you don't laugh, you cry, ain't that the truth?"
"Oh, undoubtedly."
"Well, here we are, sir. Edgars Building, just like you asked." The taxi came to a halt. "It's been a real pleasure driving you, sir, you know that. You're not like most of these types I get."
"Thank you," Morden said, genuinely pleased. He handed over his credit chit. "Take an extra ten percent. Take the wife out for a meal or something."
"Why, thanks, sir. Real generous of you, sir. If you ever need another ride anywhere, just give me a call. Pleasure taking you anywhere. There's my card and everything. Good luck with your business, sir."
"Thank you," he said, taking back the card and stepping out of the taxi. The Edgars Building, headquarters of Interplanetary Expeditions. He sighed, and began to trot up the steps to the front door. He wondered if the old man himself would be in.
He began to whistle to himself. It was good to be home.
* * *
Sinoval took slow, deep breaths, trying to remember all the meditative techniques he had learned in his youth from Sech Durhan. There had been times he had derided meditation as a priestling excuse to sit down for a while and not do any work, but now he understood the need for a mental and emotional equilibrium, a chance to calm and quieten himself, to soothe his soul and ready himself for the rigours ahead.
Unfortunately, while priestlings were very good at meditating in quiet places, a warrior used different techniques, concentrating on his weapon and the motions and passions of combat; the knowledge that he would be required to give his life for his people, to defend them to his last breath, past the exhaustion of his flesh....
Warrior caste meditation required his weapon, and these days Stormbringer did not bring much aid in that regard. The Well of Souls might be more helpful, but after his last journey there, he had been uncomfortable. He could feel the winds of fate and the future rising up before him, rushing into a hurricane. He would soon be standing in its eye.
He did not believe in fate, or destiny. Such things were shaped by the will and actions of mortal beings. There was nothing written that had to come to pass, no true prophecies of the future, nothing that could not be changed.
An aide came up to him. A Brakiri. "The Council is ready to see you now," she said. She did not seem visibly intimidated by him, which made him smile. It was good to see courage in his allies.
He had been on Kazomi 7 for some days now, making deals, visiting the dignitaries one by one, ascertaining their allegiances, their beliefs. He had spoken to Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar and Emperor Londo Mollari, and to members of G'Kar's Rangers who more than lived up to their Minbari antecedents. He had held meetings with Minister Lethke, and Taan Churok, and Ambassador G'Kael. He had gone to seek counsel from the technomage Vejar, and issued a warning to the Vorlon Ambassador Ulkesh.
Now he was ready to meet the Council as a whole, to present to them his information about the true reasons for Delenn's disappearance. He would expose the Vorlons for what they were and win over the support of the Alliance, becoming their leader in the war against both Shadow and Vorlon, and against any and all who would seek to oppose them.
He walked forward into the room. The Council was indeed waiting for him. Those who had been here when the Alliance had been formed, visiting dignitaries such as the Centauri Emperor, Ambassadors from foreign powers. There were five spaces empty.
One, at the head of the table, was for Delenn herself. Sinoval looked at the empty chair and felt a resurgence of the great anger he had experienced when receiving her message. Hopefully Sheridan would return with her, both of them back safe.
The second empty space was obviously Sheridan's, or that of his second. There was a human sitting beside it, one Sinoval did not recognise. He looked ill-at-ease, and paled before Sinoval's gaze. A nonentity.
The third belonged to the other Drazi representative on the Council — Vizhak. He had been away for some weeks, visiting the Drazi homeworld on diplomatic business. He was expected back soon.
Vejar was not here. He had rarely been seen in public since the Vorlon had arrived, for reasons known only to himself. He had made it clear to Sinoval that he would not come to this meeting. They had spoken some days ago, and had shared mystical and unclear premonitions of the future.
And there was also a large Vorlon-shaped hole in the corner of the room. Ulkesh was not here. Sinoval was not surprised, but he did wonder what the Vorlon was planning. Whatever it was, it would not be enough.
He walked to the head of the room and turned to face the Council. Then he began to speak.
* * *
You remember this, don't you?
<sadly> I.... I remember.
You were angry. Filled with a great and terrible rage. One you loved dearly had died in your arms, the victim of an unprovoked and savage attack. You did not stop to think.... There was no time for thought. All those meditation rituals he had taught you, everything you knew about how to control your emotions, your rage.... all forgotten, all lost.
<greater sadness> I remember.
And so you condemned a world and a people. An entire race of sentient beings, children of the universe, just like you and me.
<sadness faded, replaced by anger> I remember! How often must I relive this? How many times...? Haven't I paid enough by now? Haven't we all paid enough? It was a mistake! It was a terrible mistake.... Just how.... when will I be forgiven? <sorrow>
Ah, but who can forgive you? Not I, certainly. I have seen the karmic wheel turn, and spin, and revolve. You took their world, and they took yours. You destroyed their hopes and dreams, and they found new ones in the destruction of all that you are. You have suffered greatly, more than any sentient being could and still survive, I feel. And yet I feel there is more suffering ahead.
I'm sorry. I've been sorry for that day for the last fifteen years.... but when.... when will we have paid?
Payment? Ah, but for what? For destroying their homeworld and killing so many billions? Well, they ruined your world and killed so many of your people. Perhaps the scales are balanced now. How many of them did you kill? How many of you did they kill? A matter of numbers, I suppose it comes down to.
That's not what I meant.
<softer> No. I know. For your decision taken in great wrath, for the destruction of their world.... If the universe decrees you have suffered enough, then so be it. Certainly there is great wisdom in forgiving, and looking to the future rather than remaining fixated on the past. Ah.... but you have done more than that, more than just destroy their past.
What? What do you mean?
You have destroyed their future as well. And to save it.... perhaps you will have to sacrifice yours.
* * *
"So," said the old man as his visitor stepped inside the office. "How was Centauri Prime?"
"A little disordered," said Morden. "But that's normal for the time of year."
The old man smiled. "It's good to have you back here. It's just not the same without anyone to talk to. Oh, there's Zento of course, but he's too busy running the public side of the place, making sure we get all the funds and influence we need to.... to do the real work. I don't think he really believes, anyway. It's a game to him. The money's just a way of keeping score." The old man shook his head sadly. "No, he doesn't see the.... the true cause behind this. He doesn't understand."
"How many people ever do?" asked Morden. "How many people even want to?"
"Right as ever, my friend. I'm sorry. I must be depressing you. Here, do you want some orange juice? They've tried growing some oranges in the farming zones outside the Fourth Dome. I fear they haven't quite perfected the process yet, but they're getting there. Slowly. It still costs a fortune, of course."
"No, thank you. I'm afraid my stomach is still full from all that brivare they stuffed down my throat on Centauri Prime." Morden made a face. "Absolutely revolting stuff. I don't know how they stomach it."
"Just one of the many hardships we have to suffer in the name of our great cause."
"True enough, and I suppose compared to their cells and their politicking it wasn't so much of a burden."
The old man sat down, and Morden sat opposite him. He was cradling a glass of orange juice, and making wistful smiles as he sipped at it. "So, just how was Centauri Prime? Did the Emperor accept our offer?"
"No. He's come down with a bad case of social conscience. The.... troubles we found out about in the middle of last year were more severe than we'd guessed. Things are quite bad there. Improving now of course, but still problematic. I thought that the Emperor would be willing to agree to anything that would help him, but.... it seems I underestimated him. I won't do that again."
"He drove a hard bargain?"
"Worse than that. He flat out refused to commit to anything that might beggar his people in the long run. A very canny man. I actually sort of like him."
"And what about.... them?"
"Ah." Morden's easy tone evaporated. "Not so good. Someone at the Court has been in negotiation with them. I can make an educated guess, but there's no solid evidence, just circumstantial. I'm convinced Mollari doesn't know a thing about it. After all he's seen, there's no way he'd make a deal with them, especially if he turned down an alliance with us.
"No, I'm inclined to think someone's either trying to gain a little personal power in the new system, or that they're genuinely trying to save the people, and don't want the Emperor's conscience getting in the way. A.... fairly sizeable fleet of Shadow ships came to defend Centauri Prime when the Narns attacked. Shortly afterwards I was arrested and imprisoned."
"How were the cells there?"
Morden flashed a smile. "A nice place to visit, but I wouldn't want to live there. Fortunately, we do have a friend in the Court. He got me out, and.... well, everyone else just had a great deal of problems seeing me."
"What about the seeresses? How many are still alive?"
"Of any real power.... I'm betting on none, although one or two might have escaped. The troubles last year were marked by an extreme psionic backlash across the whole planet. The seeresses and telepaths fell apart completely, and those with the strength to endure the turmoil were soon murdered in the rioting." The old man swore. "My sentiments exactly. I knew the Enemy was trying to stamp them out after Lady Morella's.... death, but I was in no way expecting them to be able to swamp the whole planet."
"It spread chaos, and lots of it. They've always been partial to that."
"Indeed. It also pushed the Centauri closer to an alliance with them. I wouldn't be surprised if they were expecting someone more like Cartagia to take over. He'd have been quite happy to make a permanent deal with them. As it turns out however, he was too clever for their own good, and they're stuck with Mollari."
"How many of their.... devices are on the planet?"
"No way of telling. I managed to locate the first creature when I was there a few years ago, back when Lady Morella was killed. Some of the nobles there had been only too happy to open negotiations with a new trading race. It was the Vree, by the way, I found that out. Some of their merchant caste had made a deal with the Enemy via the Drakh. Anyway, the Vree merchants sold on the psionic devices to the nobles, telling them that they would prevent telepathic scans of their estates. As you can imagine, they were bought up by the barrel-load. When they were ready the Shadows activated them, and people all over the planet started to go mad."
"One of the same devices that killed Lady Morella?"
"Well, one of the things that encouraged her maid to do it, and then to kill herself afterwards. Lady Morella was a bit too powerful and too well connected for their liking, I suspect. After I found and destroyed the device, things calmed down. And then of course I was suspected of murdering Morella and thought it prudent to be away from Centauri Prime for a while.
"While I was gone, they must have kept dropping the devices all over the place. One of the more nastier elements of their biotechnology. Alive, sentient and psionically very powerful. The Enemy turned them all on at once, and the entire planet fell apart. Things are quieter now. I'm not sure if the devices were found and destroyed, or if they've got what they wanted with the whole thing and are happy to stop frying everything on Centauri Prime.
"Still, I'll say one thing for the place though," he added with a smile. "Primarch Sinoval was a very long way away."
"Him again. Oh yes, we are going to have to do something about him."
"It's just a matter of direction, surely? He's not allied with us, and he certainly isn't allied with them. Set him after the Enemy, and then we can sit back and watch the fur fly. He's arrogant enough to think he can storm the gates of Z'ha'dum by himself, and maybe lucky enough to do it as well."
"And that, no doubt, is exactly what the Enemy will be planning."
"He's a direct sort of person," Morden said, musing for a moment. "One of the reasons he dislikes our side is that he can't stand what he perceives as our manipulation of his people, his to rule. Given that we've written them all off as a bad job, if we just ducked low and stayed out of his way for a while, he's more likely to focus his efforts on Sonovar and the Enemy."
"That is not too likely, I am afraid. He was confirmed as being on Kazomi Seven this week."
"Ah.... That's not good."
"I think you might be overestimating his abilities."
"I've met him. Trust me on this. He may not have the power to destroy everything we've built, but he thinks he has, and he's certainly willing to try. Just how likely is he to stumble over our activities there?"
"You've met him. You tell me."
Morden moaned. "Is there anywhere we can count on? I have this vision of everything falling apart."
"Well.... something's going according to plan anyway. We finished the construction here last month."
"Ah." Morden smiled. "That is good news. Can I see it?"
"Certainly. Come right this way."
* * *
"I come here.... in a spirit of alliance and co-operation. That is after all the meaning of this place, is it not? Different races allied together for mutual advantage, a shelter together from the raging storms that crash and wail in the galaxy outside us.
"But no matter how we try to hide from it, the storm will find us out in the end. No shelter can last forever, no wall can endure an onslaught indefinitely. The storm will come here.
"No doubt you will try to fight it. I will try to fight it. We might even do so together. What will it cost us to win? What has it cost us so far? Minbar? The Great Machine? Babylon Four?
"Delenn...?
"But what if we win? Victory is not impossible, not at all. We managed it a thousand years ago, and we can manage it now. So we win, and we return to our homes, to our shelters and our walls....
"And the greater Enemy arises. The storm that builds slowly within our walls, the storm that waits for the winds outside to die down before destroying everything within."
"I assume you are speaking of the Vorlons, Primarch Sinoval?"
Sinoval turned his gaze to Minister Lethke, who had spoken. The Brakiri had a reputation for considerable shrewdness and political acumen. Sinoval had certainly seen that when they had met a few days ago. He had told Lethke a little more than he had told the others, although not as much as Mollari or G'Kar.
"I am indeed."
"The Vorlons are our allies," said Lethke. "They have offered us their assistance against the Shadows."
"For their own purposes. You, I.... everyone, we are caught in the middle of a conflict between Vorlon and Shadow. What does it matter if we defeat the one, only to be enslaved by the other?"
"You may well be right, Primarch," spoke up a soft voice, and Sinoval looked at Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar. He had been notably inconspicuous since he and Mollari had visited the Well of Souls. This was the first time they had been in the same room since.
"It is certainly possible the Vorlons are but using us in their war with the Shadows. Certainly, some of their behaviour has been.... erratic, not to mention questionable." Sinoval knew what he was referring to. G'Kar knew the truth, as did he and Mollari and as the technomage. Delenn had gone to Z'ha'dum, not abducted by a Shadow agent as many chose to believe, but at the order of the Vorlons.
"However, we cannot win this war without their aid. We have tried, and we have done.... better than I dared dream. Our very presence here is proof enough that we have achieved some triumphs.
"But I have seen the fleets of the Enemy. I was a part of the Great Machine for over two years, and all its vast power was mine. The Machine could not hold against the forces of the Enemy. If all that ancient, wondrous technology fell.... then how can we be expected to win without the aid of the Vorlons?"
"We have Cathedral."
"Soul Hunters," said Taan Churok. "You ask us to trust takers of souls over Vorlons? You ask us to believe in those who deny the warriors their paths to Droshalla's kingdom?"
"The Soul Hunters do not imprison anything or anyone. I have made a bargain with them, on terms both of us have agreed to. They mean you no harm, not now, not while I live, and not after I am gone."
"Certain of that, are you?"
"It does not matter who can be trusted more," spoke up G'Kar. "I have.... thought greatly on what you said at our last meeting, Primarch Sinoval, and on what I saw.... We need the Vorlons. Without them we will all be dead, if not today then tomorrow. Surely their price is not.... not too high a price to pay for our lives."
"And if it is?"
"If it is, then we will deal with that later.... when the time comes. But for this moment, for this instant, we need them."
"I think the Primarch.... may have some wisdom," spoke up Londo suddenly. Sinoval looked at the Centauri Emperor. His initial assessment had been proved wrong, and he had been forced to re-evaluate it. There was hidden strength within the man, and a greater wisdom than was readily apparent. However, he would always put the needs of his people first. A fine and laudable aim.... but it would end up crippling everything all of them fought for.
"I turned down an alliance with the Vorlons, because their.... representative did not offer as much as he seemed to. I was wary about becoming involved in this war, and I still am. Shadow and Vorlon, elder races all.... let them fight. Why can we not pull back and leave them to it, and say good riddance to both of them? Let us work together to create peace, not a furtherance of bloody war."
"Centauri cowardice," muttered Taan Churok under his breath.
"You know me," replied Mollari angrily. "I was here, on this planet. I saw the suffering the Drakh caused to the people here. I lived through it every bit as much as you did! Do not call me a coward.
"Yes, I have seen the evil of the Drakh, but they are gone now, their fleet destroyed, yes? So it was I heard. Why do we fight against their masters? We have built a peace from the Drakh invasion. Can we not be satisfied with that, and work on?"
"No," said Sinoval. "I wish we could, but neither Shadow nor Vorlon will leave us alone. They war, not with fleets or weapons or soldiers as we do, but through us. They toy with us, directing us to wars, manipulating us to conflicts, to alliances, to chains we cannot throw off until it is too late.
"We must be rid of them both.
"I have something to show you all.... Something to prove that I mean what I say." He gently laid the holographic projector on the table in front of him. He did not want to do this. He did not want to relive Delenn's last message one more time, to look at the face of her compassion and her courage and her self-sacrifice.
But he had to.
"No!" said a voice. "You mean nothing of what you say."
It was Vizhak. He stormed into the room, his face in a black fury. "I hear you come here. I hear you come here to talk of peace. I hear these things while on homeworld.
"And while on homeworld, I hear of Drazi ships attacked. Drazi merchant ships attacked. Carrying food and medicine for wounded Drazi soldiers.
"Drazi ships attacked by Minbari ships."
* * *
Why did you come here?
You know why.
Humour an old, old man. Why did you come here?
That was the price the Vorlons demanded of me to save John. I had to come here in payment for them curing him. I.... hoped to do as much damage here as I could before I died, but.... the technomages betrayed me. You know all this, surely.
Yes, I do. But that was not the question I asked. I know you came here to save another, but why?
Why? How can you ask that? I love him!
Is it truly love? Or merely guilt? Remember his wife, dead all these years. Remember his world, his friends.
I love him!
A true love?
Yes!
Such that you would give your life for his?
Yes! I came here. Surely that proves as much?
It was not guilt, then? Not a means of compensation for everything you have done to him and his people?
....
Ah. Silence. Have you ever thought about that?
Yes. I have.... wondered.... Sometimes. I do love him. I do.
But were you willing to give your life for his out of this love, or because of your sense of guilt?
I love him.... but.... these times need him more than me. Kazomi Seven needs a warrior now, not a healer. I am not a warrior. John is.
And when the war is over, if it ever can be over.... When you win, what then? Who will be left to heal the wounds of the war?
But without the warriors, we will never win. I have thought of all this.
Perhaps. What of Neroon?
He is dead, isn't he?
Yes.
Could you save him?
I cannot create life. Only the universe can do that, but yes.... I suppose I could save him, extend his life for a brief period, repair damage and heal wounds, but he would not thank either of us if I did. His doom was set, you know.
You said nothing was written in stone.
Nothing is. Nothing is inevitable, but I have seen his soul, his pattern. He would die sooner or later. All beings do. This is the way he would have wished to die, a true warrior's death, defending his true love.
He still loved me, then?
He did.
And he died because of me. Another one.
Another death at your door? I suppose so. All beings die eventually.
Except you.
Ah. True, but then, just as all beings die, so are all beings immortal. Neroon's soul has returned to the universe, gone back to the weave to be threaded and given form once more. Mortal beings gain immortality through their children, or through their rebirth. I am immortal simply because I am not yet dead. My people.... are not reborn, as yours are.
Why not?
A sacrifice we made long ago. A necessary one. I am the last of my people, the last one left. I chose to remain here, to observe and to wait.
To wait? For me?
For someone. For a meeting. This meeting. Soon I will be able to rest. But there are some things that must be done first.
What things?
Ah.... that very much depends on you.
* * *
"Ow!"
"Oh, don't be such a baby."
"Are you deliberately trying to cause me the maximum amount of pain possible?"
"Trust me, you'd know if I was."
Dexter Smith was used to pain, or so he thought. In his childhood he had been shot at, stabbed, punched, pushed off things and pushed on to things. In his adult life he had been pushed to the limits of endurance in his training in Earthforce and in his time as a soldier and captain. And more recently he had been stabbed and punched in a particularly unpleasant fight with a group of thugs.
But none of that compared to the tender loving care of his companion.
"How come you never got hurt anyway?" he asked.
"Maybe they didn't want to hurt a lady?" Talia said with a smile. "Or maybe they underestimated me. People tend to do that around me, I can't think why."
"I never will. Ow!"
"Oh, stop it. I think that was a compliment, was it?"
"Not as such. I learned not to underestimate you a long time ago. If you remember, it was right after you hid on my ship for six months right under my nose and then blew up a huge chunk of it."
"Oh, yes. That."
"Yes. That."
There was an awkward pause, as she resumed bandaging his cut arm. He wasn't sure just how deep the wound was, but the whole area was numb and he had problems flexing the muscles there. There had been a fair amount of blood as well. And, given that the two of them could not go anywhere near a hospital, this limited amount of care was the best he could hope for.
"It.... it wasn't anything personal, you know," she said finally. "It wasn't anything against you, or your ship. I just had to slow things down. I had to give Al enough time to get things going elsewhere. I didn't...." She paused. "I mean, I thought you were a good captain."
"Actually," he said softly. "I meant to thank you. I was angry as hell at the time, but now.... Having looked back on that.... Thank you. You kept me away from Minbar. I.... wouldn't have liked to have.... been there. Not according to what I heard, anyway."
She sat back on her heels, looking at him closely. "They were our enemies," she said. "Well, your enemies, anyway."
"I hadn't met any before. Well, I've only met one now, but.... Does it make it right, us doing to them what they did to us? Doesn't it just make us as bad as they were?"
She shrugged. "There are some things you have to do."
"Yes, I get that. I mean, safeguard our worlds and our families, fine. Destroy their military capabilities, no problem. Even capture their rulers and put them on trial.... that's all okay. But ruining their homeworld.... poisoning the atmosphere, the oceans, the ground? The whole thing just seems.... an act of spite. Childish spite. You know.... you broke my toy, so I'll break yours."
"Earth was a little more than a toy."
"I guess. I've never actually been there. I was born here on Proxima."
"I.... I don't think I've been to Earth. Maybe when I was a little girl. My earliest memories are of the Psi Corps training base on Mars. That was one of the main bases, not the subsidiary ones. That was my home almost all my life. All my friends were there."
"I'm.... sorry."
"Don't be. Al got out everyone he could. Unlike the.... mundanes, we had somewhere to go. He took us all to Sanctuary. I wasn't much more than a teenager at the time. I remember all the chaos, all the people running around desperately trying to pack things and get everything sorted out. It's funny, but I left my diary behind, and I was so filled with panic that someone would find it and read it." Smith looked at her, and she chuckled. "What?"
"I'm trying to imagine what could have been in your diary when you were a teenager."
"None of your business!" she laughed. "Didn't you keep a diary?"
"Not around here, I didn't. I don't know, I always thought a diary was a place to.... you know, write down all the things you dreamed of doing, and then looking back when you're a grown-up and realising just how little you managed. I knew I wouldn't manage anything, so what was the point of writing down things that would never come true?"
"Pessimistic," she noted.
"Life in the Pit was like that."
"Even when you found out you were.... one of us."
"A telepath, you mean?" She nodded, and he sighed. "Talia, I get hunches from time to time, and.... vague ideas of what someone's feeling. I can't read minds, I can't do scans, and I can't talk mind to mind. I'm not a telepath."
"You have our genes. You are one of us, whatever you think."
He sighed, and shook his head. "How are you doing anyway? Have the sleepers worn off yet?"
She made a face. "Not yet. Another few hours, I think. It's.... weird. It's like.... having lived all your life in a place with loud music coming from the next room, and the music has suddenly stopped dead. I've got so used to being able to tell what someone's thinking, and now.... I know they'll come back, and I know there's more to me than just my powers, but still.... It's.... difficult."
"So, you can tell what people are thinking?" He looked worried.
"Most of the time. Strong emotions, mainly."
"Then, you could tell some things I've.... been thinking?"
"Some of the time. I'll teach you how to block your thoughts, if you like. It doesn't take too much skill or power."
"That would be.... helpful."
"For both of us. Some of your thoughts.... really shouldn't be directed in the presence of a lady."
"Let me know where one is, and I'll take that advice." She headed back to his arm, and continued bandaging. "That was a joke. You do know that was a.... Ow!"
"Sorry. My hand slipped."
"I'll bet. Ouch!"
* * *
The skies above Kazomi 7 shimmered, and a jump point opened.
"Home at last," said the voice of the Babylon's second in command. Despite the cheeriness of his words, he was feeling anything but happy. Nothing about this mission had gone right. Not a thing. They had gone to Z'ha'dum to rescue Delenn, only to learn that she was dead. How the Captain had known this he was not sure, but Delenn was gone now.
On top of that, the Babylon's telepath Lyta Alexander was in a coma. The doctor was unable to identify what was wrong with her, other than some symptoms of exhaustion.
And as if that weren't enough, the Captain had not said a single word since they had entered hyperspace at Z'ha'dum. He merely sat in his chair on the bridge, not eating, not sleeping, doing nothing but sit and brood the whole journey back.
And now that they were back, Corwin's bad feeling was worsening.
"Captain.... Commander," said the helm tech, Guerra. "Um.... There's something here, in orbit around the planet. The instruments don't seem to recognise it. Not a ship, but...."
"What is it?" asked Corwin. The Captain did not seem to react.
"No, we have got it on record. The Morningstar sent the details over after the Battle of Minbar. It's the Soul Hunter base. It's called...."
"Cathedral," muttered Corwin. He breathed out slowly, unsure whether this was a good thing, or a bad thing.
Or a very very bad thing.
"Cathedral," said the Captain suddenly, his eyes glinting. "Well, well." He sat forward. "So, Primarch Sinoval's come for a visit.
"Won't this be interesting?"



Chapter 2


Why are you asking me all these questions?
The power to question is the greatest gift the universe has given her children. For only by questioning the things we see around us can any of us grow. The sense of wonder, of mystery, of puzzles to be solved.... Where would anyone be if we knew the answers to all the questions ever asked? What would there be left to aim for with all the knowledge of the universe at our fingertips?
Not even you know everything?
I am no nearer to knowing the answers to all the mysteries of life than you are. I may have had more time to ponder them, but that has only brought home to me just how little any of us knows.
Then what mystery are you trying to solve now?
You.
What?
Ah. I apologise. Let me be clearer. Nothing is written in stone, as we have said already. There are prophecies spoken of, yes. There are flashes of what is to come, brief hints as we pass the veil of time to look forward or back. But few things are definite, solid, precise. We live, we grow old, we die. That is the truth for all things.
Apart from you.
I will die, in due time. Even the universe herself will die someday. Maybe I will still be here then. I was not the only member of my race born in this place, you know. The first generation of my people.... we do not die as you do, but injury, illness, war.... They have plagued us every bit as much as they do you. I still live only because I have not yet succumbed.
You were saying something about the future.
Ah, yes. My mind wanders from time to time. I do apologise.
Accepted.
As I was saying, nothing is definite, but there are.... patterns that may be traced by those with the skill to do so. Certain divinations, certain paths may be spotted. Through subtle manipulations and delicate calculations it is possible to shape the course of the future as you desire. The Vorlons have grown skilled at this over the many years they have lived. That was why they sent you here, as part of a shaping of the future.
And that's why they saved John?
I assume he is a vital component in the future they wish to shape. But they are not the only ones with that skill. The technomages, the Soul Hunters, the inhabitants of this world, those you know as the Shadows.... all have been trying to mould the course of destiny. The technomages are bound by certain laws of conduct, and the Soul Hunters are still tied to the oaths exacted from them by the Well of Souls. Once, the Vorlons and the Shadows were bound by oaths, but they have long since forgotten such things.
What oath?
Why, to protect and to guide the younger races. As the majority of the First Ones left this galaxy to pass beyond the Rim to the next, they chose to remain, shepherds to the younger races. Each advocated a different path: chaos and struggle and endeavour on the one hand; precise order and discipline on the other.
But.... they failed?
Over time it became simply a matter of proving which side was right. <sigh> It is a terrible thing when your children fight. They have forgotten the way. Some of the Vorlons remembered, but I felt the passing of the last one not long ago. I met him once, Kosh. You have as well.
Yes. He was.... a part of me.
I know. He remembered. He was one of the last. Now Vorlon and Shadow war indiscriminately, forgetting their original purpose. Their wars will not last forever, though. An ending will come soon, in a year, or ten, or a hundred, or a thousand. An ending will come.
What sort of ending?
Ah, that is very much for you to decide. You see, the future is not set in stone, but there are paths that diverge and converge, weaving their ways slowly through the fabric of time. There are many such paths, but two that stand out clearer than the others. The time of choice is here. The technomages saw that this time would come, and sought to shepherd you in the right direction. Into the right choice. I do not give advice, or counsel. I simply present you with the options before you.
What options?
Simple. A galaxy of hope, or a galaxy of despair. Light versus darkness. Life against death.
That is a choice? The technomages told me they were afraid I would choose wrongly, but.... how can anyone fail to make the right choice with those options?
Do not speak too quickly. You do not yet know the price.
What.... what is the price?
I will tell you....
* * *
There was a moment of silence in the Council Chamber of the United Alliance of Kazomi 7. All eyes were fixed on the two figures standing. All minds were filled with speculation.
One of the standing figures was Primarch Sinoval, leader of the Minbari people, master of the mysterious and terrifying Soul Hunters. He had been on Kazomi 7 for over a week, engaged in private meetings with many of the leaders. Now he had spoken to the Council, trying to win their support to his goal of a strike against the Vorlons. The Vorlon Ambassador was not here.
Sinoval's speech had been interrupted by the arrival of the second figure. Vizhak was a member of this Council and had been since its formation more than two years earlier. He had only recently returned from a visit to the Drazi homeworld, and had returned with startling information.
"I say again to those who did not hear me before," he said. "Drazi ships have been attacked. Drazi ships have been attacked by Minbari ships. And who leads Minbari? Who orders Minbari ships? Who, but you?"
"I have given no such order," replied Sinoval, his face cold and hard, his dark eyes darting to each member of the Council as if daring any of them to disbelieve him. "I have not instructed any attack on Drazi shipping."
"Perhaps they were not Minbari ships," countered Vizhak. "Perhaps there were other ships looking like Minbari ships. Looking just like Minbari ships. There are eyewitnesses. There is documentation. They were Minbari ships."
"Sonovar," whispered the Primarch, closing his eyes. He hesitated, his body seemingly shaking with rage. Even Vizhak took a step back. Sinoval opened his eyes. "Sonovar," he repeated. The name meant little to anyone present.
"You pass blame on to another?" asked Vizhak.
"We should at least examine this evidence," spoke up a hasty voice. G'Kar, the voice of peace and reason as always. Unfortunately neither Sinoval nor Vizhak was interested in peace or reason. "Perhaps it is a conspiracy to frame Primarch Sinoval."
"No conspiracy," said Vizhak, with absolute certainty. "Minbari ships."
"Pirates, perhaps?" suggested G'Kar, looking at the still form of Primarch Sinoval. "Renegades?"
"You imply the mighty Primarch Sinoval cannot control his own people," said Vizhak. "That Minbari pirates slip his control and attack our ships. No, it was ordered, and who orders Minbari ships but he?"
"Sonovar," spoke the Primarch again. "This was Sonovar's doing. A pirate and a renegade, just as Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar said."
"So. You cannot control your people," snapped Vizhak.
"He lives only by my sufferance. He is too insignificant to bother with!"
"Deal with your own problems before you come to us!" cried Vizhak. "Why should we listen to one who lets his own people fly and destroy at will?"
Sinoval was about to reply, but he suddenly stopped and cocked his head as if listening to something. He looked at the door Vizhak had entered by a few minutes earlier. His hand went unconsciously to his side, to the place his pike would normally be.
The door opened, and in walked someone known to everyone on the Council. Captain John Sheridan, the legendary Starkiller himself. Sinoval straightened.
"Captain," said Lethke, the first to regain his composure. "You are.... back? How was.... How.... is...?"
"Delenn," spoke the thick accent of Emperor Londo Mollari. "Captain, is she...?"
"She is dead," came the soft reply. There was a collective sense of sadness, of sudden and terrible tragedy. Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar looked at his old friend, and his people's oldest enemy. Emperor Mollari's head was bowed.
"The Shadows killed her," continued Sheridan. "We.... only just got out of there alive. We.... couldn't get her body back."
"Droshalla preserve us," whispered Taan Churok. The stocky Drazi's face was full of emotion. He would have followed Delenn into oblivion and back. They all would.
"I.... um.... I think they were trying to convert her. Give her one of those Keepers or something." Sheridan's voice was choking as well. Everyone knew the depth of the relationship between him and Delenn. He had been mortally wounded and had lain paralysed for months. To recover only to lose her so shortly afterwards.... it was a true tragedy. And yet G'Kar knew the truth. Delenn had not been abducted and taken to Z'ha'dum. She had gone of her own free will as the price for the Vorlons curing Sheridan of those injuries. She obviously considered her life a price worth paying, and if that was her decision, how could he disagree with her?
But it was still so hard....
"She resisted," continued Sheridan. "They killed her when we arrived. They were afraid she'd escape and tell us about their secrets."
G'Kar looked up and turned his gaze from Sheridan to Sinoval. The Primarch was one of the three people in this room who knew the truth about Delenn's journey to Z'ha'dum. He was the one who had told G'Kar and Londo.
"She is dead?" said Sinoval.
For the first time, Sheridan seemed to notice he was there. He turned to look at the Minbari warrior. The two had met several times before, and there had rarely been friendship there. The air seemed to crackle between them.
"Yes," replied Sheridan simply.
Sinoval looked at Sheridan intently, staring into his eyes. Sinoval's own eyes grew even darker, so dark as to be almost infinite, a pool of blackness deep within his soul and beyond. G'Kar thought he could hear again the voice of the Well of Souls.
Sinoval then looked down, a terrible sadness filling him. He drew in a quick breath, then shook his head sadly.
"Damn you," he whispered, although of whom he was speaking G'Kar could not tell. Sinoval looked up again. "Damn you." He picked up the data crystal he had brought to the meeting, the crystal containing the record of Delenn's message to him, the message he had been intending to show the Council.
"Damn you!" He hurled the crystal against the wall. It shattered.
"I know who you are," he hissed, advancing on Sheridan. "I know who you are, and I swear by all the Gods in the heavens.... I will destroy each and every one of you!
"I will burn down your cities, and sow the ground beneath your feet with salt. Everything you have ever cherished I will destroy, as if it had never existed! Darker paths than yours, remember. I will show you them all."
Sheridan stood still where others would have quailed. Even some of the Council were flinching, and Sinoval's words were not directed at them.
It was Taan Churok who moved first, pushing back his chair and leaping to his feet. He lunged forward to attack Sinoval, when Sheridan suddenly raised a hand.
"No," he said softly. "Leave this place, Sinoval. Leave this place and never return."
"Let me kill him!" roared Taan Churok. Vizhak agreed.
Sinoval turned his gaze on all the Council. "I pity you all," he whispered. "Remember that I warned you." He looked back at Sheridan. "Remember that I warned you as well. Damn each and every one of you!"
"Go!" shouted Sheridan.
Sinoval stormed past him and left the hall. Sheridan watched dispassionately as the door slammed shut. He then turned back to the Council. He said four simple words.
"We are at war."
G'Kar looked at the broken pieces of Sinoval's data crystal. He had never seen anything more horrific in his life.
* * *
"His name was.... Byron, I believe. Our tests rated him as a P twelve. Very powerful, fully trained.... knowledgeable in certain.... how to put this politely? Certain unauthorised and not entirely legal techniques. All in all, absolutely perfect."
Morden looked up at the device before him. His associates had a number of plans in motion for various parts of the galaxy, and they were of such scope and range as to give the term 'forward planning' an entirely new meaning. Morden was well aware of how limited his part in their plans truly was.
Oh, he was useful, vital even. But he had been charged with forging alliances and making deals with certain alien Governments and systems: the Centauri of course, the Soul Hunters, one or two others. He was placed in the Vorlon Foreign Office. His path very rarely crossed with the Vorlon Bureau of Science.
Still, he knew at least the basics of the device before him; purpose, roughly how it worked, components and so forth. He had seen diagrams.
It was like a wall, but made of a substance very few people would have recognised. Morden was one of those few. It was a living wall, grown in the same way as the Vorlons ships. He reached out and touched it lightly. There was a faint warmth beneath his skin, and a soft, lazy vibration, almost like a heartbeat.
"Dormant, of course," said the old man.
Suspended half way up the wall, two or three feet from the ground, was a man. He was not held there by chains or rope or any form of nifty gravimetric trickery. The wall was holding him there. It was even growing around him. His head was tilted far back, and a small globe had been carefully fitted over it. Others might have called it an orb, a ball of some kind, or even a lampshade. Morden recognised the beginnings of a flower.
The man's body was still. He was unconscious.
Morden knew what the device was for, but he also knew the old man was dying to tell him all about it.
"So," he said, with a smile. "How does this thing work then?"
"There's no need to humour me," came the mildly reproving reply. "But since you asked nicely.... It's dormant at the moment, of course. Activating the channel would be.... unwise with such a strong Enemy presence here. When the time is right, then.... Well, you know all that. Actually, I've had it set up a little ahead of schedule. Byron really should have been sent off with the others, but this was a one in a million opportunity, having someone so powerful fall into our laps, so I sort of appropriated him from the cryo banks."
"Yes, it does seem a bit of a coincidence that he was here," Morden noted. "I suppose he didn't fall off the back of a truck?"
"No. Some of my.... certain individuals in my employ came across him. He was in Sector Three-o-one."
"Ah. That's still the less-than-reputable part of town, right?"
"It's actually got worse since the last time you were here, if you can believe that. Yes, that's the place. Byron here was sniffing around our business. He didn't have much time to find out anything useful. Our friends down there soon caught him. Unfortunately.... he had an accomplice, a woman. She's still at large."
"That doesn't sound good. Who do you think sent them? Bester?"
"Who else?"
Morden paused, deep in thought. "I heard the Enemy sent a fleet to his place to.... ah, deal with him. No one was happy about him triple-crossing everyone at Epsilon Three. I thought he was dead."
"That's the official report. Unofficially, I'd lay money he's still alive. Or maybe he isn't, and sent these two here before his death. Either way, it doesn't really matter. History is bearing down on all of us fast enough. The war will be coming here before the end of the year. I'd give it a bit less, actually. When the war does get here, and Mr. Byron is woken up.... well, it won't matter a bit what Bester has uncovered."
Morden looked up at the machine again. "It is very impressive," he said. "Will it do everything it's supposed to?"
"All that, and more. Yes.... I've always been worried about telepaths, you know. All my life. And here I am, at last in a position to do something about them. I can make sure their powers are kept under control and used for the public good. Each one we catch is one more feather on our side of the scales." The old man smiled. "Yes.... I feel like a young man all over again."
He nodded once, and then they turned away and left Mr. Byron to his dreams.
* * *
There are two paths before us now. Oh, the details are slightly different. One person can make a difference, even a significant difference. One moment of heroism, of cowardice, of courage, of fear.... anything can be changed. But there are two broad paths before us, and they stem from this moment, from you, from your choice.
What are.... what are my options? What must I choose?
In one future, you leave this place. I take you back to Kazomi Seven. There, you live, and love. You fight this war, and maybe it is won, and maybe it is a mere stand-off. You love, and raise children, and create a little haven of light and beauty and wonder. You live to an old age.... as you would measure old age, of course.
Continue....
But then you die, as all beings die. And after you are gone, the Darkness returns. Your haven, your light, your place of beauty.... it is swamped out forever. No, not forever. Nothing is truly eternal, save the cycle of life and death. But the light will be out for so long as to be almost forever, by your standards. There will be a haven, but for so short a time.
And the other option? The.... other path?
You leave this place and walk into darkness. You know great suffering, great loss, a terrible sadness. You endure pain and hardship and misery. Many close to you die or fall away. But in the end your sacrifice will ensure a brighter future.
And that will be.... will be eternal?
Nothing is eternal. But if you wish to cherish that remarkable delusion, then do so. Yes, the galaxy of wonder created by your suffering will indeed be eternal.
And John? Will he...? What will happen to him?
It is not for me to identify individuals. He will live, and he will die.
I saw him.... I saw his grave on Minbar. Is that.... is that in one of your futures?
Yes, I believe it is.
Which one?
You know that answer.
Yes, I do. Damn you.... I do not want to choose! I want.... I want.... No. What I want does not matter. I came here so that another could live, so that others could live. You know which path I take.
I never had any doubt.
Well.... I've made your choice. What now?
That is for you to decide. I can send you anywhere you wish to go. Where do you wish to go?
I see it now.... The humans, they are the key. The Vorlons in Dukhat's sanctum. They told me so, long ago. The humans are the key. Oh, Valen's Name....
Do you see?
A matter of numbers, you said. Maybe we have paid for what we did to their homeworld. Maybe.... maybe those we killed have been avenged by those they killed in turn. But what about those left alive? Oh, Valen.... we turned them to the Darkness. They would not have taken that path if it weren't for us.... for me. We.... I.... destroyed their hopes and dreams. I left them with nothing. They are the key.... They will be the tool through which the Darkness takes us, won't they?
You do see.
And John? Did they kill him?
Nothing is set in stone. You saw.... an image of what might have been. Had you continued on the path you were on then, perhaps that would have occurred. Now.... perhaps he will live longer. Perhaps he will still die.
Can.... Could you take me to him?
Yes.
No! No.... do not. I.... I sent him a message.
Yes. I know.
I told him that I loved him, and that I had come here to strike against the Shadows, to give my life for the greater good. How could I tell him that was the price of his recovery? I could not tell him that. He knows I love him, and will always love him, and he now thinks I am dead. Let me be dead to him.
Where do you wish to go?
I will go to Proxima Three. I will let them put me on trial. I will let them do with me as they wish. And.... maybe I will be able to reach someone there.... just one person.... who will be able to forgive me.
A wise decision. Do you wish me to take you there now?
No, return me to Ambassador Sheridan. He will be able to arrange everything.
Indeed he will. You have chosen wisely. I fear you have a difficult road ahead of you, but the future will be a little bit brighter.
I love John.... If the universe is kind, there will be a better place for both of us....
Farewell.... little mother. Farewell.
Delenn opened her eyes.
* * *
Lyta Alexander's eyes were closed. There was the faintest tear of blood in her right eye. Gently, Commander Corwin reached out and brushed it away.
They had only just arrived back at Kazomi 7. The Babylon was in planetary orbit, and the crew had been given leave to go down to the planet. The official status of the ship was unclear. Corwin had been in charge during the Captain's.... incapacitation, and the Captain had taken it back for this emergency mission. What would happen now.... no one seemed to know. The Captain was sorting matters out with the Council now. He would also no doubt have met with Sinoval. That was a meeting Corwin did not want to be anywhere near.
He did not want to lead. He did not want to be responsible for the course of this war. All he wanted was a good ship, a good crew, and a chance to be absolutely sure who the enemy was.
He looked again at the woman before him, and sighed. She was one of the few people he could actually talk to these days. The old crew just seemed to.... have broken apart. A great many had died of course, or returned to Proxima, or given up on their previous lives. Neeoma Connally was still around somewhere, but she was on the Babylon less and less. She had been assigned to teach Starfury combat to anyone who wanted to learn.
Then there was Lyta.
She had spent the entire journey back from Z'ha'dum in a coma brought on by her exertions during their escape. She had been transferred to the Medlab here, and the doctors had not been able to discern any improvement, or for that matter offer much treatment. She would recover, or she would not.
"It was so much simpler before," Corwin said, with another sigh. "Everything used to be so simple." He turned and walked away, deep in thought.
The alien figure watching from the shadows waited for some minutes after Corwin had gone, and then manifested itself. The Vorlon loomed over the unconscious body of Lyta Alexander, studying her closely. It had not been able to attend the Council meeting, not with the Accursed Sinoval there. In some strange way it could not fully define, it was wary of him. He was everything their Enemies hoped to create in these mortals, and yet he fought them as passionately as he fought all others he opposed.
It did not matter. Sinoval the Accursed would be gone now. It could return to business.
<Wake,> it said.
Lyta's eyes opened and she immediately sat up, a strangled scream in her throat. "I can...." She stopped, and took a deep breath. "I could.... feel her," she whispered. She turned and saw the Vorlon beside her. "I could feel her. When I was asleep. Delenn. She's.... Is she dead?"
<Irrelevant. Come.>
"I'm tired! I can't.... I just.... can't...." Her eyes closed, and she swayed for a moment. She gripped the bedcovers tightly. "I held them back.... It.... hurt...."
<Irrelevant. Come.>
"I need some rest!"
The Vorlon's eye glowed. <Irrelevant. Now!>
She tried to scream, but the sound would not come. Finally she stumbled out of bed. "Stop!" she whispered. "S.... S.... Stop."
<Follow.> It turned and made towards the exit. Hesitantly, painfully, in confusion and agony, Lyta Alexander followed.
* * *
There was a soft and comfortable silence as the two of them lay side by side, thinking quietly. Smith's arm was bandaged and stitched now. He flexed it gently. There was slight pain and a dull ache, but Talia had handled it well.
"What next?" he said after a while.
"Hmm?"
"What do we do next?" he repeated. "Do we have some sort of plan, or would that be a little bit too much to hope for?"
"I'm sorry, I wasn't.... IPX Headquarters perhaps. Whatever's going on will be based there. That's where we can find out just what they're up to.... just what they want with the people they've been taking."
"What do you think they're doing?"
"I don't know. Some sort of genetic alteration perhaps. Maybe a virus of some kind. Maybe they want their own group of telepath slaves."
"Hmm." He paused. "This means a lot to you, doesn't it? Helping telepaths like this."
"It's.... my identity. It's the only thing I've ever been good at." She sat up, resting on her elbow to look at him. "I never knew my parents. For as long as I can remember the Corps has been my home and my family. The Corps is Mother, the Corps is Father."
"Still, it must have been.... lonely."
"Sometimes. Not always. I've had some friends. Some very good friends. Lovers. A child. I'm in a position where I can use my skills to do some good. Life.... hasn't been all that bad, really."
"What would you have done.... if you hadn't been a telepath? What would you want to do?"
She closed her eyes, thinking. "I don't know. I've never thought about it. What's the point? I am a telepath, I always will be. But.... for a while.... Promise you won't laugh."
"I promise."
"I'll know if you're lying."
"No you won't. Not unless the sleepers have worn off." She swore. "Anyway, I promise not to laugh."
"There was a time I thought it might have been nice to be a film star. Hey! You promised not to laugh!"
"Sorry," he said, chuckling. He coughed, and tried to look serious. She elbowed him in the stomach. "Hey, I said I was sorry."
"Well? What did you want to be?"
"Oh, no. I'm not answering that one."
"Come on."
"No."
"Fine. I can wait. The sleepers should be wearing off soon."
"You wouldn't dare!"
"Wouldn't I?" she said, smiling.
"Fine. I wanted to be.... my brother. He was two years older than I was, and he knew.... everything. He knew all the places to go, all the cool people, all the things to do. He wanted to stay here all his life. He looked after me when my mother went to prison. She.... refused to take the sleepers, you see. They didn't have special Psi Corps camps here, so she just went to a regular prison. I think she spent most of her time in solitary.
"Anyway, my brother looked after me then. He died when I was thirteen. He was trying to climb into a construction site, and he slipped and cut himself on a sharp bit of wire fence. The cut turned bad. Oh, he could have gone to a hospital up-sector, but he didn't have any medical insurance. Besides, he kept telling me it was all going to be fine, and he'd get better any day now. It took him a couple of weeks to die, and he was delirious by the end."
Smith shook his head. "Such a stupid way to go. I didn't realise it at the time, but he'd shown me just how futile it was to stay here. There was nothing here, no hope, no future, no life, nothing. So I left."
"And now you've come back," she whispered softly.
"Yes.... There's still nothing here of course, but maybe there could be.... if someone worked hard enough at it."
She smiled and nodded. Then she lay back down and gently took his hand. He held hers and closed his eyes, drifting slowly off to sleep. She lay awake long into the night, waiting for the voices to return.
* * *
Sinoval stood on the pinnacle of Cathedral and roared his defiance to the heavens. Stormbringer raised high above his head, he looked down at the stars below and above and around, and cried out his anger and his hatred and his fury.
Words did not exist to describe his anger. Not only had the Vorlons dared to send Delenn to her death, but they had corrupted the genuine love in her decision. She had sacrificed her life so that the one she loved could live, and now they had twisted that. John Sheridan as she knew him did not live. Not any longer.
He was not sure exactly what the Vorlons had done to the Starkiller. It was possible that there was something remaining of the old Sheridan. It was equally possible that he was nothing more than a soulless automaton, moving and talking by their word alone. It did not matter either way. Their touch befouled him, filled his mind and his body.
Sinoval would destroy them all. He would raze their cities to the ground, topple their towers and sow their ground with salt. Nothing would remain, and within a generation no one would even remember they had ever existed.
And he knew what to do to begin this.
The curtain of stars around him shimmered, and the Primarch Majestus et Conclavus walked into view. The pinnacle at the top of Cathedral's highest tower, which just a moment ago had seemed barely wide enough for Sinoval to stand, now grew so that there was ample room for both of them.
"Our business at Kazomi Seven is concluded?" he said.
"Yes."
"Then are we to return to Tarolin Two?"
"Yes."
The Primarch bowed his head in acknowledgement. He did not leave, however.
"The Well of Souls spoke to me," he said, after a long pause. "It has the power of prophecy. It is a limited ability. The future after all has many alternative possibilities, but some things become inevitable over time."
"I do not believe in prophecy, or in destiny."
"That does not matter. Both prophecy and destiny believe in you."
There was another pause. Sinoval did not take his eyes off the myriad of stars around him. "So," he said finally. "What words of foreboding has the Well of Souls for me?"
"A time of great crisis is coming. For Cathedral, for all our order, and for you most especially. They speak of the doom of Aellearath." Sinoval turned, a puzzled expression on his face. "The shedding of innocent blood."
"No blood I shed is innocent."
"Perhaps. Nevertheless, a moment is coming, within weeks, when Cathedral will be shaken to its foundation, and a great change will sweep over us all."
"Change is not always bad."
"Not always, no."
Sinoval smiled. "It appears the Well of Souls may be right, this time. I have.... been toying with an idea for some time now. At first it was just idle speculation. When it became apparent this course of action might become necessary, I resolved not to put it into effect until I could be sure there was no other way. There is not.
"We are at war with the Vorlons. I have promised to destroy them utterly, and so I shall. But first I will need information, knowledge.... and to send them a warning.
"Primarch, I have a question for you.
"Tell me, Primarch, in all the history of your order, ever since the Well of Souls was first born, has any of your order ever taken a Vorlon soul?"
* * *
Delenn opened her eyes.
She did not know where she was. She did not think she had seen this room before. She was still on Z'ha'dum, she knew that much. She could feel the thickness of the air, the darkness of the ground, and the ancient presence deep beneath the surface. Lorien was still watching her, with a great sadness.
She sat up, and realised she was on a bed. This might be a hospital of some kind. She saw the outline of a humanoid being at the far end of the room. It turned to look at her, and in its alien face she saw no pity, no mercy, no emotion at all. One of the Shadows' scientists.
Then the scientist moved deeper into the darkness, and Ambassador Sheridan came into view through a door she could only barely see. He walked up to her side.
"The Zener told me you would awaken soon," he said simply. "They knew your injuries were not severe, and that you would recover."
"What of.... What about Neroon?" she asked. "And Ivanova?"
"Neroon is dead, Ivanova lost. They do not matter, you do. You cannot escape. Do you realise that now?"
"I do," she said simply. "I do not wish to escape."
His eyes narrowed. "What do you mean?"
"We need to talk...."
* * *
The Allied Council of Kazomi 7 met several times in the days immediately after the departure of Primarch Sinoval. Captain Sheridan was in attendance for most of those meetings, studying plans and strategies of the Shadow attacks, observing the locations of their assaults, advising and co-ordinating the response. His plans were little more than holding actions and preventative safeguards, rather than fully fledged counterattacks. No one questioned him about this.
Emperor Londo Mollari was also present, discussing the cease-fire arrangements with Ambassador G'Kael. The Kha'Ri were less than receptive even to the idea of such negotiations, as were the Centarum. Two months after his arrival at Kazomi 7, Emperor Londo Mollari returned home with very little achieved. Still, he had been able to establish an embassy there. He made arrangements to start setting up an office, to renew trade agreements and to begin appointing staff. All he needed now was an Ambassador.
Ambassador Ulkesh Naranek was seen in public quite often. Lyta Alexander was not.
Vorlon ships slowly became visible in the skies above Kazomi 7. Ambassador Ulkesh did not even seem to acknowledge their presence, but it soon became clear they were guarding the planet.
A month after Captain Sheridan's return, all the Vorlon ships mysteriously left, to be replaced by new ships.
They were smaller than the Vorlon heavy cruisers, and did not seem to be particularly Vorlon in design. They were small, but very manoeuvrable. As Captain Sheridan explained to a stunned Alliance Council, they were comparable in firepower to even the largest capital class ships of the other races, and they were also much faster. The Vorlons had designed them especially for this war, and now they were being presented to the Alliance.
"They are called Dark Stars," Sheridan said, his eyes gleaming. "We have a whole fleet of them, and more to come. Now we can take the war to the enemy."
No one doubted he meant it.



Part 3 : A Universe of Majesty and Terror.



There is a fine line between vendetta and obsession, between genius and madness.  In his quest for revenge, Sinoval has crossed that line.  Ignoring advice from his allies, heedless of warnings from his friends, he returns to the site of his greatest triumph to gain his greatest prize.  He is willing to die trying, but the true, terrible cost of his actions will be too great even for him to accept...





Chapter 1



"They call me a monster, they call me a heretic, a blasphemer, an abomination.

"They can call me whatever they like. I do not care. Their words cannot hurt me, their anger cannot harm me, their hatred is not a weapon I fear.

"Am I not still their leader?"

Primarch Sinoval the Accursed.


* * *
Some words, once spoken, can never be taken back. Some thoughts, once given birth, are forever. Some plans, once set in motion, can never be undone.
Sinoval is the Primarch Nominus et Corpus of the Order of Soul Hunters. He thinks he knows what that means.
He is the leader of the Minbari Federation, or at least of the part of it that recognises his sovereignty. He thinks he knows what that will cost him.
He is called the Accursed. He does not care.
He is incapable of love, but he understands revenge all too well. Of friends, he has had precious few, but his enemies are almost without number. He is not afraid of any living thing.
He has never looked back with regret, or shame. Anger, yes, grief, yes.... but never has he said 'if only I had done that' or 'if only I had not done that'. Those words have no power over him. He is not a slave to the past.
Only to the future.
That is the greatest strength, and his greatest flaw.
Those who cannot learn from the past are doomed to repeat it.
He stands on the pinnacle of Cathedral, the highest point of the ancient structure that is home to the Order of Soul Hunters. He stares out across the infinity of space. His heart is filled with anger, and hatred, and determination.
The Vorlons have taken away one he admired, and they have tainted one he respected. People not as fitting to lead in war as he is, but people so much more destined to lead in peace. They are lost now, both of them.
He will not let their loss be in vain.
He begins to speak, and without knowing he dooms himself, and maybe his people. He was warned, by the technomage Vejar for one and the Primarch Majestus et Conclavus for another, but he chose not to heed, or maybe he has heeded, and simply decides it is worth the risk.
"Tell me, Primarch," he says....
* * *
"Tell me, Primarch, in all the history of your order, ever since the Well of Souls was first born, has any of your order ever taken a Vorlon soul?"
It would take a great deal to shock or surprise the Primarch Majestus et Conclavus, spiritual leader of the Order of Soul Hunters and their link to the mystical Well of Souls. Sinoval's question did not do either.
"No," said the voice, the ageless voice. It had been almost two years since Sinoval had first come to Cathedral and stood before the Primarch, making his offer. In that time the two had come to know and respect each other, perhaps even become friends, if such a thing was possible for either. The Primarch was not surprised by that question: Sinoval's obsession with the Vorlons was in no way a secret.
"No. Vorlons are long-lived beings, and very solitary. We are no more welcome in their worlds than we would have been in Valen's Temples on Minbar. Vorlons do not die easily, or commonly." He paused, deep in thought. "There was.... a legend, of one of our Order who achieved such a thing. It was deep in Vorlon space, and he managed to save one of their souls.
"Alas, he never returned here. We believe, if there was any truth to the story, that he was intercepted and destroyed by Vorlon ships before he could leave. Of course, that may be a mere legend. The Well of Souls would know."
"It is possible, then?" Sinoval said. "It.... can be done."
"In theory, of course. All living beings of the universe have souls, and all living beings of the universe must die, whether sooner or later. It is very difficult, however, to save the soul of a Vorlon. As I said, they are long-lived, and dislike intruders into their realms."
A slow, self-satisfied smile crossed Sinoval's face. "There is no need to worry, Primarch," he said. "Vorlons have a tendency to die when I am around."
"What are you saying?"
Sinoval raised his pike, an ill-fated weapon he called Stormbringer, a name of ill-omen. "This has hurt a Vorlon before. It can do so again. And if it can hurt a Vorlon, then it can kill one. A Vorlon is a living thing of course, and anything that lives....
".... can be killed."
"That is not our way," breathed the Primarch. Now, he was shocked. "We do not kill. We.... save the souls of those who pass on naturally. We do not kill. Such.... such an act would break the pacts we swore so long ago."
"You will not have to kill anything. I will do it. You merely have to take the Vorlon's soul as it dies."
"No! This cannot be done. We do not kill."
"This must be done! Do you not see? The Vorlons sent Delenn to her death! They corrupted and tainted the Starkiller! They are pushing all the races to war against the Shadows, and for what? To rule all! I will destroy each and every one of them.... To do that, I need information. I need knowledge. The Vindrizi have some, but not enough. The Well of Souls will not answer me when I put those questions to it.
"I need a Vorlon soul."
"Please.... my friend.... this is not the way."
"It is the way. It can be done. And may I remind you, you swore to obey all my commands.... for so long as I am alive."
"Go hunting the Vorlons, and that may not be for long."
Sinoval smiled. "Well, then. You will need to be there to save my soul when I die, no? And if I fail, you will be free of me, and can leave the affairs of mortal beings again."
"You do not understand."
"I understand all too well. You will do this, Primarch. I am your leader, and I command it."
The Primarch sighed softly, and then bowed. "Very well. I am ready. Do you have a plan, or are we just going to storm the Vorlon homeworld?"
"No.... I think that can wait. After all, we will need something to do tomorrow. And I do have a plan. Listen...."
The Primarch did, but his mind was on something else entirely.
* * *
His injuries still plagued him. Never a day passed when they did not. He was a warrior. His whole life was bound up with his fitness, his strength, his endurance. He had been brought up to the warriors' code. When a warrior could not stand, it was time for him to die.
Kozorr could still stand, even if his stance was twisted to compensate for his shattered leg. The break in the bones had never healed properly, nor had the damage to his spine.
He could also wield a weapon, although not with the skill he once had. His hand was torn and mutilated. He was unable to flex his fingers, to grip and relax, to touch or to grasp. He had forged a denn'bok he could use with only his one good hand. In the year and more since he had been injured, he had learned to adjust his entire fighting style to compensate.
He was a capable warrior now. Before, he had been so much better. Precious few had been able to match him. Kalain had been better, as their brief fight had proved so painfully. Sonovar, probably. Deeron, almost certainly. Sech Durhan, without a doubt.
Sinoval, of course.
But now.... he would never be as skilled with the pike as he had been, but he was still a warrior. He could still fight, and he would continue to do so while there was breath in his body.
He was a warrior. War was all he knew.
His opponent's pike parried his swift, thrusting blows, knocking them aside. He had to thrust more than was possible with a normal-sized pike, but his was now quicker and easier to handle than his old one. His opponent had to adjust her fighting style as well. So many of the techniques she knew were only for opponents wielding full-sized blades.
She lashed out with a sweeping blow aimed at his ribs. He caught it with his blade and turned the blow aside, down and away. A gentle push, and she was slightly off balance. Spiralling on his good leg, he spun into her side, thumping his elbow into her armpit. His weight forced her off balance, and she fell.
His weak leg gave way beneath him however, and he fell also. He maintained his grip on his pike and managed to keep it away from her as he fell, so that he did not accidentally injure her with it.
He could hear her sharp release of breath as he landed on top of her, and see her dark eyes widen with shock and pain. A moment later however, they were dancing.
"There's no need to throw yourself at me," she said. She was smiling.
"My apologies, my la.... My apologies, Tirivail," he said. He had been about to call her 'my lady'. He had only ever called one woman that, and she was not here.
"No need to apologise," she said, still smiling. "Unless you really want to, of course. Where did I go wrong?"
"You overextended your swing," came a soft voice from the side. Tirivail's smile faded, and she muttered something unpleasant under her breath. Kozorr allowed himself the luxury of a smile as he rolled away from her and forced himself awkwardly to his feet. His weak leg was paining him. He ignored it.
Rastenn stepped forward. "You left yourself too open to a swift thrust, or indeed a manouevre such as that performed by the Shai Alyt."
Kozorr grimaced when he heard that title. He had not used it since he had come to Sonovar, but some of the others here insisted on giving him it. He had of course been awarded the title by Kalain, so he supposed some of them here might still acknowledge it.
Tirivail jumped to her feet with such grace that Kozorr winced. He had been able to move like that, once.
"I'd like to see you take him on, Rastenn," she said sardonically. "You'd be surprised how different it is fighting against someone with.... ah.... such a small weapon." Kozorr smiled.
He and Tirivail had been training almost every day since his return from Cathedral and his failed mission to destroy the Well of Souls. She seemed to enjoy his company, and he did.... find some pleasure in hers. She had a ready wit, a determined dedication both to serve her people and learn from him, and she was.... not unattractive. She had made it clear to him more than once that she might wish to take matters a little further.
But she was not Kats, she was not the one he loved and dreamed of. It had been to help Kats that he had sustained his injuries in the first place, and he would gladly have done the same again, even knowing the price. He wanted nothing more than to tell Kats how he felt, what he wished more than anything else....
But he could not. Not yet. Not until he had proven himself better than Sinoval. Not until he had proven himself more worthy of her love than the Primarch.
"Shai Alyt Kozorr is a better blademaster than I could ever be," Rastenn said with a graceful bow. "With a normal-sized pike, or otherwise. We are fortunate he is willing to teach us what he knows."
"I was trained by Neroon and Branmer," Kozorr said, looking at the two of them. They had been two of the first to join Sonovar in his rebellion against Sinoval. They were the people Sonovar trusted most, apart from Tirivail's father Takier, and the loathsome, mutilated little priestling Forell. He could well see why Rastenn and Tirivail were so trusted. They were loyal, strong and brave. Neither Rastenn's youth and inexperience nor the treachery of Tirivail's sister Lanniel had altered that. Rastenn's youth belied a strong desire for glory and victory, almost as strong as that within Sonovar himself, and Tirivail had proved herself countless times over.
"And after them, by Sinoval the Traitor," added Rastenn. "A fine pedigree."
"Sinoval was not always so.... misguided," sighed Kozorr. "He believed in the good of our people, once."
"And now he has lost his way, corrupted by Shagh Toth and workers. A shame, to be sure."
"Yes," said Kozorr softly. He was thinking of workers again, or one worker in particular.
"Come on," said Tirivail, stepping forward and raising her pike again. "One more try. I won't be beaten so easily this time."
"We shall see," said Rastenn pessimistically.
Kozorr dared to smile, and raised his pike. "In the Name of the Betrayer," he said, formally. "So do we serve."
"So do we serve," added Tirivail.
They moved forward to spar once more.
* * *
Another fun-filled day of work in the Pit.
Zack Allan, the ever-busy and ever-popular Chief of Security for Sector 301, Proxima, returned to his apartment in the same mood he usually did: complete boredom with a side serving of depression and a dash of self-pity.
It had been an ordinary, run-of-the-mill sort of day. No murders (although not from lack of trying), a couple of assaults, assorted robberies, a number of drunk and disorderly, and further reports on the non-apprehension of Sector 301's most wanted.
So, after a productive day spent talking to Trace, watching the game and making a heady effort at demolishing his new supply of chocolate, Zack headed home, ready for a night of his usual. Pizza from the place around the corner, a couple of cans of something vaguely alcoholic and whatever drivel was on the vids.
Join the Security Forces. Serve your people. That's what the ads had said.
Yeah, right. This was just what he had had in mind when he joined up, serving his people. Running the biggest dirt pile anywhere this side of the Rim, taking money from big businessmen to turn a blind eye to whatever they were doing to his people, and generally trying to forget what a scummy life he had.
Well, it could be worse. He was alive, pretty well off as far as money went, he had a decent apartment, a couple of good friends.
His apartment had one of the best security systems available anywhere in Sector 301. Of course, that meant that anywhere else on Proxima it was the sort of thing you'd use to guard a dog kennel. It also meant that anyone with an iota of skill at electronic lock-breaking could get in and out easily. Not that he had anything worth stealing.
As he ambled through to his lounge, tossing the pizza box onto the nearby table, he didn't bother activating the lights. He only sighed softly and plonked himself down on the sofa. "All right," he said in a tired voice. "Who's there?"
"Lights," said a soft, female voice.
The lights came on, and he saw two people standing across the room from him at either side of the door. One, the man, was pointing a gun directly at him. The woman had no visible weapon, but then she didn't need one.
"Oh, look," he said. "Don't I recognise you two from somewhere? Oh, yes, you were on Crimewatch last night, weren't you?" He reached for the pizza.
"Drop it," said the man.
Zack sighed. "Pepperoni, anchovies and olives," he said, flipping the lid open. "Hardly a deadly weapon." He paused. "Well, not yet. You could wait until I've eaten it, and then let me breathe on you. Vid on, sports channel. You don't mind, do you? Only I missed the end of the game today. Someone went and got beaten up, and I had to go out and deal with it."
"Poor you," observed the woman.
"Yeah, what I can say? It's a tough job, but somebody's gotta do it. So," he said, taking a bite of the pizza and leaning back. "You do realise that breaking and entering with intent to threaten, or with intent to commit grievous bodily harm, carries a prison sentence under the.... oh, under some law somewhere. Of course, when we have a murderer here, I guess that's not too much to worry about. Hey, look at that, the Archers lost. That's good to hear."
"It was self defence," said the man.
Zack shrugged. "I'm not gonna say I agree with you, just in case you've got some sort of recording device there. You say it was self defence, witnesses say it was an unprovoked attack."
"Witnesses intimidated by Trace."
"Hey, Trace is a good man."
"You don't believe that."
"I don't believe much of anything." He took another bite of the pizza. "Do you want any? This is pretty good. They must be back to using real olives."
"What's Trace's deal with IPX?" asked the woman suddenly.
"I have no idea. I didn't know he had anything to do with them. And yeah, I know you're a telepath. There's probably something I could bring you in on, if I really put my mind to it."
"Tell us what we want to know, and we'll leave you alone."
"Oh, gee.... you mean you won't kill me? Here's a question, Mr. Big War Hero. Do you think I care? Take a look around. This is my life. This is it! Someone dumped me right here because I didn't fit in his beloved ship. This is all my life at the moment, and it's probably all my life's ever gonna be. Do you think this is what I had in mind as a kid? Do you think this is what I wanted?
"So go on, shoot me. No one's gonna care. And it ain't like another murder's gonna do too much to you. They can only mind-wipe you once."
"What do you know about Compass Deliveries?" asked the woman.
"Never heard of them."
"I didn't want you on the Babylon because I had doubts about your fitness to do your job, Allan. Looking at this, can you tell me I was wrong?" Zack looked at the man. "I mean.... for God's sake, look at yourself. I never thought you'd fall this far. You're abusing these people here, and you know it."
"Yeah? Quick lesson for you, Mr. Silver Star Man. No one cares! If anyone here's getting the short end of the stick.... well, hey! Tough! They shouldn't be here in the first place. You think there's gonna be anyone coming to pay respects to my name on the plaque when I'm dead? Hah! Yeah, right. Go ahead and shoot me. I'm not telling you anything, and I don't know anything anyway.
"And I'm certainly not gonna see the error of my ways and become a righteous social crusader for the poor, downtrodden masses.
"Well?"
The man turned to look at the woman. Neither of them said anything.
Zack's attention was suddenly drawn away by the voice from the viewscreen.
We interrupt the sports news with a very special announcement. President Clark formally announced today the apprehension and capture of the notorious war criminal and mass murderer Satai Delenn of the Minbari Grey Council, leader of the United Alliance of Kazomi Seven.
A further statement is expected to be forthcoming later tonight, but it is widely believed she will be put on trial as soon as possible.
We will return to this story as soon as there are any further developments. We repeat....
Zack sat back, smiling broadly. "Well, I'll be damned," he said.
* * *
The dream was the same. It was always the same. Every time.
The sky rained fire. She crawled out of her hiding place high in the mountains to look up, and saw the heavens begin to pour with flame. She could hear screams, and hasty prayers to Valen. She had not been sure there was anything to pray for.
And after the flames there had come the sickness. She saw them again every night in her dreams. Skin flaking away, eyes filled with blood and pus, muscles trembling, blood seeping from every pore. She had watched them die. For weeks she had watched them die, unable to go for help, not knowing if there was even anyone to get help from.
And then she had been the last one left. She had started to sicken herself. They had said it was the food, the water, the ground, even the air.
Then they had come. The light had filled her mind, and the voice had echoed in her ears.
With a scream, Sherann woke.
Again. Every night she dreamed about it. Kalain's genocidal purge. Hiding for so long.
And then.... the flames, the sickness, and the light.
Slowly she rose from her bed and walked to the little shrine in the corner of the room. Sitting before it, she tried to focus her will enough to meditate, but she could not. Whenever she closed her eyes, all she could see was the light.
There was a gentle chime from the door, and Sherann turned. "Yes?"
"Sherann? Are you well?"
She breathed out slowly. Kats. "Yes. Enter."
The door opened and Sherann's cousin walked in. She looked dignified and composed. It was still a marvel that a worker could walk about so free here, in a society ruled by a warrior. Sherann could never forget the months of the purging.
"I was worried that you slept so late," Kats said. "It is past noon."
"Really? I.... ah.... bad dreams."
Kats nodded, and sat down beside her. "The same ones?"
"Yes. Always.... the same.... ones."
"I used to dream as well. About.... Kalain, and the Council. It doesn't last forever." Sherann marvelled that her cousin could speak of this with such calmness. Kats had told her about what she had suffered during the purges. All those months of torture and humiliation.
"Do you still.... have the dreams?"
"Not those, no. Now I dream of someone.... something completely different." She looked down demurely. "You do not need to know."
Sherann smiled. It was almost as it had been in their childhood, talking happily about their dreams, goals, ambitions. Kats had wanted to serve, always. She had not wanted to lead.
"I had a message today," Kats said suddenly, breaking the mood. "It was from Sinoval."
"Is he coming back?" Sherann asked breathlessly. She had come here to find him, to find the legendary Primarch Sinoval, only to discover she had missed him by a matter of days. He had been on Kazomi Seven for weeks.
"Yes. He will be here tomorrow."
Sherann breathed out slowly and bowed her head, almost crying. "And he will help us?" she whispered. "He.... will.... help us?"
"I am sure he will. He is.... a good person at heart."
"You must know him well."
"I.... think I do, but he is warrior, and different from us. Different from most warriors, as well."
"What sort of person is he? I have only ever heard the rumours. The warriors here, the.... Primarch's.... Pikes?"
"The Primarch's Blades," Kats corrected.
"They seem to follow him unreservedly. I heard one of them swear an oath to die if the Primarch asked. What sort of person could make a warrior say something like that?"
Kats paused. "He is.... intense. He believes he can do anything he sets his mind to, and that obstacles are merely brief inconveniences. I sometimes feel he can do anything at all. When he is there.... everything else pales beside him. The air seems to crackle. And his eyes.... I am very, very thankful he considers me his friend....
"I would never wish to be his enemy."
"He does think you a friend?" Kats nodded. "I don't.... I really don't believe it. You have moved up in the world since.... before."
"Things have changed," she said softly. "Few of them for the better. Sinoval can be a force for great good, if he wishes to be. I.... took on my role to ensure that everything he does is for good.... I tried, but.... some.... things...."
"This would be the warrior? What was his name?"
"Kozorr. He is.... gone. Please.... do not...."
Sherann nodded, swallowing. "I understand." She was just grateful Kats had not asked about Inesval. She had seen his body, and the things the warriors had done to it.
"Sinoval will be here tomorrow. You can speak to him then."
"And he will listen to me?"
"Yes. He will listen."
* * *
"I don't believe it. I'll be damned. Guess the R'Gov finally did something useful."
Dexter Smith was not listening. He was still staring at the vidscreen. The sports results had resumed, but flashing at the bottom of the screen was the news report. .... war criminal Delenn captured by Resistance Government forces. For more information check....
"Turn that thing off," said Talia angrily.
Zack shrugged. "Off." Smith shook his head and turned back to the man on the sofa. Zack was still munching at his pizza. "You've met her, haven't you?" he remarked
"What do you mean?"
"You've met her. Delenn. I've seen her a couple of times. While I was on the Babylon, of course. She was completely Minbari for a while, and then she was.... really weird-looking. Sort of half-human, half-Minbari but not quite either. Freaked me out, it did. I guess she's perfected the process since then. Some of the guys down the station actually think she's kind of hot-looking." Zack shook his head. "Takes all kinds, huh?" He looked at Smith, and sighed. "Oh, yeah, you've met her."
"Once.... yes...."
Zack began to chuckle. "You thought she was pretty hot yourself, didn't you? Sheesh! What is it about alien women that affects some men? I mean me.... I'd much rather take a look at that pretty not bad piece beside you.... er.... no offence intended."
"Believe me," Talia said. "Of all the things I might take offence at about you, the fact that you find me attractive won't be one."
Zack thought about that for a moment. "So.... was that a compliment?"
"No."
"Oh.... Oh well. Pity. Was beginning to think I was in there."
"Dexter, wake up!" Talia said sharply. Smith blinked, and then seemed more alert. "Glad you're still with us. You, Allan.... for the last time.... what is Trace up to with IPX?"
"I told you, I don't know. You could read my mind and find out, assuming you haven't already, I guess. Look.... it's like this. Mr. Trace is a good man. He's a businessman. He's brought a lot of money and jobs and even a little respect into this sector, and God knows how long it's been since we had any of the last one.
"Now, if from time to time, he, as a respected civic figure and member of the community, wants certain matters attended to by the Security Forces, who are after all paid for by his tax money, then it's my duty to help out in any way I can, right?
"However, I don't know a thing about IPX, telepaths, big large-scale conspiracies, or the grassy knoll. Any more questions?"
"Yes, here's one," said Talia. "What's to stop me shooting you right here and now?"
"Well, three answers to that one. First, that'd be first degree murder in cold blood of a Security officer, and I'm fairly sure the Wartime Emergency Provisions have that little one down in the death penalty section of the rules.
"Secondly, you're a pretty nice-looking lady, and I'm sure you wouldn't shoot someone in cold blood.
"And thirdly.... what was it thirdly...?"
Talia suddenly started, and looked around. She swore. "Too long! Come on!" There was the sound of footsteps outside the window.
"Oh yeah, thirdly.... the Security guys that have just surrounded the place are going to stop you. You see, on a scale of one to ten.... how thick do you think I am? Yeah, the security system on the apartment's patheticness personified, but there's enough high-tech camera stuff around here to alert the station if any undesirables come calling. They certainly took their time though."
Talia was still swearing. Smith looked at Zack. "Maybe.... but you're stuck in here with us."
"You think? Nah. You're stuck in here with me. I've done a few hostage situations, and believe me, if you want to try and stick this thing out, both of you are going out of here in a bag. Probably the same bag, you know how it is with budget cutbacks.
"On the other hand, give yourselves up now, and.... well.... you'll get a couple of days longer at least, and someone might even put in a good word for you. You never know.
"So." He finished off his pizza. "What d'you say?"
* * *
He has long ago forgotten the place or date of his birth. These are facts that hold no importance for him now. He may once have had a name, but if so it has been lost for millennia. He probably once had futile ambitions, but on the day he looked upon the Well of Souls he realised just how pointless they were.
He does not even know for sure exactly how old he is. He is not the oldest of the order, but he is close.
He has seen civilisations rise and fall, great empires, great wonders. He has saved politicians and warriors and poets and writers. From their dreams, which have become a part of his own, he has seen mysteries long gone, and lived among peoples dead for millennia.
The Primarch Majestus et Conclavus of the Order of Soul Hunters can feel change. He can feel it now. The whispers of the Well of Souls have told him that change is inevitable. The future he has seen will come to pass.
But the one lesson the Soul Hunters have remembered from their founders is that nothing is written in stone. A lesson their new Primarch Nominus et Corpus would have welcomed gladly.
Before Sinoval came he had not left Cathedral at all in a thousand years, not since he had met Valen on the shifting sands of the world the Minbari had called Iwojim. Since Sinoval's arrival he has seen more of the peoples of this day and age. He has seen the Great Machine, he has seen Minbar again, and other places, other worlds.
He will leave Cathedral again once more after this. And soon.
But for now, he is thinking of another. Sinoval, the one the Well of Souls has been speaking of for so long, is walking a dark road, a path that may consume him, and in doing so destroy the order, and Cathedral, and most importantly the Well of Souls. There is only one person who might be able to divert him from that path.
The Primarch stood alone on the pinnacle of Cathedral, looking out at the world beneath him. Tarolin 2, a minor, insignificant world that had become notorious and important only recently. He could feel her there. Her soul was intertwined with Sinoval's. She was the light to his dark, the calm to his anger, the conscience to his soul.
He closed his eyes and began to concentrate. He could feel her. A million souls on Tarolin 2, and he could see them all. Hers shone brightest.
He stepped forward and the pinnacle faded away. He did not fall, instead the air seemed to warp around him. He could hear voices whispering and crackling as he continued to walk. His eyes remained closed. Opening them would.... not be wise, even for one as experienced at this as he was. There were many dimensions that could be seen if one chose to look. Mortal beings looked at the realm they called hyperspace and thought they knew it all. They did not realise that space could be travelled in other ways.
And there were beings on the other side, straining to break through. Monsters, abominations, horrors, beings so filled with hatred that they wanted to wipe out everything on this world. He could feel them, but he was not afraid. The Vorlons would keep them back, and the Well of Souls would fight them if they came.
There. Here she was. The Primarch stopped and willed himself to slip between the worlds again. There was a rush of air and a burst of light. He opened his eyes and found himself in the corner of a room. He stepped forward into the light.
He could see her now, facing the door with her back to him. She was seated at a desk, writing something, flipping through papers, hard at work, buried in her responsibilities, hoping no doubt to be free of her suffering through her duties.
The Primarch sighed. She had had a hard life, and no doubt things would become no easier. Mortal beings had a terrible burden sometimes.
"My lady," he said formally.
She started, and turned. For a moment a flash of panic crossed her face, but then she saw who it was and her fear turned to surprise.
"You thought I was someone else," he said. "A face that haunts your dreams."
"Some faces that used to," she replied carefully. "How did you get in here? There are guards on the door, and no other way in or out."
"No other way accessible by mortal beings," he replied. "I have other ways, and I thought it wise not to let your guards know I am here. This meeting must not become known to Sinoval."
"I.... see." She rose from her desk and went to a nearby table. There was a small pitcher of a clear liquid there, and two glasses. She poured a glass for herself. "Do you wish something to drink?"
"The need for food and drink has long since passed me by. It has been so long since last I drank, I fear I have forgotten how."
She returned to her seat by the desk and turned the chair round. "You've come to talk about Sinoval, haven't you?"
"Very perceptive, my lady."
"I.... saw him when he returned. He wanted to see Sherann. He has.... a plan. Something's going to happen, isn't it? Something.... bad."
"He wishes to...."
"No!"
The Primarch paused, mildly surprised by the conviction in her voice.
"No. I don't want to know."
"You are his conscience."
"I was his conscience. Not any longer."
"What he is planning.... I will not say it is not laudable. It is a strategist's approach to things. The work of a master tactician. I have heard his plan, developed with the unknowing aid of your friend Sherann. It may well work.
"But the price.... He must not do this. It will damn him, and all of us with him. I have tried to explain, but his anger, his darkness is such that he will not listen. Too many betrayals recently, too many defeats.... he has lost too much.
"Only you, my lady. Only you can turn him aside from this path."
"No," she whispered. "No.... I cannot."
"My lady...."
"Don't call me that! I am tired. Tired of all this. I'm not a warrior. They are trained from birth to give up everything for the sake of our people. They will sacrifice their lives, their friends, their families.... their loves.... for the greater good, the good of our people. I'm not a warrior. They fight, they die!
"I build."
"Then build a better world. Talk to him! He will listen to you."
"No. I will not.... become involved.... in whatever he plans. He can go to war, he can shed innocent blood, he can do whatever he wishes. I will remain here, and build."
The Primarch breathed out slowly, and nodded. "I understand." She was his last hope. He knew what he had to do now. It would not be easy, he could feel that, but it would have to be done. "People will die, my lady. A great many people will die if Sinoval continues to walk the dark path he walks now."
"There are worse fates than death."
"Yes," he said, with complete understanding. "Yes, there are. You have suffered enough for one lifetime, my lady. I will leave you here.... to your building. Be at peace, and be happy."
He turned and left. It was time to return to Cathedral and prepare himself for what was to come.
There are worse fates than death.
* * *
A great man.
Am I a great man?
Sonovar stood alone on the bridge of the E'ibrek K'Tarr, lost in thought. Ramde Cozon was deep in discussion with the other Ramde of the fleet, and maybe even with their authorities. Sonovar knew very little about the social and governmental organisation of the Tak'cha, and he did not care. He knew their strength in battle, he knew their fanaticism, and he knew their never-ending desire to atone for their sin. That was enough for him.
"Am I a great man?" he whispered to himself, looking around at the empty room.
What is a great man? He had asked that question countless times, of himself, of his teachers, of Kats, of Kozorr.... What was the standard of greatness? What was it that made Valen or Nemain or Varmain great people? Was it even anything that could be measured?
He had to know.
For only if he knew the answer could he become great himself.
Forell had once come to him, appearing from nowhere in the slimy way he had, sidling up to him. He had remained there in silence for several minutes before asking a question. It had seemed simple enough, but it had taken Sonovar a very long time to formulate an answer.
"What do you want, great lord?"
"I want.... I want to be a hero. I want to be in all the books and lores and tales of history. I want my name to be written alongside that of Varmain, or Marrain, or Valen himself! I want to be great.
"I want to be great."
Forell had hesitated for a moment, and then smiled. "Then all this you shall have, great lord."
For as long as he could remember, Sonovar had wanted to be a hero. He had always believed in the right of the hierarchy, of the leaders of the Fanes and the clans, and ultimately of the Grey Council itself. He would ascend that ladder, in time.
And yet he had watched as others less able than himself had climbed. He had observed as workers and priestlings raised their cronies and blocked the true warriors from advancing. He had served the Grey Council all those years, and what had he to show for it?
It had taken two people, one his greatest idol and the other his greatest enemy, to show him his true mistake.
Kalain had raised him to the Grey Council, and had then proceeded to abuse and profane that sacred institution. He had tortured and violated Kats in that most holy of places, in a sickening display. Sonovar had watched, confused and puzzled and privately revolted, but he had done nothing, because he believed. Kalain was of the Grey Council. Therefore, surely anything he did was for the good of Minbar?
Only when Sinoval returned had the scales fallen from his eyes. Only then did he truly understand.
A great man did not humbly or meekly abide by the sanctions of society. A great man broke all chains binding him. A great man disregarded his destiny, ignored the words of others, and rose by his will alone. Valen had not acted according to convention when he had formed the Anla'Shok and created the Grey Council, and neither had Sinoval when he had shattered both.
"Am I a great man?" he asked again, and realised the sheer futility of that question.
He would never know. History would judge him, and the decision would not be made until long after his death. If he was fortunate, if the old Gods of war favoured him, he would be reborn into another body, another life, and then he would look back at history's judgment of his former life, and only then would he know.
There was the soft sound of footsteps at his side, and he turned, smiling when he saw who it was. Takier, clan leader of the Storm Dancers clan, was one of his greatest allies. He had been among the first to spurn Sinoval's leadership, and when Sonovar announced himself in opposition, Takier had brought his entire clan to his side.
Almost his entire clan.
Takier had been blessed with three children. His son had been killed in the assault on Minbar. He had two daughters. Tirivail had come with her father willingly, recognising the needs of Minbar and her duty to her clan.
Lanniel had gone elsewhere.
"They talk," said Takier, half dismissively. "They talk, they pray, they argue. It is strange, but they remind me a great deal of the priestlings debating a foolish point of law in Valen's prophecies."
Sonovar nodded in recognition. "True, but these priestlings have teeth. By all the old Gods, they can fight."
"Oh yes," Takier acknowledged. "They can fight."
"Do you think they will agree?"
"I think they will.... in due time. In fact, I believe you will have to hold them back from all-out war. They may well decide that intensifying the raids on Alliance ships is not enough, and a full assault is preferable. Kazomi Seven was after all the last known location of their Valen. He has not been seen in many months, or so I am told. Some of the Tak'cha believe he was murdered by the Alliance."
"And you, Takier? What do you believe?"
"Valen.... was a man, like any other. It is the doom of all men to die. He lived a thousand years ago, and he died then. Whoever this.... imposter is, he is not Valen, and whatever the Alliance have done to him is of the supremest irrelevance to me."
"All great men die," Sonovar mused to himself.
"Ah, but they live on in another way." Sonovar cocked his head and looked at his companion. "They live on in the eyes and hearts and souls of everyone who has ever wanted to be them. It is by the telling of tales of great men that we remind ourselves that we also may be great. We emulate them, maybe even surpass them, and so they live on.... forever."
"Immortality. Life eternal through song and poem and memory. Now there is something worth living for."
"Worth dying for."
"Worth dying for. Indeed."
Yes. I will be great, and thus will I live forever. What more can any warrior ask for?
* * *
Elsewhere another warrior was standing alone, but the pinnacle of Cathedral was a very different place from the bridge of the E'ibrek K'Tarr.
Sinoval was not thinking of greatness, or of Valen, or of the Alliance. He was thinking of the Vorlons, and of the plan he had been hatching for so long. It was ready now. It would work. His meeting with Kats' cousin had only served to tighten some of the possibilities.
"I survived. I hid. There were many of us who hid. From the purges, from Kalain and his warriors. We didn't know he had fallen. We saw the skies rain fire and the ground begin to sicken, and we did not know what had happened. We remained in hiding.
"At.... at first we were too afraid to come out, and after, we were too weak. We fell ill, so ill.... I saw more of us die. Not just workers. There were some religious caste as well. And even a warrior or two.... those who had chosen to stay behind, I suppose.
"Then they came. They found us. They sought us out, and they found us all. We were rounded up and taken to Yedor. They'd set up base there. Those of us who.... were not too sick, began to recover. They did something to us. They did something to the land. They purged the poisons, but.... I don't know. I don't know what they're capable of, but they left the damage to the atmosphere. They left the impact sites and all the dust everywhere....
"I heard one of them say something. It said.... they were correcting the influence of the Enemy, putting right what should not have been done. They seemed.... angry, somehow. They seemed angry about the poison and the sickness, but not about anything else.
"I didn't understand it.
"They set us to work, once we were able. Some of us were telepaths. They.... disappeared. The rest of us they set to work, rebuilding, trying to tend the fields, doing as much as possible to repair the damage. They didn't seem to recognise that we needed to eat.... and sleep. They worked us until we collapsed.
"I was lucky. I managed to steal a shuttle and escape. There are others there. Not many now.... but they're going to die. They're being worked to death. Please.... Kats said you would help. She promised that you would help them. Help us."
"How many Vorlons are on the planet? How many ships?"
"There were.... there were a lot. Most of them left. I saw one ship as I fled. I don't think it noticed my shuttle. There is one in Yedor that I know of.... and some others in the southern cities. Most of them left.
"Will you help us? Please."
"Yes. Yes, I will help."
He had had the basics of this set up a long time ago, in crude form, when he first joined the Soul Hunters. Sherann had only helped confirm certain details. She would help him still further, although she did not realise it yet.
I don't think it noticed my shuttle.
That was the one thing he had learned from her. They had noticed. They had let her escape. They were luring him to Minbar, to deal with him for good. Whether they actually wanted him dead or merely distracted he was not sure. A direct confrontation was not their way. It had never been their way. They were.... setting him up for something.
So be it. He was ready, and he had a trap all of his own to spring.
He raised his arms to the sky, Stormbringer above his head.
"I'm coming for you!" he roared. "Hide all you like! You can't hide from me!"
* * *
On Minbar, in the partially repaired ruins of the city of Yedor, a Vorlon standing alone looking at the Temple of Varenni stopped and twitched slightly, as if it had heard.
Its eye stalk shook momentarily, and a flash of light came forth.
It then resumed its journey.
Anyone who had seen that brief, momentary burst of light would have known without a shadow of a doubt what it was. Some things are clear between all races.
The Vorlon had smiled.



Chapter 2


Black against the blackness of night they came, screaming their cries of warning. Fear us, they cried. Fear us, for we were masters of all that was, before the stars themselves gave birth to light, before your races rose to ascend to the heavens.
Fear us, for we are the death of worlds, the death of flesh, the death of dreams. We are the death of all who stand against us.
We are death itself.
Space itself opened up, bright shining gateways into other worlds. The Shadow ships turned from their wanton destruction of the helpless Brakiri trading ships. They turned to face the fools who would dare oppose them.
The new ships were much smaller. They were fast and strong and powerful. The Shadows recognised within their form the timeless machinations of their ancient enemies.
We do not fear you. You should fear us.
The Shadows swept forward. A beam of energy lashed out and struck at the nearest of the new ships. It spun off course, tumbling and rolling. It should have been destroyed.
The other ships acted together, an invisible link between them. They cried out, and the Shadows heard the voices of their ancient enemies. They heard the single word, amplified through the minds of pawns and tools.
STOP!
And the Shadows did, held still and helpless, their ships paralysed. The living floor and walls around them trembled with something akin to fear. Deep in the heart of their ships, at the heart of their Machine, the sentient mind that gave them power was crumbling, assailed by the might of their enemies.
Then the new ships began to fire. The Shadows struggled to break free of the blockade, but to no avail.
We do not fear death.
You should fear us, came the reply.
Then the Shadows died.
* * *
Once Minbar had been the jewel of planets, a world of beauty, of culture, of cities millennia old, of shining rivers and glowing crystal, of high mountains and ancient libraries.
But it had changed, as all things must. Devastated by the wrath of a vengeful and arrogant enemy, Minbar had been reduced to rubble, the fine and ancient cities either destroyed utterly or reduced to abandoned ghost realms. The rivers had become polluted with dust and ash. The air had become thick with the poisons and toxins of the enemies. Bodies had been left to rot in the streets.
It had been over a year since Sinoval, Primarch Nominus et Corpus, still leader of the Minbari people and the man who was at least partially responsible for this devastation, had been on his homeworld. He remembered leaving it, seemingly forever. He had not looked back as Cathedral had departed from the dying world. He and Delenn had saved all those they could, all those they could find. Surely, if any still lived on the world, then starvation and disease would claim them soon enough.
Minbar had changed. It was not as clear and beautiful as it had been, and Sinoval knew it never would be again, but he could see that much was different now. The world lived again, the toxins erased. The air could be breathed, the water could be drunk, the ground could be sown. Never again would the planet be as it had been, but people could live here now.
Such power was beyond Minbari technology, beyond even that of the Soul Hunters. No, Sinoval knew who was responsible, and that made him distrust this seeming miracle. No Vorlon ever did anything without a reason, usually selfish.
He stood on the pinnacle of Cathedral, staring down at his world. But while he stood far above Minbar, he was also there. He could feel the heartbeat of the planet, stronger now than before. He could see the beings that lived there. His own people, those he had left behind.
And others. Vorlons. At least one, based in Yedor. He could sense something strange in the southern cities, areas he had thought destroyed utterly by the Earthers' bombardment.
"You will not reconsider this?" said a soft and ageless voice from behind him. Sinoval turned, not remotely surprised by the appearance of the Primarch Majestus et Conclavus, seemingly from nowhere.
"No," he said firmly.
"This is not our way. This has never been our way."
"It has never been the way of Minbari to deal with Shagh Toth either," Sinoval reminded his companion. "Laws and customs bind only weaker men. It is the great man who casts aside such things for the sake of what must be done."
"Examine your own motives," the Primarch warned him. "Do you do this because it must be done, or for your own private revenge?"
Sinoval raised his arm in anger, and suddenly his pike Stormbringer was in his hand. "We fight the Shadows. We fight the Darkness.... and maybe we will win, and maybe we will lose.... but what if we win, and find ourselves slaves to the Vorlons? What then? No, this must be done."
"As you say," said the Primarch softly. He did not seem at all afraid. "I told you once that you were only the second Primarch Nominus et Corpus, did I not? Only the second ever to bear that title."
"Yes, you did."
"The first was a mistake. He fell, consumed by the darkness of his own pride and his own convictions. His soul was saved by the first of our order, and preserved in a globe sealed in the gateway to Cathedral at the top of the highest archway. It was a reminder to all of us that no one is beyond temptation, no one cannot be corrupted, and there is darkness within us all."
Sinoval took in the message. "I saw no such globe when I came here," he mused. "I have never seen such a globe."
"It is still there, but now it cannot be seen. The light died the day you came here. The soul of the first Primarch Nominus et Corpus has escaped and gone.... somewhere. The Well of Souls told me only that the need for his presence here had passed."
"Was that a lesson, Primarch?"
"I don't know," he said softly. "Was it?"
"I do what must be done, and if it means I must sacrifice my own life, my own soul.... or the lives and souls of those who follow me, then so be it."
The Primarch sighed. "You do not understand."
"I understand more than you think. You know the plan."
"Yes."
"And you will perform your part.... you and those who are needed. I can kill the Vorlon, but this entire exercise is useless unless you take its soul. Will you do that?"
"I will do.... that which is required of me."
Sinoval nodded. "Good." He looked down at the planet for a long minute. "It knows we are here. It is waiting for us. I think it is trying to set a trap for us."
"I believe the same."
"It is welcome to try." Sinoval's eyes, always dark, seemed to become deep pits of blackness. The Primarch looked into them and felt a moment's fear in his near-immortal soul.
"Yes.... they are all welcome to try."
* * *
Mr. Welles was more than willing to admit that he possessed a number of character flaws. He was perfectly willing to accept the many things he had done in the name of a greater good, all the sins he had committed that would no doubt damn him forever. He might have lapsed now, but he had been a religious man in his youth and he knew full well the cost of the things he had done: torture of innocents, brutal suppression of dissidence, sending good people to die, turning a blind eye to murderers and sadists.
All in the name of humanity. All for the greater good. Not that these were excuses, merely what was.
He could feel everything beginning to collapse around him, and as he looked at the two men before him he could see the architects, willing or not, of that collapse.
"It is a pleasure to have you back with us, Ambassador," said President Clark. He looked happy, as well he should. He had just been presented with a considerable victory. Humanity's worst enemy was now safely imprisoned and helpless. Clark was one of the most popular Presidents of all time, and no doubt his name would go down forever in the history books.
"We've missed you."
Ambassador David Sheridan nodded in acknowledgement. His expression was one of happiness and satisfaction, but then that meant nothing at all. He was a career diplomat, and disguising his true emotions was one of the first things he had learned as part of that duty. Welles was perfectly aware just how little regard the two had for each other.
"I have missed this place," Sheridan said. "My work elsewhere was necessary, but there is no place at all like home, is there?"
"Indeed not," laughed Clark. "And you come bearing gifts as well. Delenn is.... safe, is she not?"
"She is securely placed in one of our waiting rooms," Welles said. "The room and surrounding corridors are under complete surveillance, there are two guards within the room, two directly outside and a further four just down the corridor. She was thoroughly checked for weapons, passkeys or lockpick devices and any form of listening or communications machinery. She is not going anywhere."
"Good," said Clark. "See that that remains the case. We do not want a repeat of what happened last time, do we?"
"That was due to the treachery of Miss Alexander, as you well know, Mr. President."
"Yes, yes," said Clark irritably. "It really does not matter. What does matter is that she does not escape. Ambassador Sheridan here has given us one of the greatest opportunities we have had in a long time. Delenn is going to go on the stand before a war crimes tribunal, once one can be assembled of course. There is no hurry, however. It is vital that when she is put on trial she says and does the right things.
"That, Mr. Welles, is your responsibility. She is now your top priority concern, taking precedence over anything and everything else. Delegate other matters if you have to. When Delenn goes on trial, she is going to plead guilty to numerous counts of genocide, torture, murder of civilians, use of illegal weaponry and.... well, we can draw up a complete list later. You get the gist, though."
"I will.... see that she is fully prepared," Welles said, choosing his words carefully. "How long will I have?"
"As long as you need. Take your time. There is really no hurry. Better that it be done properly than immediately. Ah.... but first.... we will need to run an extensive battery of medical tests. Her physiology is.... ah.... unique. We must know her limits and her weaknesses. The last thing we need is her dropping dead of a.... 'weak heart' during some of your more rigorous.... 'preparations', is it not?"
"Indeed," said Welles obediently. "But.... word of this will get out. Her capture has been made public, against my advice, need I remind you? The Alliance will find out about this and...."
"The Alliance will not be a threat," said Ambassador Sheridan firmly. "Our allies are more than capable of dealing with them, should the need arise."
"Merely covering all the bases," said Welles. "With your permission, Mr. President, I will go and attend to matters immediately."
"Of course. You may go." Welles turned to the door. As he reached it, Clark said. "Oh, Mr. Welles."
"Yes."
"We have every confidence in you. You will see that we are not mistaken, won't you?"
"Of course, Mr. President." He left. "Of course."
* * *
David Corwin, Commander no longer but now Captain, sat down in the Captain's chair on the bridge of his new ship and ran his hand across the armrest. There seemed to be a slight warmth under his fingers as they brushed the leathery texture. A faint hum sounded in his ears.
He had often dreamed of having his own ship. For so long that dream had been an impossibility. The Babylon had been the only ship the Resistance Government possessed, and it could not afford to build any more. He had served on that ship, as he had on the Parmenion.
But then, after the destruction of the Parmenion and the near-fatal injuries of Captain Sheridan at the Battle of the Third Line, Corwin had known command, and he had not liked it. He had understood the loneliness, the responsibility, the hardships of waging a war against an almost invincible enemy.
Then the Captain had recovered miraculously, and the balance of the war had tilted drastically. These ships were to thank for that, the ships provided by the Vorlons, built with their own strange technology, and called Dark Stars.
There was a fleet of them, enough to wage this war. And Corwin had been one of the first to be given command of one.
"Captain Corwin," he said, trying the conjunction. "Captain David Corwin." It sounded suitably.... impressive, he supposed. Not that it really meant anything. He wasn't a part of Earthforce any more. He wasn't being paid by the Alliance, and his new rank had no greater benefits in terms of accommodation or supplies.
But it was still important to him. He was a Captain now.
He sat back in his chair. It wasn't as comfortable as it looked. Still, it would do.
He had had pretty much the pick of the former bridge crew from the Parmenion. The Captain had taken a few for his ship, naturally the flagship of the Dark Star fleet, but most of them, the more experienced members, he had left for Corwin. Dark Stars were smaller than EAS capital ships and needed less crew. Those who had taken the ships out for the first few engagements had reported back that they seemed to fly themselves.
Corwin shivered at the thought. He had heard plenty of strange stories about Vorlon tech.
His thoughts, however, were on much more serious matters. A question of great importance had been weighing on his mind for some days now, and he was still no nearer answering it than he had been at the start. Ideas had come to him at various times but had been rejected, and he was growing irritated.
He turned suddenly, his reverie interrupted. Someone had come on to the bridge. He hadn't heard them at all, or seen them. He'd just.... known.
"Captain now, I see," said a familiar voice, and he smiled. "Good to see you again, sir."
Neeoma Connally, Starfury pilot aboard the Babylon for years, and on the Parmenion after that. She had been spending the last few months helping train the Drazi and Brakiri one-man fighters in cohesive techniques. She had more experience of fighting the small Shadow flyers than almost anyone else here.
"Dared to surface again, hmm?" Corwin said, still smiling. "How are you?"
"Just about ready for some real work," she replied. "Trying to teach the Drazi anything is not my idea of a good time. When I heard about the fleet, I thought I'd come and see if you needed any Starfury support here."
"Well, we're still trying to assess the full technical capabilities of these things. There don't seem to be any fighter bays for one thing, but I doubt we'll be taking the Dark Stars into combat alone. I'm sure we'll need backup from the Babylon and some of the Drazi and Brakiri capital ships, to say nothing of the Narn cruisers G'Kar's on about providing. Starfuries will be as useful as ever."
"Thought so. I'm ready to start running training drills whenever you are."
"Glad to hear it. The more we know about these things the better." He smiled again. "And you came to me first. I'm flattered."
Her expression darkened. "Ah.... no, I'm afraid not. I went to the Captain first. Or at least I'd planned to. I saw one of his new aides, who told me that Captain Sheridan didn't need fighter assistance and I should come here."
Corwin frowned. "He hasn't been himself lately. He's.... been through a lot."
Neeoma shrugged. "I guess." She winced and rubbed at her eyes. "Another blasted headache," she moaned. "I've had one for hours, and it gets worse every time I come aboard. I guess I'm just meant to be in a 'Fury."
"Well, before you head back out, any chance of helping me with something? I've had a problem I've been trying to sort out for some time now. It's been worrying me."
"If I can," she replied. "What is it?"
"This ship needs a name."
"I thought it had a name?"
"Yes, Dark Star Three, and what sort of name is that for a ship? It sounds like a bad B movie sequel."
Neeoma chuckled. "I see your point. And you want me to help you think of a proper name?"
"Well, there was the Babylon, of course, but I thought the Captain might want that for his own ship. And I've thought about the Victory, the Endeavour, the Bounty, the Revenge.... The Resistance Government has already nicked most of my ideas or I'd have used the Morningstar."
"Hmm.... I see. What about the.... No, not that.... Um.... the Spartan, no that's not quite right. The Heracles, no I'm sure someone's used that.... I like Greek history," she said, to Corwin's bemused expression. "Something of a hobby of mine." She smiled. "The Agamemnon. How's that?"
"The Agamemnon," he mused. "I like it." He tapped the armrest of his chair. "I guess you're the Agamemnon now."
Neeoma set her hand on the armrest as well. "The Agamemnon," she said.
Corwin was not entirely sure what happened next. A shock seemed to strike his arm, and a voice cried out into his mind. A flash of bright light burst in front of his eyes. Tainted! roared the voice. Corrupted!
He shielded his eyes, and saw Neeoma on the floor. Her eyes were rolled up into her skull, and she was shaking. He leapt from the chair and reached out to touch her. As he touched her wrist she started and blinked, looking at him blankly.
"Are you all right?"
"For a moment, I thought.... I could hear something and I...." She trembled. "No offence, but I'm getting off this ship now."
"What do you think it was? An electric shock?" He was breathing more heavily, trying to still the frantic pounding of his heart. "Some sort of.... loose wiring?"
"I.... don't know. Anyway, I'm going. There's something about these ships.... Let me know when you want to begin the training. I'll see you later...." She left the bridge as fast as she could, without looking back.
Corwin watched her go, and then sat back down gingerly. He touched the armrest, but there was no shock, no flash of light. He could feel the faint warmth again, and a gentle throbbing beneath his palm. Almost like.... a heartbeat.
"Did I hear you?" he asked softly. "Is there someone there?"
There was no reply.
* * *
"Do you know what you have to do?"
"Yes. Yes, I do."
"Are you afraid?"
"I don't know. Should I be?"
"Everyone feels fear, my lady. That is nothing to be ashamed of. It is a sign of a great warrior that he does what must be done in spite of his fear. Everyone has known fear."
"Then.... yes.... I think I am afraid. But.... But I will do as you ask anyway."
"Good. Kats has not overstated your virtues then. Do this for me, my lady.... and then you will be safe. I promise you that much."
"I believe you, my lord. Kats believes in you."
"She.... does?"
"Yes, my lord."
"I see. Very well, my lady. Go.... and fortune favour you."
"Yes, my lord."
"All will be well. The souls of history are watching us. All.... will be well."
* * *
Of late G'Kar had begun to wonder if there had ever been a time when he had been able to sleep for more than a few minutes together without being awoken by some important news, or message, or meeting. While his body was a part of the Great Machine of course he had had no need for sleep. Now, he did.
Everything had changed so fast, faster it seemed than he could keep up with. He had formed his Rangers following Neroon's guidelines. They were to be agents, saboteurs, gatherers of information and warriors. They would be the leaders of his crusade against the Enemy.
The events of the past half a year had thrown many of his plans into disarray. The greatest loss had been the Machine itself. With it, G'Kar could contact all his agents across the galaxy. Now many of them were cut off and abandoned, lost, with no way to get to them. He felt blinded.
Not that that meant no information was coming to him. On the contrary, he was receiving far too much information, and none of it was good.
The war between his people and the Centauri had dissolved into a series of short skirmishes. The Kha'Ri was trying to hold every world it had taken during the course of this war, and it was spreading its forces too thinly. Lord-General Marrago had retaken a number of lost Centauri colonies and military bases with highly skilled and successful punches, risking almost his entire fleet on one engagement.
There should be peace, of course, but neither side could agree on terms. The Kha'Ri was stubbornly insisting on retaining all the worlds it had taken, in spite of the obvious evidence that it had not the resources to do this. The Centarum was advocating nothing less than the return of all lost worlds, and that was just the members who were even talking peace. Many were declaring they should take the war all the way to the Narn homeworld.
And, if that weren't enough, the two races had nowhere to negotiate a deal. For obvious reasons neither Government wanted to send an emissary to the territories controlled by the other, and Kazomi 7 was the only place both parties would accept as a neutral venue.
But G'Kael was finding he had less and less power here. The Kha'Ri rarely listened to him and refused to support his actions regarding other matters, most notably the war with the Enemy. Since he could not promise any official Narn military aid, the Council was growing steadily more displeased with him.
Mollari on the other hand did not even have a representative here yet. If G'Kar had been a gambling man he would have laid a large pile of money that there was no one Mollari trusted enough to be sent here who was not too valuable to be spared from the homeworld.
And then.... there was the Enemy. There was progress there, which would at least be something to smile about, if the seeds of suspicion Sinoval had planted were not growing into something much larger. The Dark Star fleet was proving to be almost a match for the Shadow battleships, and with sufficient numerical superiority they would, and were, winning engagements. Just skirmishes at present, but they had proven the efficacy of the ships. At the Council meeting Captain Sheridan was once more going to present a plan for taking the war to the Enemy.
There. Now G'Kar could put his finger on what was troubling him. Sheridan. He seemed.... different since his return from Z'ha'dum. He rarely spoke to anyone, even his closest friends. He spent almost all his time on the Dark Star flagship. He seemed.... distant.
Of course, grief could do these things, not to mention those long months paralysed and helpless, but.... there seemed to be something.... more....
Or was Sinoval's paranoia just affecting G'Kar more than he liked to admit? He had been wondering about the Vorlons recently. His attempts to meet with Ambassador Ulkesh had largely met with failure, and when the Vorlon attended the Council meetings he said even less than was normal. He simply.... watched everyone. Something in his cold glare troubled G'Kar.
But then, did it matter if the Vorlons were playing their own game? They were still offering help, and that help was sorely needed. Without the Dark Star fleet, then.... this would all be for nothing.
What was the price of our lives, he pondered to himself.
He set down the report. Details of the power struggles going on in the Kha'Ri. Kha'Mak was losing favour fast, and H'Klo ascending. Neither was particularly receptive to G'Kar. With Na'Toth's dismissal he had lost his eyes, ears and voice on the Kha'Ri.
He looked up at the timepiece on the wall, and started. The Council meeting was about to begin. How long had he been daydreaming?
With muttered imprecations he began gathering up his papers. He dared not be late.
* * *
The old man was thinking about his childhood again. Thinking about a time when he had not been a man of destiny, not had the burden of the future of humanity on his shoulders, not had all the responsibilities and duties he bore now, was not buried by all these secrets.
There were precious few people he could confide in, even fewer he could talk to as a friend. Zento meant well, but he could not understand. He saw all of this as a sort of game, a simple pattern of the movement of pieces on a board, with profit just the means of keeping score.
The old man sighed. Zento did not understand, but he was necessary where he was. He was the public face of IPX, the representation of all the things the company was meant to stand for. He provided a convenient cover for the.... true face of the corporation.
Very few people did fully understand. Morden was one of them. The old man supposed that was one of the reasons he enjoyed Morden's company. He was a good friend, and a useful sounding board. He also understood clearly the true stakes of this game.
Morden entered the room, smiling in his usual fashion. "Good morning," said the old man. "I trust you slept well."
"Like a baby, thank you."
"Good, good. Help yourself to some orange juice." A little legacy of his childhood, one he was vainly trying to recreate. Morden poured himself a glass. "I suppose you saw the news last night."
"Which piece of news were you referring to?"
"I think you know."
Morden sipped at his drink, sitting down. "Yes. I was under the impression Delenn was not to be our concern any longer."
"You and me both, but no.... it seems we were mistaken about her, or about the Enemy perhaps. Everything we knew about her indicated that she would take some sort of suicide device with her when she went to Z'ha'dum. She had a meeting with the technomage before she left, so we assumed all would go as planned. Ah...." The old man sighed again. Nothing seemed to be going right any more. "Either we were wrong, or the Enemy discovered her plan."
"So what do we do now? I take it we can't let out the truth about her journey to Z'ha'dum."
"Not at all. Word is definitely going to get out that she is still alive. Well, that will only accelerate the timetable a bit. If the Alliance needs any more reason for war than that we're holding their leader here on war crimes charges, then I don't know what else will do it."
"Are we ready for that?"
"A few more months would be nice, but we'll have time before the Alliance gets here. In fact, with a little.... careful timing we might be able to arrange things just right.... We need to keep Delenn alive just long enough for the Alliance to think they might be able to rescue her, but ensure she dies just as they get here. Anyway, we're working on delaying the trial for the foreseeable future, so that's something."
"Is the Alliance going to.... co-operate?"
"They must. Sheridan will be able to push them in this direction even if they don't already have enough of an incentive. The Enemy has let itself be drawn into an all-or-nothing now, and a war between humanity and the Alliance is in their best interests anyway."
"And Byron?"
"May well find himself awoken a little sooner than we had planned. Ah well, the best-laid plans of mice and men, so to speak.... How long will you be staying? Have you received any orders yet?"
"No, not yet. There was talk that I might be needed on Minbar, but conditions there are.... a little hazardous at the moment. The...." Morden smiled. "The Sinoval Project is all set to go ahead, and it might not be a good idea to hang around when everything hits the fan. I might need to go in later and help clean up. And the Centauri of course.... they're going to have to do without me for the time being.
"So," he set aside his empty glass. "For the moment, I'm all yours."
"Good. It's.... nice having someone to talk to. Like old times, almost." He suddenly looked up, an instant before his interior commchannel activated. Audio only, of course.
"Sir, you wanted to know when the guest awoke."
"Ah, yes," said the old man, smiling. "Thank you, Lise. See that he is given food and drink and whatever else he might require, then send him to the interview room."
"Yes, sir." The commchannel went dead, and the old man smiled. "The best secretary I've ever had."
"Pretty too," Morden noted dryly. "So who's the guest?"
"Someone who.... might be useful. In a long-term capacity. Do you want to sit in on the interview?"
"I don't have anything else to do. I'd love to."
The old man smiled. It was strange, he thought, how a glass of orange juice and a moment's conversation with an old friend could ease a troubled mind. He was feeling much more confident now, so much the better to deal with life's trials and tribulations.
He stretched, and began mentally to prepare himself for the 'interview'.
* * *
"I am a warrior.
"I ride amongst the stars. My sword clashes in the winds. I dance at the height of the storm. The moon is my shield. My wings are of fire.
"I am a warrior. I shall not fall. I shall not let an enemy pass from my sight. I will walk in the dark places and I shall know no fear.
"On death, my soul shall ascend to be judged by my ancestors and those who have come before. If found worthy...." Kozorr's rendition faltered as he stumbled over the words. He took a deep breath and continued. "If found worthy I shall be reborn, with no memories of my past life, but with the knowledge that I am a warrior in more lives than this."
He paused, and drew in another breath. The traditional meditation ritual of the warrior, spoken three times — once in darkness, with his pike in his hands; once in light and in motion, in the thrill of battle; and finally seated, at peace, in repose, the pike before him.
He had performed the ritual countless times in his life, but never more often than in recent months. Ever since his return from his failed mission to destroy Cathedral, his mind had been filled with disquieting thoughts and dark obsessions. Whenever he closed his eyes he saw Kats weeping, he saw Sinoval standing tall and proud and whole and unharmed.
He heard the booming voice of the Well of Souls, condemning him for his treason.
"I am a warrior," he said wearily. Meditation brought him no peace these days. Sleep brought no rest, only dark dreams.
He leant forward and picked up his pike. He looked at it. Reforging it had been difficult. Many held that a fighting pike was a holy, sacred thing, not to be touched once the perfection had left the bladesmith's soul and immortalised itself in metal. He had had no choice. A denn'bok was a two-handed weapon, and he had only one.
He raised his ruined, crippled right hand and tried to move his broken fingers. He could not, of course. The skin had been burned, the muscle flayed away, the bones shattered beyond all hope of repair. To a casual observer there might appear to be nothing wrong. His hand and fingers were wrapped tightly in thick bandages and covered with a warrior's glove, much as he wore on his left hand. He had the semblance at least of full strength.
Until he tried to move it.
He had been a fool. Not in sustaining the injuries. He still heard Kats' agonised screams and he would willingly have suffered such wounds again to free her, a thousand times over. No, he had been a fool to think she could love him, a cripple, a weakling. He had hesitated for too long in acting against Kalain, and when he had acted he had failed miserably. He was not worthy of her, not fitting to stand beside her, to protect her. She deserved a true warrior.
Someone like Sinoval.
He scowled, and bit back that thought. Sinoval was a great warrior, yes, but he had betrayed the Minbari people. He had brought great enemies down upon all their heads, he had abandoned the homeworld....
But he was a true warrior, not a cripple.
"I am a warrior!" Kozorr cried.
"Of course you are," said a soft voice. He looked up, realising at last that he was not alone. He knew who was there even as she came into the flickering light cast by his candle. "We all know that," said Tirivail, as she sat down opposite him. "It is only you who seems to need convincing."
"I will make you poor company," he said.
"I would rather be the judge of that. In fact, I think you will make very good company indeed."
"Go away, my lady. I am in the mood for solitude."
"No, I do not think you are. I can sense your.... division. You are a fine warrior, no one questions your bravery, or your skill.... no one save yourself, anyway. Why are you here?"
"To meditate."
She shook her head in mock exasperation. "No, why are you here? Why have you joined with Sonovar in this crusade of his? I came because my father did, and it is not the place of a warrior to refuse to obey the head of her clan. Why did you come here?"
"Because.... I do not wish to talk about this."
"And that is why you must."
He sighed. "To prove myself worthy of her. To prove myself better than him.... at anything. To prove to myself that I was more than just a cripple lackey who followed at his heels and obeyed his every word. To.... prove something to myself."
"Sinoval.... and your little worker?"
"Yes."
"I am sure she thinks you are worthy of her. And as for.... him.... well, I am equally sure he appreciated your worth. Sonovar does." Softer: "I do."
He cast his eyes down. "My lady Tirivail.... I am a cripple. I have betrayed one to whom I swore fealty. I have had my doom pronounced to me. I am not worthy of your.... affections, any more than I am of hers."
Tirivail sighed. "You do not understand at all. If you are the coward and oath-breaker you claim to be, then surely your.... true face will show that to me. When you sleep."
He looked up and caught her eyes clearly. They were deep, and filled with sincerity. He said her name softly. "I wish to be alone."
She nodded, and rose angrily to her feet. "You do not see yourself as you truly are. What will it take to show your true soul to you?"
"My judgement.... at the day of my death."
She shook her head and left, not saying another word. Her anger was all too evident, just as her sincerity had been. She believed he was more than he was, and that hurt. Why did people keep holding him up as a hero? He was a coward, an oath-breaker and a traitor.
He hefted his pike in his good hand, and blew out the candle. In complete darkness, with only his demons and his voices for company, Kozorr, coward, cripple, oath-breaker and warrior, began the ritual again.
* * *
They looked so lost.
G'Kar cast his red eyes around the table at those who were sitting in on this meeting of the United Alliance Council of Kazomi 7, and that was all he could think of.
They looked so lost.
Of course, without Delenn, they were lost. Each person here brought unique skills of their own to the table, but only Delenn had been able to weld those skills into a cohesive whole. Without her, they were simply individuals.
Sheridan was here today, for the first time in weeks. He had been out testing the efficacy of the Dark Star fleet against the Shadows. His report had been delivered to all the members a few days before. G'Kar had read his copy, and he had to admit the results were encouraging. The Dark Stars could fight and beat Shadow ships without needing the incredibly rare telepaths. Of course support from heavier ships with telepaths would be needed as well, but now at least they had the nucleus of an effective response team.
All they needed now was a strategy, and that was what Sheridan was going to present to the Council.
He walked in a few minutes after the full meeting had convened. He had not missed much, just some worried chatter among the members. G'Kar had been asking hurried questions of G'Kael, about his latest communications with the Kha'Ri. They had not been welcoming.
All conversation stopped as Sheridan entered. G'Kar looked at him with a critical eye, and he did not like what he saw. Sheridan's eyes seemed hollow and deep-set. There was several days' worth of unshaved fur on his face. G'Kar admittedly had little experience with the human habit of 'shaving', but he did recognise it as a symptom that Sheridan had been taking very little care of himself.
G'Kar then switched his gaze to Comm.... Captain Corwin. He knew Sheridan better than anyone else here. He looked every bit as concerned as G'Kar felt.
Sheridan stopped by the computer console at the head of the room and turned to face the Council. His eyes touched briefly on Delenn's empty chair, and then he looked behind them all to the figure at the far end of the room. Ulkesh was standing there, silent and still.
"Thank you all for coming," Sheridan said. His voice at least showed no sign of fatigue or grief. It was as firm and authoritative as always. "You've all had a chance by now to read my reports on the new Dark Star fleet. As you have seen, they are a match for the Shadow capital ships, in sufficient numbers and with adequate support. According to Ambassador Ulkesh a second wave of ships will be available to us by the end of the year, but it is my belief we need to act decisively before then.
"For too long now we have been reacting to the Shadows, not acting. That was necessary at a time when we had no adequate means of opposing them save by entrusting to luck and miracles. These have got us this far, yes, but at great cost. We cannot afford to keep going on luck. Believe me, I found that out against the Minbari. There comes a time when we must stop reacting, and start acting."
He paused, and drew in a deep breath. Turning to the computer console, he called up a map of the human sector of space.
"G'Kar and his Rangers have managed to discover the location of many of the Shadow bases. A great many of course are near their stronghold at the Rim, Z'ha'dum. I have been there, and I know it is well fortified. However, it is my belief that we can take Z'ha'dum.... eventually. I know it seems impossible now, but I assure you it can be done. They are not Gods, and they are not legends. They can be beaten, their ships can be destroyed, and they have been suffering losses since the start of this war just as we have. Eventually they will run out of resources.
"I'm not saying it will be easy, and I'm certainly not saying we can take Z'ha'dum straight away. First, we have to deprive them of their bases and outposts between here and there. It's the oldest military rule in the book: never leave a live and ready enemy behind you.
"Most of their outposts are on uninhabited or low-tech worlds. Staging points, mostly, at convenient locations for assaults on shipping lanes and so forth. We plan to drive them off these, but G'Kar and his Rangers have only been able to discover so many. There will be more we haven't found, so.... that will not be our major priority. If we have to destroy an outpost on the way to our immediate concerns we will, but I am not going to spend all my energy on a game of hide-and-seek.
"The Shadows have one significant base this side of Z'ha'dum." He called up an image of Proxima 3 on the screen. "The Resistance Government has made a deal with the Shadows, allowing them a complete and permanent presence within human space. Much of this is on the border of Narn territory, in areas formally controlled by the Narns. Other than installing a few perfunctory fortifications along these borders, the Narns have made no effort to guard against the Shadows.
"Do you know why that is, Ambassador G'Kael?"
The Ambassador shifted in his seat. "We have not been attacked by these Shadows. Also, we are on good terms with the Resistance Government."
"That will end, as of today. I do not expect the Kha'Ri to participate fully in our war with the Shadows, but they will not be their allies. Whatever deals you have brokered with them.... they end."
G'Kael started. "Are you suggesting we have allied ourselves with the Shadows?"
"The only Narn ships that have been attacked are those loyal to Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar. I do not know why your trade routes and shipping lanes have been left safe, and I do not care. If any Narn ship comes to defend any area of human space, we will destroy it. The Kha'Ri can choose to be our ally, or it can choose to be neutral and pursue its own private war with the Centauri. It will not be our enemy."
G'Kael's eyes darkened. "I will tell them so."
"See that you do. If they do not officially agree to lend solid military aid in this campaign, then you will no longer be welcome at military meetings. You are free of course to attend regarding domestic matters and issues of foreign policy, but if you are not our ally, I will not tell you anything you can use to inform the Shadows. Leave, now! Go and speak to your Government and tell them what I have just told you. When you come back with solid promises of aid, military or support-based, then you will be able to resume your position."
G'Kael's anger was clear in his face, but he said nothing. He simply rose to his feet and left the room.
"Perhaps I should leave as well, Captain," said G'Kar softly. All eyes turned to him.
Sheridan actually laughed, although it was a patently false chuckle. "You, G'Kar? Of course not. You've been fighting the Shadows longer than any of us. I trust you."
"But not my Government?"
"I have spoken to your Government, remember? There are snakes I would trust more. No offence, but until they come down firmly on one side or another I don't want to be within a million miles of any of them. They're going to have to choose what's more important to them; their personal vendetta with the Centauri, or the struggle to protect all civilised life in this galaxy.
"Anyway.... to return to what I was saying before. The Shadows' only major bases are the ones in human-controlled space. Proxima of course, but they also have a large military presence at the colonies of Beta Durani and the ruined Orion Seven. We're going to take them, starting as soon as possible. I have prepared a list of support ships, which has been presented to your aides. I will understand if your Governments cannot provide them all, but we will need every ship we can muster.
"The Shadows have tainted my people for their own purposes. A corrupt, power-hungry Government has embroiled the whole of humanity in this war. They are my people, and I am the one who brought them to this fate.
"I will not have it! Humanity will be free, and the Shadows will lose their major stronghold this side of the Rim. Then.... we will make for Z'ha'dum.
"Any questions?"
There was a brief moment's silence, and then a flurry of voices. G'Kar stayed silent, not because he had no questions to ask, but because he was afraid of the answers he would receive.
* * *
Sinoval walked through the ruined streets of his city. He showed neither remorse nor pain over what had happened here. True, it had been his decision to abandon Minbar and leave her open and vulnerable to the Earther fleet, but the planet had been indefensible by that time. Had he stayed, he would have lost both himself and the few ships under his command.
It had been over a year since last he had trodden here. He remembered it as it had been, broken, devastated, filled with the bodies of the dying and the dead. A humbling reminder that nothing was eternal, nothing was so strong it could not be broken, nothing so well built it could not be torn down.
There were no bodies here now, and some effort had been made to clear the rubble from the streets. He paused, deep in thought. Sherann had spoken of survivors being herded here by the Vorlons. He and Delenn had believed they had rescued everyone. And if they had not, then Sinoval's practicality had won out over Delenn's soft heart. Any who remained would die from the poisons in the skies and water, or from simple starvation, probably before they could be found.
But it appeared they had both been wrong. The Vorlons had worked their usual miracles here. The air was clean of poisons, if not of dust. The water was dull and muddy, but not acidic.
Sinoval could not work out why they would want to do such a thing. What purpose could they have for Minbar? Perhaps they intended to bring the Minbari back here, to bask in the glory of their victory.
He looked up and saw his destination, in gleaming domes and spires. The Temple of Varenni. One of the few buildings completely untouched by the bombing, thanks, so the people believed, to the benevolent presence of the Vorlon saviour within its walls. Sinoval put it down to strong foundations, and the safeguards incorporated there by its builders, many thousands of years ago. The power of the Starfire Wheel too was not something to be taken lightly.
He had spoken to the Vindrizi in Durhan's care, as well as to the Soul Hunters. No one knew the truth behind the Starfire Wheel or the Temple of Varenni. The Grey Council records indicated it was at least as old as the city, and probably older. It was even possible that Yedor had been built around the temple.
In the days before Valen, it was said, the leaders of warring clans had come to settle their disputes in the Starfire Wheel, each one willing to give his life that his clan be victorious. They had surely not invented the Starfire Wheel, merely harnessed its power.
And it had considerable power. No one knew exactly how it worked, but it somehow managed to amplify the radiation from Minbar's sun and focus it into one, powerful burst capable of destroying utterly anything that stood within it. Except, of course, those clever enough to provide shielding of their own. Sinoval gently patted the pike that hung at his side. Stormbringer had saved him before, with a few minor modifications. It would do so again, channelling its own energy to create a shield, so that the radiation slid past him.


He continued walking. The sound of his footsteps was the only thing that could be heard. Yedor was to all intents and purposes utterly dead. He wondered idly where the other survivors were, but then concluded that it did not matter. They were hiding no doubt, or imprisoned somewhere by the Vorlon. Sherann would find them if she could, and tell them that their deliverance was approaching.
Then she would do one other thing, one very important thing.
She would bring the Vorlon to its doom.
Sinoval did not know exactly where the Vorlon was, but he knew it was not in the Temple. Not yet, anyway. He had dispatched Soul Hunters there, to.... prepare matters. The Primarch was there also. A Vorlon soul was a rare and powerful thing. It would probably take someone with the power of the Primarch Majestus et Conclavus to capture one.
Sinoval reached the Temple and stopped, looking at the vast doorway before him. There was a symbol engraved at the top of the archway. He looked at it, and started. He had seen that symbol many times before and not known what it meant, but now he knew. He had spoken to the Vindrizi about the Temple, and one of them had been here in a Minbari host, many thousands of years before.
It was a word in the Vorlon language. It was the symbol for a tomb.
Sinoval smiled, and then began to chuckle. How very appropriate.
He walked up the steps and entered the Temple, making for the Inner Sanctum and the Starfire Wheel. He touched Stormbringer, and felt through it the hum of the Well of Souls.
Today was a day that would be long remembered.
* * *
Dexter Smith's head ached. He knew that he was covered in bruises, and there was a sharp, stabbing pain in his side whenever he tried to breathe. Lights flickered in front of his eyes.
He could.... remember.... Pain, that was it, for the most part. And there was someone else, wasn't there? A woman. Where.... was she?"
He had woken up in a dark room, his whole body aching. He had called out for someone, anyone, and a few moments later someone — he thought it was a doctor — had come in and looked at him. The doctor had seemed reasonably satisfied, but he had given him an injection. He had not said a single word throughout the examination. At least the lights that had come on with his arrival remained on after he had left.
And after him, someone had arrived bearing food. He recognised nutri-glop when he saw it, but it had been a while since his last meal and he had eaten it quickly, albeit with a certain lack of enthusiasm.
And not long after that security guards had arrived, although he knew instantly that these were not the official Proxima Security Forces. Their uniforms were darker, and they were much too professional for Sector 301, or most other sectors come to that. He had also recognised the high-tech trank guns at their sides. They were the newest model, and bordering on the illegal.
They had led him to another room and left him there. Neither of them had said a word.
He winced at the pain in his side and sat down, looking around him. Flashes were beginning to come back to him now. He and Talia had tried to escape from Allan's apartment, but Security had caught them. There had been a fight and.... He sighed and rubbed at his head. This was all so pointless. Why even bother fighting? They weren't going to win.
He looked around, a dark mood settling over him. He did not know where this was, but it was not a Security holding cell or an interrogation room. It looked more like a private living room, albeit one carefully cleared of everything apart from the most basic furniture.
"Feel free to make yourself comfortable, Mr. Smith," said a voice from nowhere, and he started. Looking up, he saw the commconsole high in the wall, and sighed. The screen was blank and the voice electronically distorted. "My doctors have assured me you will recover well. Nothing is broken beyond repair. I apologise for the.... over-zealousness of the security guards who arrested you."
"Who are you?" he asked. "This doesn't look like a Security cell."
"It isn't. I am.... merely a private citizen with a certain influence in various parts of the Government. My name, I fear, must remain a secret for the time being, although a time may come when that will change. Feel free to make yourself at home."
Smith sat back. "So, what's this all about then? What do you want with me?"
"A dangerous question, Mr. Smith, but to answer.... I merely wish to talk. There are certain matters to be negotiated concerning the long-term future of our race. You may have a vital part to play in such a future."
"Yes? Where's my friend?"
"You mean Miss Winters? Or whatever name she happens to be going by at present. There is no reason to worry, Mr. Smith. She is perfectly safe, and in good hands. I felt it better that this be a private discussion, at first anyway.
"So.... let us talk...."
* * *
Talia's eyes flickered open, and her first instinct was to try to move. She could not. Her arms and legs were secured. She looked down and saw green vines holding her body in place. She pulled at them, and a sudden shock tore through her body.
"Where am I?" she asked, not so much expecting an answer, but more to discover if there was anyone around to hear her. There was no audible reply, not even the sound of breathing. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, reaching out with her mind.
Something burst open, and in an instant all her psi blocks and walls collapsed. A brilliant flash of light filled her mind, and all her thoughts and memories were laid bare.
<Show us,> said a voice. <Show us.>
There was an agonising burst of pain, and she shook with the intimacy of the violation. An instant before she passed out she did something she could not recall ever having done before.
She screamed.



Chapter 3


The city of Yedor had been renowned for many things before its devastation. It was of course the capital of the Minbari Federation, and while the elusive and mysterious Grey Council was not based in the city, many of the Government buildings were.
Even apart from its political significance, Yedor had had much to attract visitors. One of the oldest cities in any civilised world, it was home to many wonders. Libraries, Halls of Records, cathedrals, temples. Monuments, shrines, artificers with skill in the shaping of crystal and stone and metal.
But one of the most beautiful buildings in the city was the Temple of Varenni. It was not the largest temple in Yedor, but it possessed an indefinable beauty and mystery. It was also home to the Starfire Wheel, an ancient weapon few understood. It was there, a thousand years ago, that Valen had been proved worthy in his trial by fire. He had remained in the Starfire Wheel past the point when he should have died, and thus the universe had signalled he had a great destiny to fulfill.
No one knew the exact reason for the construction of the Temple, and few suspected there was anything unusual about it. Of those who did, none grasped the truth, not even Primarch Sinoval the Accursed, who had accomplished the same miracle here as Valen had. Sinoval had access to all the sources of knowledge that could have told him the secrets behind the Temple, but he did not care to look, and he would not have heeded if he had.
Deep within the surface of the earth, in catacombs no Minbari had entered in hundreds of years, there lay a tomb. A Vorlon had been buried there, many centuries ago. A holy figure, even a prophet. The Vorlons had never failed to honour and venerate this spot, and when Minbar had been attacked they had come to ensure it survived.
And now they intended to bring an end to one of their greatest enemies, trusting to the holiness of this place to bring them success.
It is an ancient law, so old it is almost forgotten. It concerns innocent blood, and the shedding of it on holy ground.
There is a Vorlon in Yedor, a young one by the standards of its race. It is to be both the bait, and the trap itself. It knows what is expected of it. It knows that it is sometimes necessary to die for the sake of a worthy cause. It hears the words of the innocent, telling it that he is here. The Accursed One. He is here, and is desecrating their holiest place.
Another might be angry at being expected to walk into such an obvious trap, but the Vorlon does not care, does not heed. The Accursed One is dangerous, yes, and can hurt its kind. But this battle will be fought on holy ground. How can it fail?
The Vorlon pauses as it nears the door to the Temple of Varenni, and something within its ageless soul shivers. The damage to the temple has been repaired. The prophet of old buried here will surely smile upon its children.
She speaks again, urging it on. It moves, and senses the Accursed One within this holy place. It is ready. It is ready to die, and it will do so for the good of its people.
The holy warmth of the Temple of Varenni welcomed the Vorlon.
Primarch Sinoval the Accursed did likewise.
* * *
Talia Winters has known she was a telepath since she was a child. Since the explosion of her abilities she had been taught how to construct walls, how to guard against the thoughts of mundanes, how to block their dirty, ugly, foul minds.
Still there were voices, but little more than background chatter. She could ignore them, with sufficient concentration. She had been taught very well how to concentrate.
The walls had only ever come down when she was with Al. She did not mind their absence then. She could feel the warm glow of his love for her, for all their people. She could sense his concerns and his fears for the future, but that was what came with leadership. More than once she had wished she were stronger than a mere P5, and better able to help him.
He had smiled at these thoughts. "You are perfect the way you are," he had said, sweetly and sadly.
So she had learned to compensate for her limited abilities. Skill in infiltration, in disguise, in assassination. But she was a telepath first and foremost. She had learned to use her abilities for the benefit of all her people, setting aside ethics and morality for the greater good.
But the walls were always there.
Not any more.
She wasn't sure if she was still screaming, or if the noise was only in her mind. She was being invaded, a brilliant, blinding light piercing her mind, shattering her barriers completely. Her every thought was there for the reading.
Help us!
Then there were the voices. These were not the little voices of mundanes, but the anguished cries of her own people. She could hear them coming from barred cages. She could feel the fear and the panic within them all. They were bound together, joined by a network of.... of gateways.
They were her people, and they were trapped, able to sense each other, but not to talk. Their bodies were wasting away, but their minds.... they were being harnessed.
Help us!
She shuddered, recognising that voice. It was Matt, Matthew Stoner. Her husband. The two of them had been married by the Corps some years ago in the hope of producing powerful children, until a radiation accident had made him sterile. He had disappeared last year, his ship having gone missing.
She had thought him dead. This was worse.
Help us!
All the voices suddenly died, caught in a choking scream. The light was there now, all of it, washing them out, cutting her off from them.
<Not yet,> said a voice, firm and booming, secure in complete mastery.
She opened her eyes, her mind returning to her body. She felt sick. She was shaking. Desperately she tried to stretch her head to see where she was. Vines held her body down. They seemed to be.... growing around her. She could feel a soft throbbing where they touched her bare skin, almost like a pulse.
She tried to look around her. She was lying down, tightly bound. The rest of the room seemed.... cold, sterile. A laboratory of some kind. She did not know where....
Someone came into view. She could hear the sound of his footsteps. She strained still further to see who it was, but then a vine slid around her neck and pulled her back. Gasping for air, nearly choking, she sank back. Dots flashed in front of her eyes, and all she could see was a man wearing gloves and a white coat and.... some sort of mask....
A syringe. Her body tensed, but to her surprise the scientist did not inject it into her, but into the vines around her. They seemed to relax, and then a slow drowsiness spread through Talia's body. She blinked, and tried to reach out with her mind to touch the scientist.
No voices. No sound at all.
She....
.... tried to keep....
.... her eyes....
.... open....
She closed her eyes, and blackness and dark dreams and the anguished voices of her people, trapped and bound, awaited her.
* * *
Primarch Sinoval the Accursed reached down to touch his pike. Something within its cold metal grew warm at his touch, enough even for him to feel it through his glove. With a flash of insight he could see the Well of Souls, the countless sparks of light stretching outwards into infinity. He could feel the intelligence there, guiding him.... to the creation of Stormbringer.
And perhaps to here.
Destiny. He had never believed in it. He made his own destiny. But he could feel the endless patience of the Well of Souls. He could sense the.... feelings of.... inevitability.... For so long the Well had been waiting. For him, for a Primarch Nominus et Corpus. There had been one before, one who had come to an ill-fated end.
For one brief moment, Sinoval felt the first spark of self-doubt in his entire life. Maybe.... maybe all the warnings should be heeded. Maybe he should listen to the Primarch, go to the Well and seek its counsel. Maybe he should talk to Kats. He had never heard her give him any advice that was less than perfect.
Then he saw the Vorlon enter the vast chamber of the Starfire Wheel, and his resolve hardened. These creatures had killed Delenn, they had tainted Sheridan, they had enslaved his people here.
It would die, and from its soul he would learn all he needed to know.
It was tall, its encounter suit jet black, the light seeming to slide from it. Its eye stalk was long and slender, a tiny, gleaming, golden light at its heart. Beneath the dark suit Sinoval could.... feel something. He could see its soul, a precious thing. He could feel the Well of Souls looking at the Vorlon through his eyes.
Just beside the Vorlon stood Sherann. She had stopped, hesitating as it crossed the boundary. Her eyes betrayed her concern, but she did not move. Sinoval almost smiled. There was true bravery there.
He walked forward, making each step as firm and proud as he could. He was a warrior and a leader of warriors. This was his world, and these his people. He slid his pike from his belt and extended it, in one smooth motion.
He was not afraid. He was a warrior.
He stopped, standing directly in front of the Starfire Wheel. It was not open yet; it would not open until all was ready. He could feel the Soul Hunters here, hidden deep in the shadows. They had prepared well. They had had ample time to prepare. The Primarch was here as well. To him fell the most important task, that of capturing the Vorlon's soul.
The Vorlon hesitated, and then, with a twitch of its eye stalk and a brief, mocking gleam of light, it stepped forward. Sherann followed it hesitantly. It crossed a faint, undrawn line as it moved. It did not notice, nor did Sherann, but Sinoval did.
"I welcome you to this place," said Sinoval, his voice commanding. "I am the leader here."
There was a hiss of contemptuous breath from the Vorlon, and a sound like that of dead men's bones beating on shields of stone. <No,> came the voice.
Sinoval smiled, and raised Stormbringer. A near-imperceptible signal was sent.
There was a flurry of motion, and the floor became alive with power. A part of the power that guided Cathedral, the very power of the Well of Souls focussed on one being. The floor around the Vorlon crackled and blazed. There was the sound of rending and ripping as its encounter suit began to crack.
Sinoval could feel the Well of Souls watching intently. There was no sound, no warning, nothing but a still silence. Not even the breathing of the dead could be heard.
Sinoval darted forward, Stormbringer raised. In a practised, skilful motion, he hammered the end of his pike into the Vorlon's chest. There was a crack as of bones shattering, and the Vorlon stumbled back. Its eye stalk rose and began to fill with light, the same light now pouring from holes in the armour. It was bright, so bright as to be almost blinding.
<No!> boomed the voice of the Vorlon, as Sinoval felt a blast of sheer, focussed anger tear into him. He brought Stormbringer down in time, but still he was thrown backwards, stumbling and nearly falling over a step. As he struggled to right himself he saw the Vorlon's encounter suit opening. It was riddled with holes and rents, and light could be seen blazing from each one.
<No,> it said again, as the light began to coalesce into one form. Sinoval staggered, clutching Stormbringer as a drowning man clutches a float. He straightened his stance, and made to step forward.
Something within the light turned, mists and colour formed a head, a face, a torso. It was a Minbari, robed in smoke, with eyes of mirrors. It looked at Sinoval, and in its eyes he saw himself.
<You thought to defy us,> it said, although the words came not from its mouth but from the air itself. <You thought yourself superior to us, who have walked the galaxy since your race crawled beneath the rocks.>
The light was continuing to coalesce. Great wings emerged from the figure's back, long and fiery, the air crackling around them.
An arm formed, and then another.
<You thought to challenge us.... here!>
One of the hands clenched into a fist, and a long, curved sword appeared in it.
The encounter suit, now empty and dead, crumpled in pieces on the ground.
<We have always been here. We are not afraid.>
Sinoval took another step forward. His ribs hurt and his breath came in short gasps, but his eyes were as cold and hard as they had ever been. He saw himself reflected in the Vorlon image's own eyes, and he saw there a true warrior, one who has never feared death, one who has never thought of relinquishing the bridge to let his enemies pass, one who has never known fear of the dark places.
He took another step forward.
* * *
Like most people, Captain Walker Smith of the EAS Marten had a dream. In his case, the dream was to be the World Boxing Champion, a dream nurtured since the day his father had taken him to a fight and he had seen the legendary 'Baron' Boshears take the title for the first time. Smith had looked at his father with all the complete sincerity a five-year-old could muster and said he would hold that belt some day.
He'd never managed it, of course. Sporting events had been pretty much terminated during the Minbari War, and it was only in the last few years that they had got started again, a baseball season first, then some athletic tournaments. They were working on bringing boxing back, but it didn't matter. Smith was an entirely different person now, and in his own way he was fighting just as hard as he would have in the ring, but against a completely different opponent.
He rubbed at his eyes. He hadn't slept well last night. Actually, he could count on the fingers of one hand the number of decent nights' sleep he'd ever had on this ship. Oh, the Marten was a damned fine battleship, fast, strong, packing a hell of a punch, but it was a nice place to visit, not to live in.
Something about the ship bugged him. Something just felt.... wrong. Still, he supposed he was lucky he was actually in charge of something like this. The Marten had been cutting-edge until the Dark Thunder and the De'Molay had rolled off the production lines. He remembered drunkenly teasing Captain Barns about his new promotion, while Barns was still sitting around flying a desk. Barns had simply shrugged, and said he could wait. Looked like it had been worth the wait for him as well.
Smith did not envy him. Reports had it that the Dark Thunder contained more Shadowtech than the Marten, the Corinthian and the Morningstar put together. He did not want to imagine what it would be like inside such a ship.
"Captain," said one of the techs, interrupting his reverie. This was just a routine patrol, and nothing interesting had happened for days. It was a political thing really, help to protect Beta Durani as a visible sign to the colonists there that R'Gov hadn't forgotten them, and that the area was perfectly safe for more industry and businesses et cetera et cetera.
The Marten was far from the only protection Beta Durani had. A Shadow squadron could be here in less than ten seconds if anything hostile showed up. Okay, make that twenty seconds. But the Marten was a visible presence to reassure people, and it was crewed by humans, brave soldiers giving their lives for others and so on....
"Yeah? What is it?"
"One of our hyperspace probes has just been destroyed. No, make that two."
"What? Collision with debris, you think?"
"No.... I don't think so. One of them managed to get a partial signal out before it was hit. On screen now."
The silhouette was less than clear, but it seemed to be of a ship, a medium-class vessel about a quarter of the size of the Marten, perhaps a little smaller. It was a shape Smith didn't recognise.
"Not very clear," he said, shifting the angle of the image.
"No," admitted the tech. "Maybe it is debris after all."
"No. Which Starfury squadron is out at the moment?"
"Alpha."
"Good. Better prep squadrons Omega and Lambda as well. We might need them." He sat back in his seat, pondering to himself. Then the tech spoke up again.
"Captain, jump points opening. Lots of them!"
Smith breathed out slowly. Just like being in the ring. The same rules applied. Keep your guard up, hit him when he wasn't looking, in places he wasn't blocking. Bide your time, and don't make any stupid mistakes.
The only difference here was all the other lives he held in his hand.
"Battle stations," he said.
* * *
The roar of beating wings filled his ears. The brilliance of its light seared his eyes. The fury in its voice cried at him.
There was a rush of air as the Vorlon seraph swept down on Sinoval. He held Stormbringer ready, and managed to duck just as it passed him. With an effortless motion the Vorlon's sword of air and light drew a bloody line across his arm. Then, glorying in its triumph, it soared up into the heights of the room, wings beating slowly, mirror eyes gazing on everything it saw.
It knew the Soul Hunters were here. It could not fail to know that, but in its arrogance it assumed they were no threat to him.
And they were not, at least not in any way it could foresee. Their purpose here was three-fold; to channel the energy from Cathedral that had shattered the encounter suit, to further manipulate that energy to prevent the Vorlon escaping, and to seize its soul when it died.
Slowly at first, but gathering more speed and power, the Vorlon angel, the Vorlon seraph, ducked and began to dive down. Sinoval threw himself aside, wincing as the hard stone floor bruised his flesh. He rolled and leapt to his feet, moving nearer and nearer to the Starfire Wheel.
Once more the Vorlon soared towards the ceiling. It hovered there, radiating its glory on those beneath it.
Sinoval wondered idly if the Soul Hunters saw something different in its facade. To him it had taken the form of one of the ancient Gods of war, from the time many thousands of years before Valen. The warriors had called upon the aid of the Seraphim against their enemies, and sometimes that aid had come.
A greater anger burned within Sinoval. How long had they been manipulating his people? For just how long had they been Gods and angels and heroes to the Minbari? They claimed to have ascended to the galaxy when the Minbari were still crawling beneath rocks.
The Vorlon plummeted, the air rushing around its form. This was the time. Sinoval braced himself, looking directly into the mirror eyes of the angel. He could see himself there, a warrior standing firm against the assault of his enemies.
The Vorlon's sword pierced his shoulder at the same moment Stormbringer tore into its arm. Sinoval felt an agonising pain and he stumbled, crying out as the sword was pulled out of his flesh, spilling his own burning blood with it. The Vorlon itself seemed to be unharmed.
Sinoval knew better. This was not their natural form, and it could not maintain it for long. This was not their natural environment, and with the encounter suit destroyed it would have no way to replenish the energy expended in this facade. The angel might be a mere creation of light and air and mirrors, but somewhere beneath it there was a real, living, breathing creature. Anything that lived could be killed.
Once more the Vorlon rose to the ceiling, readying itself for another charge. It seemed to be flying a little slower than before. Was it hurt? Tired? Drained? Stormbringer was forged with Sinoval's soul, augmented by the subtle influences of the Well of Souls. It could hurt the Vorlon.
There. The Vorlon's wingspan had encroached on the area of the Starfire Wheel. Sinoval smiled, and willed it to open.
The green light crackled in the air as it appeared. There was a sound of burning and a smell such as Sinoval had never encountered before. The Vorlon fell, its wing beginning to collapse. The wings were only constructs of light and air, but the real creature.... was it growing too tired to maintain them?
The Vorlon twisted as it fell, its sword seeming to grow longer and sharper. Sinoval tried to bring Stormbringer up, but he was too late, and only managed to slow the thrust.
The sword ripped into his side, tearing flesh and muscle. Sinoval stumbled, nearly falling. His blood was boiling, burning his flesh, searing his clothes. The Vorlon's sword was burning him, his flesh, his blood, his soul.
He struggled to rise, and as he did so he saw the Vorlon reach out one arm, stretching out the fingers and clenching a fist.
There was a rush of air and an explosion of psionic energy. Sinoval was not a telepath, but even he winced as the backlash tore through him. He felt blood drip from his eyes. He wiped it away and looked up to see what the Vorlon had used its telekinesis for.
The force shield the Soul Hunters had erected, and were now pushing slowly inwards to encircle the Starfire Wheel, had been designed to keep the Vorlon inside, not to keep anyone or anything out.
The Vorlon had reached through the shield and pulled Sherann in. She lay limp, pressed against the angel, held close to it. Its sword, now thick and curved, lay against her throat.
It looked at Sinoval, and in its eyes he could see himself.
<Her life is nothing to us,> it said. <Lay down your blade, or she will die.>
* * *
Dexter Smith crossed his arms and sat back, wincing at the pain in his side. "So.... what are we going to talk about? Last night's game? The lottery numbers? The latest film news?"
"That's hardly a very co-operative attitude, Mr. Smith."
"Yeah, well, maybe I'm not being very co-operative. You see, being beaten up and locked in a room with only a disembodied voice for company does that to me."
"Ah. I do apologise for the over-zealousness of the guards. That really did have nothing to do with me. And you are not locked in anywhere. You are free to leave at any time. I do not advise it, but I certainly do not compel you to stay."
"Where's Talia?"
"A safe place."
"Answer me! Where is she?"
"Being examined by my doctors. She is quite safe, I assure you."
"I want to see her."
"That is not possible at present. You seem.... forgive me.... rather attached to her. Are the two of you.... romantically involved?"
"What? No!"
"Ah, forgive my lack of manners. Sometimes the only way to gain pertinent information is to ask impertinent questions. A sad necessity of modern life I am afraid, and I like it no more than you do. However, it is necessary. Would you like there to be a romantic involvement with Miss Winters?"
"She's with someone. They have a kid."
"Ah, yes. Mr. Bester. A rather.... special collection of telepaths he has there. Do you think he plans on adding to it?"
"What do you mean?"
"You have telepathic DNA, do you not? Your mother was a telepath? Your young niece has recently been found to be a P four."
"I don't have...." He paused. He supposed he might have a niece. He hadn't spoken to his sister in years. He'd thought she was dead. "What of it? I'm probably not even a P one."
"Something in that region.... but your children might well be telepaths, especially if the mother was a telepath herself, such as Miss Winters for example."
"What is this? Some sort of telepath breeding programme you're running here?"
"Oh, no. Quite the opposite. I have spent my entire life working against telepaths. They have a.... natural, innate advantage over the rest of us. A quite unfair advantage, wouldn't you say? How can we hide our secrets any longer? We are all vulnerable to telepaths, each and every one of us. Maybe the Corps controlled them, although personally I do not believe that. But now the Corps as we knew it is gone, sacrificed on the altar of necessity. These are desperate times, Mr. Smith, and they breed desperate men. Can you imagine the damage that can be done by a desperate telepath?
"No, order is necessary in the midst of all this chaos. Telepaths are uniquely chaotic beings, but with appropriate order they can be.... controlled, harnessed for the greater good. My humble operation here has been aimed at doing just that."
"How do you control them?"
"Ah, that would be telling. I am afraid I am not at liberty to divulge that information. They are.... safe, I will say that, and no threat to any of us."
"So why are you telling me all this?"
"Oh, a number of reasons. Partly to try to convince you to call off your little crusade against my organisation. We are not the enemy, we are merely people trying to do what we can to benefit humanity."
"And is letting Sector Three-o-one become a sink of corruption benefiting humanity?"
"Sector Three-o-one has always been a place filled with corruption, Mr. Smith. You of all people should know that. It is a sad and lamentable fact of human nature that the weaker will always be shoved aside. Sector Three-o-one is the sort of place they are shoved to. If we cleaned up the place, the corruption there would only move elsewhere. Sad, yes, but the truth."
"What Trace and Allan are doing is wrong.... and you're letting them do it."
"Is not a little wrong permitted in the name of a greater good? Is not.... for example, the breaking of a promise, of a trust, permissible if the purpose is worthwhile?" Smith scowled. "I know your history, Mr. Smith. You have interested me for a long time. I did actually try to contact you after your return from Earthforce, but alas I was unable to do so.
"I would like to offer you a place in my organisation."
Smith laughed. "You're not serious. You've just spent half an hour telling me telepaths are evil and that I'm one of them, and now you want me to join you?"
"You are a telepath, yes, but you cannot read minds, you cannot ferret out thoughts and secrets. You are merely very intuitive, a skill that many 'normal' people are perfectly capable of learning."
"I'm also a wanted murderer, or did you forget about that?"
"Oh, you needn't join my organisation in any public capacity. I was hoping for quite the reverse, in fact. Anyway, I will speak to some people and have the charges against you dropped. And against Miss Winters, if you like. There, you see.... corruption can be a good thing, if used wisely."
"I've yet to be convinced of that. What if I say no?"
"I will be disappointed of course, but you will be free to leave. The charges against you will still be dropped, and you will be at perfect liberty to change your mind at any point."
"And if I choose to keep fighting Trace and Allan?"
"That would be.... unfortunate, for both of us."
"If.... If I agree to join you...."
"Yes."
"Will you let Talia go? And stop Trace from hurting the people of Sector Three-o-one?"
"Mr. Trace is his own man. He is not really a member of my organisation, merely a.... freelance agent. As for Miss Winters.... if it will convince you of my sincerity she may go, but.... one thing first. Are you absolutely certain she does not use her abilities.... wrongly? Give me your word that she will not misuse her telepathic powers."
"I give it."
"Ah.... well then. I will.... allow you a chance to change your mind. Miss Winters will be kept safe here. She will be treated well, I assure you, and I will detain her only for so long as is necessary to verify your claims. If I find them to be true, she will be released. Are these terms.... acceptable to you?"
"No, but it looks like they're all I have."
"They are."
"Well then, I am free to go?"
"Then you will not join me?"
"Show me that Talia is safe, and I will."
"Ah.... then you are free to go. When I release Miss Winters, if of course I do, then I will contact you so that we may discuss the terms of your.... employment. The guards outside will escort you safely and secretly out of this sector. As I said, all charges against you will be dropped, and you may return to your old apartment if you wish.
"Good day, Mr. Smith. Please do not take too long making up your mind. Events are bearing down heavily on us all, and we may not have much time."
* * *
Sherann twitched, and a soft moan escaped her as she recovered from the shock of her telekinetic flight across the chamber. She opened her eyes, and then the realisation of her situation seemed to hit her.
Sinoval looked at her, and then up at the Vorlon. The illusion of its form was beginning to fade. It had not bothered to regrow its damaged wing, and it had dissolved the other. Its legs were ill-formed, and it now seemed to be floating on a cloud of glowing light. Its sword was still held tightly at Sherann's throat.
<Her life is nothing to us. Lay down your blade.>
Sinoval drew in a deep breath and clenched his grip on Stormbringer. His body was burning, the wounds in his shoulder and side eating away at him. He took a slow, faltering step forward, wincing at each breath. His grip on his pike tightened.
The Starfire Wheel was still open. He could feel the warmth of its radiation. The Vorlon was not within its radius, having fallen just outside it. There were minutes yet before it reached its full, deadly potential.
He looked at Sherann again. Her eyes were flat, expectant, unafraid.
"I can see her soul," Sinoval whispered, looking up to the Vorlon. "It is a beautiful thing, a creation of wonder and hope and love. I envy you, my lady.
"I can see her soul.... and I can see yours. I can taste your fear, Vorlon. I can feel your hatred, and I am not afraid of either. I would drown this world in blood if it meant destroying you and all your kind. There is nothing I would not do, no one I would not kill, nothing I would not forsake or betray or abandon...."
He grasped Stormbringer tightly. It seemed to tremble.
He looked at Sherann, and saw the faintest trace of an unshed tear in her eye. "I am sorry, my lady," he said, his voice thick. "This world was never meant for one such as you."
He moved forward, a motion he had practised and performed countless times. The Vorlon made no effort to stop him, it could not have done so even had it wanted to. The pike struck Sherann, her eyes filled with blood, and her dead body crumpled.
The Vorlon dropped her to the ground and said two simple words, a reminder of a warning Sinoval had been given, but had forgotten.
<Innocent blood.>
At last, he realised. He had doomed himself. He had shed the blood of an innocent on sanctified ground. There could be only one fate for him now.
And the Vorlon had known this. It had known how he would react. It had planned this all along. If it could not destroy him by force of arms or by physical strength or by skill or valour in combat, it would use guile. It would force Sinoval to destroy himself. It would make him kill one of his own.
With a roar filled with fury and passion and anger and hatred, Sinoval threw himself forward. Stormbringer crashed into the face of the Vorlon, knocking it back. A second blow thudded into the midriff of the angel, but it made no effort to block it.
The Vorlon was beginning to drop its image now. It had no need of one, and the illusion was evidently becoming too onerous to support. It was becoming a mass of light and energy, flailing tentacles reaching out.
Sinoval followed the Vorlon into the confines of the Starfire Wheel, and the Soul Hunters, acting on his instructions, not fully realising what had just happened, closed the force shield behind them. Neither of them could leave the Starfire Wheel now, not until the energies of the Wheel had been dissipated. Oh, the Vorlon could have broken down the barrier with enough force and effort, but it had no need to. Sinoval had doomed himself. He would die here. He would never leave the holy ground he had desecrated with the blood of an innocent.
Still, he paid no heed to that. The air around him was crackling with the radiation of the Wheel and the thrashing of the Vorlon. There was pain, but Sinoval did not care. He had felt pain before. He kept hammering Stormbringer into the form of the Vorlon, striking out at the mass of light.
Then the Vorlon seemed to turn, whipping round. It had no face any longer, but Sinoval could tell it was looking at him. One tentacle lashed out and smashed his body against the force shield. A second took his arm and pulled Stormbringer out of his grasp, hurling it away. The force wall parted as it flew into the shadows in the corner of the chamber.
The Starfire Wheel continued to slide open. Sinoval could feel himself beginning to burn. Another blow pounded into the side of his head and he slumped to his knees, blood pouring from his eyes and ears and mouth.
The Wheel slid open another notch.
* * *
The Marten was alone in space against a sizeable Dark Star fleet for all of a few minutes. In those few minutes, Captain Smith had hastily alerted the Beta Durani defence grid, which was still fairly new, and warned the civilian authorities.
The Starfury squadrons were launched, the weapons crews prepared, and the ship set in a defensive position, waiting.
They did not have to wait long.
--- Beta Durani, this is the Dark Star fleet, from the United Alliance of Kazomi Seven. You are to surrender to the Alliance, stand down all military forces, and submit to Alliance officials regarding preparations for a war crimes tribunal. If you fail to do this we will respond with deadly force. ---
"Cocky, aren't they?" muttered Walker to himself.
"There are a lot of them, sir," said the tech. "Much more than there are of us."
"Not for long," he said, smiling. "Did the Governor get the message?"
"Yes, she's.... instructing you to hold them off for as long as possible."
"I could have thought of that."
--- Beta Durani, failure to reply within two minutes will be construed as a refusal. ---
Walker rolled his eyes. "Any chance of them getting a move on?" The ships, the Dark Stars, were coming closer. He glanced at the specs the Shadowtech computers had been able to analyse. For some reason the computer was taking great exception to them, and a large amount of stuff was coming out really weird. What he could see did not fill him with confidence, though.
--- Beta Durani, you have one minute. ---
"Come on. Are the Starfuries launched?"
"Squadron Omega is launched, Squadron Lambda launching now. Squadron Gamma preparing to launch. Should we give the order to fire?"
"Nope. For the moment, we wait.... and hope our friends weren't exaggerating when they said how fast they can get here."
--- Beta Durani, your time is up. ---
The Marten seemed to come alive, something twinkling in its instruments and surfaces. Walker smiled, as all around it Shadow battleships shimmered into view.
"A little more even, now. Give the order to fire."
"Yes, sir."
* * *
Somewhere in the shadows, an ancient being was watching the final stages of the fight play themselves out. He saw Sinoval's body strike the force shield, saw it slump and fall, saw the fire that had always burned so brightly begin to burn out.
The Primarch Majestus et Conclavus of the Order of the Soul Hunters stepped into the light. He flicked a glance at another of his order, who straightened at his gaze. "You know what to do?"
The Fhedayar Primus Adjunct Secundus nodded. He was one of the finest hunters in the Order, but even the lowest neophyte could have performed this task. First One or child, the procedure was the same. The soul was the same, a burst of life, an animation of the prison of flesh and bone, a sentience that would otherwise be lost forever to the cold grasp of death.
The Primarch walked forward, feeling the weight of his untold millennia of life. He had known this moment would come. The Well of Souls had spoken to him. He had tried to warn Sinoval, but of course the warning had not been heeded.
No one could fight his destiny. The older one was, the more inevitable it became.
He reached the boundary of the Starfire Wheel. Even through the shield he could feel the crackling heat in the air. He raised his hands, and the wall fell.
Sinoval's body, now with nothing to support it, slumped and rolled to the floor. The Vorlon, its energy form now equally unrestrained, began to thrash and ascend, rising towards the ceiling, spreading its tentacles of light and energy.
The Primarch took a moment to ensure that Sinoval's body was clear of the circumference of the Starfire Wheel. It was wider now than it had been. He could feel the air burning, tiny bolts of lightning filling the void around his body of flesh.
The Vorlon swished, and turned to face the Primarch. It said two words.
<Innocent blood.>
"I know the law," said the Primarch softly. "But I know other laws as well, older laws. The doom of innocent blood can be averted, if one who is also innocent accepts the death that is the price of the doom."
The Vorlon paused, its energy-body hesitating.
<No!> it said, understanding coming at last. It made to flee the circle of the Wheel.
But too late.
The Primarch stepped forward, into the Wheel. His hands crackling with power, he turned the Well of Souls on the Vorlon. A billion voices overwhelmed it, the voices of its ancestors, the voices of the ancestors of the entire galaxy.
The Primarch dropped his shell of mortal flesh, and became what he had been ever since he had taken custody of Cathedral and the awesome burden and responsibility it bore. He became the physical focus of the sentience that was the Well of Souls.
The Starfire Wheel slid open its final notch. There was a blaze of energy, the Vorlon cried out....
And Cathedral welcomed home its Primarch, allowing him to rest at last.
* * *
Mr. Welles was a man who understood all too well the ways and means of manipulating people. He could do this on a large scale, to a crowd, or a mob, or even the entire public; and he could do it to a small group, or individuals. He was not especially proud of these skills, but they had served humanity well enough in the past. He had served a necessary purpose in the Resistance Government, and there had been a time — he could not remember when, but surely there had been such a time — when he had been working towards some goal that could be considered 'good'.
Not any more. He had watched his Government fall apart. He had never had many friends. He had no children. The number of people who had ever understood him was limited, and most of these were gone.
He preferred to remain in his office as much as possible. He didn't like his apartment. It wasn't that it was too small, or too dingy or poorly furnished. Indeed not, he was eligible for free accommodation in some of the best areas on Proxima.
It was just that when he was at home, he was not at his job. He was a real person at home, and he could feel the eyes of his dead wife on him whenever he was there. He had burned every picture he had of her, but still he could feel her there.
But when he was at work, she could not find him. He was a different person when he was at work, and so she could not see him. As a result he made a point of spending as much time at work as possible. His staff interpreted that as workaholism, and he made no attempt to correct the assumption.
For the last few days, ever since he had received the message from Ambassador Sheridan, he had felt the eyes of another always upon him, and she could find him wherever he was. He could not burn everything he had of hers. He could not try to forget her, because she was not a part of his personal life, she was a part of his job, and he could no longer keep them separate.
He walked down the corridor, trying to steel himself for this. He habitually spent a great deal of time preparing each interview and meeting. Initial interviews were always important, and he devoted even more time to them. He never went to a meeting without all the facts and information he would need. Whether he was meeting the leader of the human race or an alien war criminal, this never changed.
This time, he could not prepare. Anything he did would be washed away by the first sight of her. For the first time he could remember, he went to a meeting completely cold. And this was in all probability the most important meeting he would ever attend. The future of the human race might depend upon it.
He reached the door, and breathed out slowly. Morishi was on guard there. A good man. Efficient.
"She is waiting for you, sir."
"Good. As soon as the door is closed, deactivate all recording equipment, visual and audio. Employ full precautions against listening devices. No one is to enter that room until I leave, for any reason. No one is to try to contact me while I am in that room, for any reason. Not even the President."
Morishi looked troubled. These precautions were not unheard of, but they were rare.
"She will not be able to hurt me," Welles said, in what he hoped was a reassuring voice. "She is secured to her chair?"
"Yes, sir."
"There, you see. She cannot move, and she would be too weak to put up a fight even if she could."
"Yes, sir. Your instructions will be followed."
"Good." Welles turned to the door, and breathed out again. He raised his palm to the scanner and typed in a quick six-digit code. Few people knew it was his wife's date of birth.
The door opened and he stepped inside. The door closed immediately behind him, but he did not notice. As soon as he stepped into the room, Delenn of Mir looked up, and the instant her deep green eyes hit him, he could see nothing else.
* * *
Consciousness and rational thought returned to Sinoval the instant he heard the Vorlon's cry of one single word.
<No!>
Ignoring the pain of his multitude of injuries he leapt to his feet, momentarily surprised to see himself outside the Starfire Wheel. He looked into it, and saw the Primarch's form change. One moment he was the same tall, old, dignified and wise humanoid being he had always been. A heartbeat later, he was.... many things. He was knowledge, and power, and wisdom, and sorrow, and regret and.... memory.
The Starfire Wheel slid open its final notch, and there was a blaze of light and heat. There was a scream that ended suddenly, and then there was nothing.
There was stillness. The Wheel was closed. Of the Vorlon and the Primarch, there was no sign.
Reeling with what he had just seen, Sinoval turned to the Soul Hunters emerging from the shadows. "Did you catch it?" he asked. The Primarch was.... gone. Sherann was.... dead. This had to have been for something.
"Did you save it?"
One of them, one who looked older than the others, held up a glowing, golden orb. Sinoval could clearly see the thrashing form of the Vorlon within it.
He closed his eyes and sank wearily to the floor, not from the pain of his wounds, but from the realisation of what he had done and what it had cost. He raised his hand and clenched it into a fist, trembling slightly.
Then he opened his eyes and rose, walking to the place where Sherann's body lay. He looked at the terrible wound in her chest, and sighed softly. Her eyes, filled with blood, seemed to be accusing him. He closed them gently, not wishing to see them any longer.
He then turned, and found that all the Soul Hunters, including his guards and the one with the Vorlon's soul....
All of them were kneeling.
"What are you doing?" he asked. Some sort of mourning ritual?
"We are swearing fealty," said the one with the soul globe. "We are swearing fealty to our new Primarch Majestus et Conclavus."



Chapter 4


"It has been a while."
Welles' tone was as casual as he could make it. He could have been talking to an old friend he had not seen for years. He was not.
Slowly he approached the table at the centre of the room and sat down, not taking his eyes away from the woman before him. She was seated in a chair very similar to his, but there were strong clasps fixing her wrists and ankles to it. Neither seat was very comfortable.
"Still," he said, continuing. "It is good to have you back. I hope your accommodation is.... satisfactory."
Delenn nodded slowly. "There is no need for the.... small talk, Mr. Welles," she said in her beautifully accented voice. "We can proceed to business whenever you wish. I am.... ready."
He did not reply immediately, choosing instead to look at her. She was very different from before. When he had first seen her three years ago she had been fully Minbari, an alien to him, filled with her own mannerisms and habits. The little signs that he could read in humans had not been there in her, and it had bothered him, but not unduly. He had adapted.
And then she had changed. He remembered the last time he had seen her, a twisted hybrid of human and Minbari, her wide headbone split open to reveal a tail of hair, her features distorted. He had never been entirely sure of the details of what she had gone through, but he knew that it had been.... interrupted somehow.
Looking at her now, he realised that the transformation had been completed. She was now the best of both human and Minbari. Her eyes shone with wisdom and compassion and pity.
He sat forward, resting his elbows on the table and steepling his fingers as was his habit. He seemed to be drowning in those green eyes, but they were not critical or accusatory as he had expected. They were.... patient, resigned. She expected her fate.
"Do you know what is to happen to you?" he asked at last. She blinked, once.
"I was led to believe I would not be told. Ignorance is.... a potent weapon, I believe."
"True, in some cases. On the other hand, that is not an issue here. You are an intelligent person. I am sure you have been able to work out what will happen to you."
"I will be.... killed, or maybe put on trial. Probably tortured."
"The second. A trial for war crimes. The exact charges haven't been worked out yet, but they will be. The President was throwing around various ideas. Mass murder of noncombatants, torture of prisoners, use of illegal technology."
"The Minbari never signed any treaties regarding the use of technology," she said flatly. Welles sighed.
"True, in a legal sense, but it sounds more impressive when you list these things in threes, and the President could only think of two. It doesn't matter anyway. By the time you take the stand you'll confess to anything we want you to. You'll admit to mass murder, torture, sedition, treason, anything we care to name."
"Mr. Welles, I will tell the truth. I will admit the things I have done, but I will not lie. I did not come here to lie."
Come here? Implying a degree of free choice? Welles shook his head. "You have no idea what I have been told to do to you. I.... am more than capable of torturing people, both physically and psychologically. It is not something I am proud of, but it is a necessity in the service of my people, and like all things I do I endeavour to do it well."
"I.... am not.... afraid."
"Oh? I am." He rose to his feet. "Please do not lie to me. I really do not like it, and I am in a situation where I really need to hear the truth. I have been ordered to torture you, to break you, to.... No, you do not want to know.
"For the past two years I have been trying to stop the madness that is claiming us all. I have tried, and I have failed. I don't know what Clark is planning, but between him and those.... Shadows, I am afraid there won't be another human being left alive in this galaxy by the end of the century. We made the alliance with the Shadows initially to safeguard our holdings, and to protect our people."
Softly: "I know."
"But then it became a matter of taking back what was ours, taking the war to the enemy, preventing ourselves from being threatened again." He began to walk around the room, his hands behind his back. "And now it's.... what? I don't know. We're being pushed into war again, against someone we have no reason to fight, for an aim that's not even ours. Humanity is finally safe again, for the first time since we met you, and that madman up there is planning to plunge us into another bloody war!
"I.... cannot act alone in this. I do not know whether Clark is mad, a megalomaniac, a puppet or what, but he must be stopped, and I cannot do that alone." He stopped next to Delenn and knelt down beside her. "How do I contact G'Kar?"
"What?"
"Please. He knows more about the Shadows than almost anyone else. He has the power structure to help me. He can help me, I am sure of it. Where is he?"
"Kazomi Seven," she replied. "He and the Rangers are working with the Alliance."
Welles bowed his head. "Damn.... Well, that makes him the enemy.... Hah! And I really thought...."
"He is not your enemy."
"He's with the Alliance, and Clark's pushing us to war with them. That makes him my enemy. No offence, but we've spent too long at war with aliens to believe in any chance of.... peaceful negotiations during wartime. Damn." He shook his head.
"Mr. Welles," she said, softly. He looked up. "I came here willingly. I could have gone elsewhere. I could have returned to Kazomi Seven, to my friends, to.... I chose to come here. Fifteen years ago I made a mistake, and I helped create the evil in your society that you hope to fight. I came here to try to undo that."
"How? By becoming a martyr?" The blood drained from his face. "That's it? You were going to become a martyr.... You were willing to give your life.... why?"
"I will be given a trial, yes? It will be in public, to display your.... 'victory' over me. I will have the chance there to say.... to say sorry."
He rose to his feet again, and continued walking. "Yes, you will be.... but not for a while. Clark wants me to take my time. Medical tests first, and so on. He's given me complete authority to look after you. Maybe.... maybe there is still hope.
"Help me! Help me depose Clark, help me get rid of the Shadows and talk to the Alliance. Someone there must be willing to see sense and talk to me."
"What do you plan to do?"
"I don't know. If.... no, when.... there is war with the Alliance, I'll need someone to speak up for us to them. I don't know your military might, but we have the Shadows. With them.... maybe we can win. Without them, we don't have a chance. If I get rid of the Shadows somehow.... then I'll need someone to speak to the Alliance and convince them that humanity isn't the enemy, Clark is.
"I'll need you."
"I came to try to.... do something to purge the darkness within humanity, the darkness I put there."
"It was always there, Delenn. Do not blame yourself for merely bringing to the fore what was already present."
"If I can do anything to purge that, anything to help.... then I shall."
"Good." He sat down, almost giddy. "I need to talk to some people, find out certain things, have a look at some reports. You've got to go for medical tests first anyway. I'll make sure they.... take a while. There isn't war yet. We have time."
"Anything I can do to help.... I will. I believe in you, Mr. Welles. You are not an evil man."
"You have no idea.... Anyway, there's no such thing as good or evil, there's just us. We're all evil. I must go. I'll come back later. Are you comfortable? Do you need anything?"
"I have not eaten or drunk anything for days, but I will endure."
"Right. Try to sleep, if you can. I would undo those straps, but.... Be strong, Delenn. I think you will have an unpleasant few weeks."
"I will endure. I will have to."
"Good." He nodded, as he left. "Good."
* * *
Minbari do not kill Minbari.
An old law, a thousand years old. Valen had instituted it. He had said it was necessary for the war, and for its aftermath. Minbari should fight the Enemy, not each other.
Minbari do not kill Minbari.
Sinoval stood alone on the pinnacle of Cathedral, a glittering array of stars laid out around him, above and below. He felt he could take a step forward and throw himself into space. It would not work like that, of course. This was an image, no more real than the holographic imaging devices used in his warships.
Stormbringer lay in his hands. It looked still now, no more than a simple weapon. Sherann's blood was slowly drying across the silvery blackness of its blade. He had not been able to clean it.
Minbari do not kill Minbari. Sinoval was a warrior, he had always known he would have to kill, but he would do so for his people. He was their defender, their protector.
He had killed two of his people, not in the heat of conflict, but in cold-blooded murder. Shakiri's death had been.... necessary. He was leading the Minbari down a dark and perilous road, and he had to be stopped. Sinoval had killed him as he lay in his bed, recovering from injuries. Shakiri's eyes had opened, and in a split second he had realised what was going to happen.
"Proud of you," he had whispered.
Sinoval had killed him, and not thought about the matter for years.
He would not be able to forget Sherann so easily. His blood had been boiling with rage and fury and pain and the heat of battle, but he had made that decision entirely in cold blood. He had damned himself. It had been the Vorlon's trap, but Sinoval had sprung it upon himself, walking into it willingly.
It had cost the Primarch his life. Apparently Cathedral was now Sinoval's, and for the first time in his life he had no idea what to do.
"Maudlin thoughts, my friend," said a voice, and he turned. A figure ascended the final step to the top of the pinnacle, and the summit seemed to widen, allowing enough space for the two of them. The newcomer pushed back his hood and the ancient, wise gaze of the Primarch Majestus et Conclavus looked at him.
"You are dead," Sinoval whispered softly. "I saw the Starfire Wheel take you."
"I am dead, yes. My flesh is dead, my soul.... has gone elsewhere."
"You do not save the souls of your own."
"No, such is our punishment. The gift of immortality that we provide to others is denied us. Save for me. Such is my punishment. I am.... of Cathedral now. I am as much a part of it as its stones and towers and turrets and battlements. Cathedral has allowed me.... a little longer to explain matters to you. We will not speak again after this."
Sinoval reached forward to touch his companion. His hand passed straight through the figure before him. "A ghost."
"Not a ghost. A revenant. A memory, perhaps. This form would be.... easier for you. Cathedral could choose others."
"You speak as if Cathedral is alive."
"It is, in a sense. Is your body alive? Of course it is, and yet what is it that gives your body life? What is it that animates a wall of flesh and bone and blood? Your soul. Cathedral is the body which protects and feeds the Well of Souls. In every way that counts, Cathedral is alive."
"Then why has Cathedral let you come back?"
"To explain matters to you. There are things you must know now that you were not ready to know before. You must know of our oath, our sacred and binding duty. You must know our secrets, for you will guide us now. You will carry on my role."
"I'm not the Primarch Majestus et Conclavus. Surely there is someone in your order who can be promoted?"
"It is not a matter of 'promotion'. Cathedral has chosen you. It chose you the instant you came here. Before then, even."
Sinoval sighed. "I am not worthy. Choose another."
"You are worthy, and there is no need to choose another. I must tell you so much, so that you may understand. Your predecessor, the first Primarch Nominus et Corpus.... he thought he understood, but he did not. He thought he could abide by our vows, but he did not. He fell, thousands of years ago. We were too eager to interpret our part in our prophecies. We were determined to wait, and not to make the same mistakes as in the past."
"Who are you?"
"We are the lost, we are the damned, the oath-breakers.
"At the beginning of time there was one race born of the universe, the first race, the first of the First Ones. The first of these were born naturally immortal. The wheel of time did not touch them, they lived and did not grow old. Oh, injury or sickness could claim them, but not time.
"Then something changed, and later generations began to die. They had been caught by time, and been bound within it. No one knew why this was so, and in panic they went to the first and asked him why they were dying. He said.... he said that it was the universe's way. To appreciate life, it must be finite. There must be borders, and limitations.
"There must be mortality.
"We did not accept that, and we began to research ways to live on. Time passed, and each new generation of scientists and philosophers and magi and scholars grew filled with terror at the thought of passing beyond, of dying. All the while, the first watched us disapprovingly. He warned us that what we were trying to do was wrong. We thought he did not want to share his immortality with us, and so we pressed on the harder. We became obsessed with death.
"Finally, we managed to isolate the soul. It was the body which grew old and died. The soul would not, not while there was a body to support it. We began to capture the souls of the dying, placing them in globes to keep them alive and conscious while we worked at stopping the process of time. We thought.... there would come a time when we could recreate the bodies of the flesh, and implant in them the souls we had saved.
"Our knowledge became vast. We lived a long time, by the standards of your race, and this took many millennia. We had all the knowledge of the past to call upon, and so we continued to work. Immortality was drawing closer to us now. Oh, we had eternal life of a sort, the souls preserved within the globes and laid within vast walls, that they might commune in death as they had in life.
"Finally we found the way to return the soul to the body, and we recreated the prison of flesh, restoring to life our oldest and greatest leader. We watched as his new form trembled and arose, as light came to his eyes. Our wonder.... We had triumphed. We had turned back death.
"The first came to us that night, with all those who were left. There were still a few of those who had been born immortal, and with the passage of time many had turned their backs on this quest and accepted their mortality. They urged us to stop this. We were not meant to be immortal. We were never meant to defy death.
"We refused, and continued to bring back the souls we had saved, creating new bodies for them. These new bodies would decay over time of course, but what matter? We would simply create new ones, over and over again, an eternal placing of the soul in new constructs of flesh.
"To die once is one thing, and a simple matter, but we began to die over and over again, many times, watching each prison of flesh collapse and wither. It seemed we were dying.... faster and faster with each new body. Again the first came to us, and warned us against this path. We scorned him, and our leader, one of the greatest of us, the first to be revived.... he told us that the first and his allies planned to destroy our work.
"We believed this, and gathered our forces, fortifying our laboratories and libraries. We built a mighty fortress around them, and used our powers to create a ship, a place that could travel between the stars and thus never be in danger of destruction. A stationary base is a target, an ever-moving one is not.
"We built Cathedral, and took to the stars in flight. There were many other races in the galaxy then, countless peoples, among them those you now call Shadows, and Vorlons, and others you know as First Ones. They were young then, and were being greeted and taught by the first and those who followed him. Carefully they were aided, assisted, given knowledge and wisdom, and raised to the stars.
"But there were many races, and the first could not find them all. We found some, hidden in dark places, where the first could not find them. We spoke to them, and promised them immortality if they would follow us. We told them how we could preserve their souls, and grant them new life in new bodies. We taught them how to do this.
"Many races accepted us, and swore fealty to us. Each race sent some of their number to come here and learn the ways of preserving souls. These became the first true members of the Order of Soul Hunters. Our leader, the first to be revived, named one the Primarch Nominus et Corpus, and to him fell the role of ruling the Soul Hunters. They would go out into the galaxy to find the great and the powerful at the point of death and preserve their souls, bringing them back to us that we might help them live again.
"Alas, we fell into darkness. Our leader, and all those who were continually returned to life were.... changed by their experiences. They had died hundreds, thousands of times, and each time they were reborn into the flesh, a part of their soul was missing. Our leader became mad. He became convinced that the first was gathering armies to destroy us, and deny to all the knowledge of immortality.
"Fleets were mustered, great ships that blotted out the stars, and we went to war. We killed billions, and we took their souls. Armies were raised against us. We landed on primitive worlds and subjugated their people to our whim. We landed on your world, before your first flight into space, and we hunted you in the night. It is small wonder that your people now fear us so much.
"Our Primarch believed in everything our leader said, utterly. He shared in our leader's madness. It was a terrifying time. We destroyed, and took those who did not wish to be preserved. We broke oaths sworn by our Order. We plunged the galaxy into horror.
"But there were some of us, some who still remembered. We knew there was a way to stop this, and so we began to act. We gathered together the souls of those we had taken, willingly or unwillingly. Leaders, thinkers, poets, dreamers, blessed lunatics. We brought them here to Cathedral, to the centre of the laboratory where we had first learned to stop death. We sealed the area and began to speak to them. These souls.... they were alive. We had placed them in bodies to make them immortal, but we had no need to. They were immortal, preserved in their soul globes. They could speak to each other, talk, dream....
"We began to bind these souls together, creating a.... sentience composed of them all. A unity, one single mind made up of a billion souls. We felt a sense of wonder as we heard this force speak to us. We had created the Well of Souls, a union of a billion lives. We let the Well of Souls judge us. The voices spoke to each other for long months, years even, as they reasoned. Finally, there was a consensus.
"By this time both our leader and the Primarch Nominus et Corpus had fallen in battle, and their soul globes were brought back to Cathedral to be given new form that they might continue the war. The Well of Souls refused to do that. The soul globe of the Primarch was implanted in the arch that marked the gateway into Cathedral. The soul of our leader.... was released, passing beyond the wall of death, never to return.
"The war was now over, and certain promises were forced from us by the Well of Souls. We were only to take the souls of the dying. We were never again to kill and then harvest. We would be preservers, not warriors. We would cease giving the souls bodies of flesh. They would instead be placed in wells of their own. Some here in Cathedral, others in small wells within our personal ships. Some we hid in places of sanctuary throughout the galaxy, where they would not be found.
"And above all, we were not to preserve the souls of our own Order. We were to die, to pass beyond. It had been our determination for immortality that had doomed us all, and so we would be denied what we gifted to others.
"Those who serve you now are the descendants of the Order of Soul Hunters first assembled by the second generation of the first race born to the universe. We live many lifespans, many thousands of years, but still we die."
"You did not."
"Ah, but I am not mortal as they are. I was once a mortal being, a mortal being who fought in that terrible war. I was born of the first race of the universe, and I was the first to swear my loyalty to the leader who cast us into damnation. I stood beside him in all things. When his soul globe was broken, I was still alive. I feared I would be killed, but another fate had been reserved for me.
"I became the conduit for the Well of Souls. I was the voice through which it spoke to our Order. I was a part of it, and hence a part of Cathedral. What you have seen and spoken to and called friend these last two years was merely a shell. My body is Cathedral, and now that you will take on my role I can return to it, my soul becoming one part of many."
"Wait! Why me?"
"You were.... known to us for many years, almost from your birth. You remember at the climax of your assault on Earth, you were attacked and wounded and killed?"
"I remember."
"One of our Fhedayar sensed your departure, and hurried to find you. He came upon your form and saw that a part of your soul remained, a tenuous connection to the body, a link formed by your anger and your determination to live. It was passing, though, and your soul finally departing.
"But I spoke to him. The Well of Souls spoke to him, and instead of preserving your soul as it fled, he helped guide it back into your body, renewing your life to fulfill a greater destiny.
"You are now our Primarch Majestus et Conclavus. The Well of Souls now speaks through you. Although it is everywhere within Cathedral, you should visit its chamber. The link will grow stronger with time."
"Then.... I will become a Soul Hunter?"
"You always have been. You simply have not realised it."
"I was.... the second Primarch Nominus et Corpus. The first was not of your race either. Who was he?"
"His soul globe died the day you came to us. His soul passed beyond, given rest at last. Among his own people he was a mighty warrior and a skilled diplomat, a poet even. His race was the one you now call.... Shadow."
"Have I done any better than he did? I broke your sacred law."
"All things change. Nothing can escape time. The Well of Souls has chosen you, in part because you can break laws in a noble aim.
"I must go now. Good fortune, Primarch. We will meet again I trust, a million years from now, when you too join Cathedral." The image of the Primarch shimmered, and he stepped forward, walking off the edge of the pinnacle. Sinoval rushed forward and looked over. There was no sign of him, only the darkness of space.
He sat down and closed his eyes. He could feel the Well of Souls, he could identify the billion voices within it, he could even name them all. This knowledge came to him, and something within the spirits of Cathedral smiled.
He opened his eyes, and began to clean Stormbringer.
* * *
Consciousness returned slowly. That was not a mercy, not with the voices returning with it.
Help us! Help us!
Some of them Talia thought she recognised. Friends, comrades, old lovers, whispers of forgotten pasts. Flashes of a life she had thought had passed her by.
Because of her disoriented state it took her a while to realise she was not secured. Twitching, she found the energy to raise her arm. It was not bound, nor the other one, nor her legs.
She had been laid on a small bed, a normal-looking hospital bed this time. She looked up at the ceiling, trying to focus her gaze on something, anything. It glared at her, a cold, sterile, barren sight. She looked around, and slowly, awkwardly, moving as if she were drunk, or as if her body were suddenly four times its age, she swung her legs over the bed and lowered herself awkwardly to the ground.
Her legs almost gave way. Leaning against the bed, she managed to hold herself steady. For the first time she noticed the foul taste in her mouth, and grimaced. She had been drugged. Some sort of tranquillising agent. A second booster injection probably, meant merely to keep her unconscious and prevent any earlier injections from losing their effect.
She forced a weak smile. Whoever these people were — IPX was the most likely candidate, but she had long ago learned never to make such blanket assumptions — they were not to know that she had been thoroughly inoculated against most drugs, poisons and tranquillisers. Not sleepers, unfortunately. Her system metabolised drugs much more quickly than normal.
That was not as pleasant as might be supposed.
Still, she knew she had an advantage now, and she had to get out of here. She might not have much time. Whatever was being done here, being done to her people, she would not let it be done to her. She knew something now. She — Help us! — had to get back to Al. She knew enough to know she could not do all this herself.
She swallowed the foul taste in her mouth and looked around. There was only one door in this room. It was a small room, pretty much dominated by the bed she had been lying on. There was some sort of equipment at the far corner, and as she hobbled towards it her clouded mind recognised it as a cryogenic storage case. It was empty, but it had been activated. It was 'warming up' now.
She felt a momentary flash of anger, and that only made the voices stronger. Her knees almost buckled, and it took a moment's concentration to force the voices back, swearing at her own stupidity. Strong emotions always made it more difficult for her to block the voices, well, the normal ones anyway. She had a feeling these would be even harder.
Beware! screamed one of them suddenly, louder than the others, and she sensed someone arriving. As fast as he could, she threw herself hard against the wall beside the door. It opened, and a figure stepped through. He was wearing a long white doctor's coat, and his head was bent over a datapad. She tried to skim his thoughts gently, but she could hear nothing over the cries of terror in her mind. This man had hurt her people. He had done all these things to them.
He raised his head and looked at the bed. He had a moment to register it was empty, before Talia lashed out with an elbow to the back of his neck. With a correctly-aimed blow, that should be enough to put most people down. Her aim was slightly out, but he fell anyway, dropping his datapad.
She was at his side, pressing her knee against his chest and her hands to his neck. Her movements were slower and more sluggish than she was comfortable with, but she would be fast enough to deal with him.
His eyes widened with pain at the pressure on his neck.
"Who are you?" she hissed at him. Her people were crying to her, some telling her to flee, others to kill him. She tried to shut them out enough to read his mind, but they were too loud for her.
"Dr. Vance Hendricks," he replied, wincing as she inadvertently increased the pressure on his neck. "How did you...?"
"What is happening here?"
"We.... we prep telepaths. We...." He coughed. Her vision was too blurred to notice the specks of blood at his mouth. "We.... we check their.... cryogenic tubes. We...." He coughed again. His mind was shielded somehow, she could sense that now, but still she persevered. "We.... add the machinery.... linking them.... to.... the.... the...."
She could feel the shields weakening. Her head was beginning to pound. "Linking them to the what?"
"The.... net.... work...." For the first time she noticed the blood trickling from his mouth. "The...." He coughed once more, and then he noticed the blood as well. "You've...." And then the strangest thing happened. He began to laugh. Blood-drenched spittle flew from his mouth as he continued his laughter.
Run! screamed one of the voices. Run!
They all fell silent, every voice in one instant. She felt a sudden terror emanating from them all. Hendricks blinked, and his eyes were suddenly glowing orbs of light. The same light began to pour from his mouth.
<Did you think we would let you know all our secrets?> he said, in a voice not his own. She could hear her people screaming.
<You are ours, you and all of your blood. We made you, and now we claim you once more.>
His body suddenly exploded, torn apart from within. Talia instinctively dropped backwards and covered her eyes with her arms. A great wind seemed to be blowing through his mind, and she could feel something of Hendricks passing.... beyond, into a great tunnel. There was a light at the end of it, and something there waiting for him.
He looked at her, and his eyes showed his terror. "Help me," he whispered, but she could do nothing.
He chose wrongly, said the voice that had come from his mouth. You all chose wrongly, and soon you will pay for your choice.
The voice faded, the wind died down, and Talia managed to struggle to her feet. She looked at the gobbets of flesh and meat and bone that had once been the body of Dr. Vance Hendricks, and fought the urge to vomit.
All the voices of her people were telling her to flee, to find Al and get help. They were her people, they were telepaths, and they deserved the protection of the Corps. The Corps was mother, the Corps was father, and her children needed her help.
Talia decided to heed that advice.
* * *
Of all the many battles in the four-year period that would later be described as the Shadow War, the second Battle of Beta Durani was one of the bloodiest. The first had been two years before, in 2259, when the forces of Proxima 3's Resistance Government, led by the Babylon and the Morningstar and assisted by the Drakh war fleet, had liberated the colony from its Minbari occupiers. It had been an easy victory for a humanity filled with righteous anger and opposed by an enemy weak, divided, leaderless and distracted.
The second battle was nowhere near as easy. This time, unlike before, the Shadows themselves were actively involved. They had set up a garrison near Beta Durani, ready to defend the world on behalf of their human allies. The Shadowtech capital ship, the Marten, was also present, and the planetary defence systems had been hastily rebuilt and repaired after the liberation of the colony.
Opposing them were the forces of the United Alliance of Kazomi 7, consisting of the first major deployment of the new Dark Star fleet, with support from Drazi, Brakiri and such Narn vessels as had been commandeered by Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar.
In terms of military death toll, the battle was matched only by the Third Line at the Great Machine, and by the bloody exchange that marked the end of the long month known as the Death of Hope, long after the end of the war.
The Dark Star ships had already proved their competence in numerous minor skirmishes, but this was a full-scale deployment of nearly the entire fleet, and while the ships were almost a match for the Shadow vessels, too many of them did not have adequately trained captains. It was widely held that were it not for the near-suicidal courage of Captain John Sheridan and the newly-promoted Captain David Corwin, the battle would have been lost.
However, the jamming technology of the Dark Stars served to paralyse the Shadow vessels, and also to destroy certain vital systems within the Marten. The human ship found its power supplies drained and its weapons systems rendered inoperable, and was easily destroyed. Its captain, Walker Smith, was posthumously awarded the Silver Star for Valour.
The Shadow ships themselves were considerably harder to defeat, but finally they withdrew, heavily outnumbered, but satisfied with the casualties they had inflicted upon their enemies. There would be other battles, and the Dark Star fleet had not been unharmed.
Captain Sheridan's actions on Beta Durani were swift, and meticulously planned. Governor Young and her staff were promptly arrested and detained. A new provisional Government was formed, answerable to the Alliance Council. Martial law was instituted on the colony.
It did not take long for the news to reach President William Morgan Clark on Proxima. His immediate reaction is perhaps rather better imagined than witnessed.
* * *
It is said by some that knowledge is power. Sinoval had always held that to be a quaint and amusing statement. Power was power, and nothing else. Oh, knowledge was a useful tool, and often essential, but without the will to do what others would not, without the determination, without the vision, or the dream, or the inner fire....
Without those things, knowledge was nothing but dusty words in dusty books in long-forgotten rooms.
He stood at the vast archway that led to the Well of Souls. It seemed different from the last time he had been here, although he could not place the difference. It was merely that his perceptions of it seemed.... askew somehow. Whereas before he had seen stone and mortar, now he saw a million sparkling lights, and he could hear the voices within. He could close his eyes and pick out the individual souls that had been joined so long ago into one form. He could recognise members of long-dead races, the ancestors of those who now walked among the stars.
He stepped through the archway, and let the calm of the Well of Souls wash over him. He was the Primarch Majestus et Conclavus now, or so he had been told. He was the voice, the conduit, the link between these souls and the world of the living.
He was beginning to understand what that meant. Every time he closed his eyes, he could feel his essence drawn here. He had to come, to confront the sentience here.
We welcome you, Primarch, said the ancient voice of the Well. It seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, and that was because it did. The sentience here was not within the infinity of tiny, twinkling soul globes, nor focussed on the altar, nor in the vast orb floating in the centre of the room, nor in the eternal white flower laid out on the altar.
The sentience that was the Well of Souls was the room. It was the air, the stones, the light and the shadow.
"I am the Primarch Majestus et Conclavus, then?"
Did you disbelieve that which you were told?
"I am.... a cynic by nature."
That is known to us. Yes, you are our voice now. It was said, long ago, that another would come, and he would erase the wrongs of long years past, and bring us to our next age. We knew not when he would come, whether now, or in a thousand years, or a million. But now you are here, ready to fulfill your destiny.
"I do not believe in destiny."
Destiny believes in you.
Sinoval bowed his head, feeling the power wash over him. He could not but be awed by this place. He had watched the expressions on the faces of G'Kar and Mollari as they had come here. No one could help but be awed. No one.
Sinoval was awed, but he did the only thing that was possible in the circumstances. He threw back his head and laughed.
"I came here," he said, still laughing. "Full of arrogance and power and belief in my own mastery of all. The deal I made.... my soul for leadership of this Order.... I meant nothing by it. I intended to find a way around it, for the short-term goal of finding Valen.
"And now.... and now you have my soul, don't you? I can no more run from this than I could run from my own soul. You knew. You knew."
We knew you might be the one for whom we had waited. We were prepared for failure, it has happened before, many times. But this was no failure.... You are the one we foresaw.... in this place, in this time. You were told, this is a time for warriors, not healers. Hence fate pulled you forward, and brought you here to us.
Sinoval shook his head. "What will happen to me now? What must I do to.... fulfill this destiny of yours?"
You will become one with us. You will become one of us. You will lead us beyond the world we know. We will take the knowledge we have here, and the legacy we have assembled. We will be the protectors, the guardians.... until such time as we are no longer needed, such time as the younger races can protect themselves. Then.... you will lead us beyond.
"I will become a Soul Hunter. I, a Minbari, will become a Shagh Toth!"
You will become Primarch.
"Well.... I made a deal, but I never thought...." He shook his head. "He knew, you knew. I never thought...." He raised his head. "You know the answers to every question ever asked, yes?"
Save only one, that is true.
"Then answer me this. What must I do.... to save my people? What must I do to reunite them, and end this war amongst ourselves?"
You know the answer to that question.
"Tell me!"
He heard the answer, and his body shook, trembling with the realisation of just where his choices had brought him. Slowly he sank to his knees, touching his hands to the stone floor beneath him. The warmth of Cathedral flooded through him, as if welcoming him home.
"Is...." He bit back his fear of the answer he knew he was about to receive. "Is.... there any other way? Anything at all?"
No.
He wept.
* * *
Ambassador David Sheridan waited patiently for the President. Patience was a skill he had been forced to develop of course, but it came easier some days than others. Now it was coming with great difficulty. He had a feeling Clark was deliberately making him wait.
He was thinking about the future. Not, as was usual, about the distant future. No, he was not pondering the beginnings of empires, the large-scale construction of political blocs, alliances and treaties. He had the next fifty to a hundred years planned out in his mind, knowing full well he would not live to see it all come to pass. Another would carry on.
But he was not thinking about that now. He was thinking about Clark, and about how it might become.... necessary to fix that problem. Another Keeper was a possibility, but the first one had inexplicably failed. There was no guarantee a second would fare any better.
He had spent over two years wondering just what had happened to cause this, and he had formulated and discarded a number of theories. Ivanova could simply have botched the initial implantation, but she had remained adamant that she had acted as instructed. Well, she had dropped off the face of the galaxy now, and was of no more importance to anyone.
Could Clark have found a way to destroy the Keeper? No, impossible. Nothing short of suicide would do that. Besides, only alcohol could break the Keeper's control for long enough to manage that, and Clark was noted for his abstinence.
A rare genetic condition? That had happened, and Clark was keeping his medical records very secret.
"The President will see you now, Ambassador," said the secretary, and he looked up from his musings. Nodding to himself, he picked up his briefcase and wandered through the door and past the security guards, who saluted as he passed. He paid them no attention.
When he entered the cabinet chamber he was very irked to find that everyone else was already there. Well, he noted as he cast his gaze over those present, not quite everyone. Taro Isogi, who showed up infrequently as the voice of small business, was absent, as were the representatives from IPX and a few of the other leading MegaCorps.
In fact, he noted as he sat down, this looked very much like a council of war. He should have been happy, but he was not. He was suspicious.
His eyes met Welles' as he sat back in his chair. The Spymaster had his elbows resting on the table and his fingers steepled to form a mask of his face, as was his habit. Sheridan recognised Welles' desire to hide as much of himself as possible. He was suited to walk in the shadows, that one.
"Gentlemen," said Clark soberly. "I regret to report that the colony at Beta Durani was attacked and captured some hours ago. The early reports from our Shadow allies indicate that the garrison there has been destroyed, including the Marten. There is no word of Governor Young, and no one, civilian or military, has been yet able to escape from the area."
This was news to precisely nobody. Sheridan himself had been notified almost before Clark.
"The attacking ships are of unknown configuration, but the Shadows have informed us that they were composed of Vorlon technology. Also, they were supported by Drazi, Brakiri and Narn ships. It seems clear that this was the work of the United Alliance, perhaps in retaliation for our capture of their leader, perhaps simply the beginning of a war of aggression.
"Either way there is no time for diplomacy, and I doubt they would listen. I personally tried to speak with a member of the Alliance Council earlier today, only to be rebuffed.
"Where words will fail, force must be employed. We will retake Beta Durani, and push this war to Kazomi Seven itself if we have to. General Ryan, how long before we can launch a mission to liberate Beta Durani?"
The general shifted awkwardly in his seat. He was wearing his uniform of course, Sheridan had never seen him in anything else. He seemed to have lost weight recently. The uniform looked particularly ill-fitting, and his skin was acquiring a cadaverous hue. He bore all the signs of little sleep.
"It will not be easy, Mr. President. Even with the De'Molay and the Dark Thunder, our forces are limited. Of our capital ships, we now have only the Morningstar of the veterans of the Minbari War. We lost the Corinthian and the Babylon at Epsilon Three, and now the Marten. The Saint-Germain of course was designed purely as an exploratory vessel, and while she has greater combat capabilities than many of our pre-war ships, she is.... largely untested. And.... there is the matter of her captain.
"To launch such an offensive we will need heavy support from the Shadows, and a good number of Gropo units. A ground battle may be necessary.
"To be honest, Mr. President, I recommend strengthening security around Proxima and our other key colonies. Yes, we have been victorious in recent years, but we have still not fully recovered from the loss of Earth, and I doubt we will do that for many decades. We should...."
"We have skulked here in Proxima for too long!" Clark snapped. "We will not hide in the dark with our heads buried beneath a pillow. The Alliance has invaded our territory, attacked our ships, and killed our people! We defeated the Minbari, we will defeat them. Anyone who attacks us, we will destroy.
"The official declaration of war with the Alliance was sent to Kazomi Seven some minutes ago."
Sheridan knew he should be excited. This was what had been inevitable since the alliance with the Shadows. This was what the Shadows had wanted, a war, survival of the fittest, strength through conflict and growth through chaos.
But something in Clark's bearing made him ill-at-ease. And openly attacking Beta Durani! Ryan was right, they were not ready. Not yet. Warfare and chaos, yes, but not to the point of insanity and ruin. Sheridan planned to make humanity the dominant force in the galaxy, and that would not be accomplished with a madman as President.
"What about Sinoval?" asked Ryan suddenly, and Clark looked at him sharply. "Our previous standing orders were to ready our forces for a full assault on his base, believed to be somewhere in the vicinity of Tarolin Two. I assume those orders are rescinded?"
"They are not. Has the Saint-Germain any accurate star charts of the Tarolin Two area?"
"Not yet. They have reported some sort of conflict there, but details are scarce, and they are having to move secretly and stealthily."
"Well, if there is a war of some sort there, then we should capitalise on it." Clark smiled again. "General Ryan, we will have enough time to go bowling, and destroy the Alliance and Sinoval too."
Sheridan frowned. A war on two fronts. Even he knew how insane that was. Any minute now Clark was likely to suggest they invade the Centauri or something, although God only knew why anyone would want to.
"Mr. President," spoke up Pierce Macabee, the recently promoted Minister of Information, known locally as Dr. Spin. "How would you like this reported on ISN? I was thinking, maybe a posthumous medal for the captain of the Marten? What was his name?"
"Smith," said Ryan. "Captain Walker Smith."
"Smith?" Macabee sighed. "How very.... uninspired. No wonder I forgot it. Oh well, a posthumous.... Silver Star perhaps?"
"Yes, yes. Do whatever you see fit," snapped Clark. "Welles, what word on Delenn?"
Welles looked up, as if he had suddenly realised where he was. "She is.... currently undergoing the medical tests you ordered, sir," he said, slowly and cautiously. "The medical staff seem to think it will take a while. They are trying to be very careful and record as much information as they can."
"There is no hurry." Clark smiled. "We have all the time in the world, after all.
"Yes, we have all the time in the world."
His smile, thought Sheridan, was like that of someone who has just got the joke that no one else could understand.
* * *


Drugged, sluggish, deafened and half-maddened as she was, Talia still managed to make her way slowly out of the laboratories in which she found herself. Skills of evasion, concealment and disguise that she had been forced to learn over long years of training served to save her life now. Instinct took over as she navigated her way through laboratories, past chambers filled with cryogenic storage units and regular patrols of security guards in black, wearing no insignia.
It was the cryogenic units that concerned her most. The majority of them were occupied, and she knew that every person within them was a telepath. Strangely, not all of them were human. She knew that most of the other races had telepaths — except for the Narns, and Al had been working to see that the telepath gene was reintroduced into their race — and she even had some idea of their relative strengths and the training carried out by the other races.
She had no idea what these alien telepaths were doing here. Were they a part of this network as well?
Such thoughts would have to wait for later. For now, she had to escape from here. She had to find.... Dexter. For the first time since their capture she thought about him. Was he all right? Was he even alive? He was wanted on a charge of murder, she remembered.
Then another thought struck her. He was a telepath, albeit a weak one. Had he been made a part of this network as well? A momentary pang of fear struck her, and that made the voices all the louder. With a considerable effort of will she forced them out, and concentrated on the mission at hand. If Dexter could not be saved, then he would have to be avenged. She had to get to Al. He had to know about this.
After some time, her subconscious skills navigating her through the complex, she came to realise she was underground. That made sense, Proxima was filled with tunnels and caverns, a legacy from its old days as a mining colony. There was room down here to hide.... an army?
It was also much more likely that there would be an unguarded way out here than through the surface. There would be a respectable surface building above this, possibly even the Edgars Building itself. But underground.... there would be a secret way out. All she had to do was find it.
And so Talia, unseen by guards, unnoticed by any alarm, her fogged mind unable properly to realise the strangeness of all this, disappeared deeper and deeper into dark catacombs. Guards passed infrequently, letting her know she was still heading in vaguely the right direction. Some of them even seemed to be looking for her, although their thoughts made it clear they thought it was a fool's errand; surely she could not have got this far underground?
The sound of movement ahead caused her to duck down into the shadows, hiding herself from the guards she had been following at a safe distance. Probably just another patrol.
"Who's there?" said a sharp voice, loudly. It was a member of the patrol she had been surreptitiously tailing. "Give the pass.... Oh." He paused. "I'm sorry, sir. I didn't know it was you. You were expected earlier."
The reply was much softer and quieter, and as much as Talia strained to hear, only a smattering of words reached her ears. ".... detained.... emergency.... state...."
"Yes, sir, of course. Come this way, we'll provide an escort into the complex."
Talia pressed herself even harder into the shadows, her eyes following the flickering light source as the patrol turned about and headed back towards her. A man was following them. He was wearing a long black cloak with a hood which hid his face. She tried to reach out and gently skim his mind, but she could not even find it. It was as if a curtain had been drawn across his thoughts, not just shielding them, but hiding them completely.
The voices were still, a terrified whispering passing among them.
The man stopped suddenly, and began looking around. Talia restrained a gasp. It was almost as if he was looking directly at her. Could he see her in the shadows? Surely she was well enough hidden. She tensed her muscles, ready to move.
"Something wrong, sir?" asked the guard.
"No," said the man. "I just thought.... I saw a rat down there."
The guard nodded. He looked a little nervous, and very overawed. "Possible, sir. Would you like us to check and make sure?"
The man shook his head. "No, forgive me. A little nervousness, that is all. Come, I do not want to be any more late than I am already."
"Of course, sir."
Talia did not breathe again until she could no longer see the light source. The voices began to return, but she closed them out.
Not long afterwards she found a way out of the catacombs. The exit was not guarded, but it was very well concealed. Still, she managed to stumble free, and the light of the sun on her face awoke her slightly. Looking around, she knew where she was, in one of the old mining domes, long since abandoned with the mineral resources all but played out.
Breathing slowly, she closed her eyes and thought of Al.
* * *
I have returned, in a sense. In another sense, the man who left this world has gone forever and an imposter come back in his place. An imposter with the blood of an innocent on his hands, a Minbari no longer, a warrior always but now also a priest.
There has never been any self-doubt in my life. I was master of my own destiny, lord of my own demesne. Let the priestlings babble about the divine will, and the placings of the universe. I was a warrior. I lived, I fought, I killed. I felt each breath in my body, each beat of my heart, and I knew I was alive!
Now.... I am not sure. I know what must be done. The Well of Souls told me some, but the rest I worked out for myself. I know what I must do. It will not be easy, but it is necessary, and I have never shirked from what must be done simply because it will be hard.
I have time. Enough time to.... prepare matters, to finalise certain things, to.... deal with certain situations that must be dealt with.
There will be those I leave behind. They must be ready.
Tarolin Two is a dead place for me now. I see my people around me, those who have called themselves my guards, those who have pledged themselves to my side. I wonder what they would say, if they only knew.
I admire many of these people. They have fought a war every bit as great as mine. They have rebuilt from devastation, they have forged new lives where I forged weapons, they have fought hunger and despair and suffering where I have fought the humans, and the Vorlons, and Sonovar.
Yes, I admire many of them, but for only one person here is there anything more in my heart than mere admiration or respect. She is the bravest, wisest, kindest person I have ever met. I know she will forgive me, her beautiful soul will not let her do anything else, but I wish more than anything else this were not necessary.
I look into her eyes, feeling the fear there. She has avoided me for many months, since Kozorr's.... betrayal. I do not blame her.
I tell her about what I have done, and she begins to cry. I want to hold her and comfort her, but I cannot. If I could feel love for any living being it would be for her, but I do not have that capacity. Another does, and it will be he who must share her life.
"This is my fault," she whispers, her head bowed. "He came to me.... The Primarch.... and he told me.... he tried.... to warn me...."
"You are not to blame, my lady. Her blood is on my hands."
"I said I would be your conscience! I said I would.... guard your soul. I failed you."
"No, I failed you, but that is past. I promise you, my lady.... I will make a better future, but I cannot do so alone. I need you at my side, my lady. I need you."
She nods. "Whatever you need me to do, I will do. My life is yours."
"Your life belongs to no one but yourself. I have.... been distracted recently. I have broken one of the simplest rules of warfare: never fight a war on more than one front. Sonovar, the Vorlons, the Enemy, I thought I could destroy them all.
"Perhaps I can, but I will do so one at a time, my lady. First, I must deal with Sonovar. It was I who created him, I who ravaged this world every bit as much as he did. I will end this, and re-unite our people."
Her eyes look at me with renewed hope. I smile to see it.
"And, my lady.... I will return Kozorr to you. That, I promise you."
I am many things, few of them complimentary, but I have never been an oath-breaker.
I have many skills, and one of them is mastery of war. I know what to do to deal with Sonovar, and I swear by those who once swore to me.... I will do all I can to finish this.
* * *
The old man poured two glasses of orange juice and passed one over to his guest, who took it gratefully. He sat down and began to sip at it. Yes, it was definitely better. Whatever new processes had been applied to it, the taste was definitely improved. He preferred the all-natural flavour of course, but that was sadly impossible these days.
"I'm sorry I'm late," said his guest, also sitting down. "There was.... pressing business."
"Yes, I heard. Has the declaration of war reached the Alliance yet?"
The guest made no sign of surprise at the information the old man possessed. He had got used to it by this time. "Not yet. There are lawyers framing the exact terms and so forth. Media reasons and legal sophistry, you know how it is."
"Oh, exactly. The timing is.... not bad, all told. I think we've more or less sucked Sector Three-o-one dry by now. Our little social crusaders have thrown up a few too many problems, and the underground telepath railroad running through there is going to fall apart very quickly, I fear. Ah well, we've done well enough out of the area.
"A pity though, I actually almost liked Mr. Trace. Such.... naked ambition, and complete lack of morals. On the other hand, all men need some moral centre, don't you think?" He took another sip of the orange juice. "We all have a purpose we work towards, the greater good of the race." The old man looked at his guest, who was still and unmoving. He sighed softly.
"Telepaths," the old man said again. "They're the key. Every war has.... some great strategic weapon, something that will turn the tide, and the side that gets that advantage is sure to win. It could be.... control of a trade route, an important river, perhaps a mine, or a piece of powerful technology.
"In this war it is telepaths, and whoever controls the most telepaths will win. It is that simple." He finished his drink and placed the glass on the table. Rising, he stretched, and began to pace up and down.
"Miss Winters will no doubt have escaped by now. Let her escape, let her go running to Mr. Bester, and we will follow. We will find him wherever he has holed up and...."
The door opened and the old man turned, breathing a soft sigh of relief when he saw who it was. "Mr. Morden, always a pleasure."
"Likewise," he said. "I heard you had company, so I thought I'd.... make myself available."
"Indeed. Well, Mr. Morden, I would like to introduce you to...."
The guest began to speak. "Call me Wi.... Oh, that might be a little confusing, mightn't it?"
"A fine name," the old man said with a soft smile. "Well, you know who he is, anyway. This is Mr. Morden, a longstanding and valued employee and.... agent of mine."
"A pleasure to meet you at last," Morden said, smiling.
"Likewise," said the guest. They shook hands.
* * *
It was victory of a sort, although as Captain David Corwin thought about the death toll and pondered the faces of those who greeted the victorious liberators of Beta Durani, he wondered whether this victory might not have been worth the winning.
He could see fear on their faces. Some cried out insults and hurled projectiles, but most merely watched, horrified, numb. Children were shaking and crying.
For so long humanity had been terrified of an invasion by all-powerful aliens they could not hope to defeat. For a few brief years they had thought they were free of that fear, only for the hope to be torn from their grasp and shattered.
That is the way of things. Hope is ephemeral. Fear is eternal.
The Captain was not here. He preferred to remain on the Dark Star flagship, ready for any attempted counterattack. Corwin had been given the task of securing the colony itself, although there was very little to do. Governor Young had tried to flee, only to be caught and arrested easily. Her fate was still undecided.
Corwin sat in her office, thinking about victory. Would this war ever be over? Would there ever be a time he could sit, and rest, and raise children in a world free from harm?
"It's just as well you left, Mary," he said idly. "You wouldn't like what's happening here."
He wished he'd kept the ring he'd bought for her. He had thrown it away.
Sighing, he reached for some of the papers on the desk. The Captain had asked him to look for any important points relating to military matters in Governor Young's office. She had been a favoured protegee of President Clark, and had been reckoned for swift promotion. She was likely to have been involved in a number of matters the Alliance should know about.
Her desk, however, was a mess. There were obvious signs that she had tried to grab as much as she could before she fled, and she had understandably not bothered about tidying up after herself. Routine maintenance reports were mixed with census records and private letters. Corwin buried himself in the work, anxious for anything to take his mind away from the dark thoughts that were plaguing him.
As he dug into a mound of reports, he found a newspaper and pulled it free. A copy of Proxima Today, dated a few days ago. He made to throw it on a rubbish pile, when he caught the headline, and started.
"Oh, my God," he whispered, unsure whether to laugh or cry. He swiftly activated his link. "Get me Captain Sheridan," he said in a hurry. "This is urgent."
He looked back down at the front page.
DELENN CAPTURED. WAR CRIMES TRIAL PREPARED.
* * *
Mr. Welles was a man of iron will, not given to showing his emotions lightly. The truth was that he was an intensely guarded and private person, unable to show his inner self for fear of rejection. Only his wife had ever glimpsed his true self, and with her death there was no one who could claim to know him properly at all.
As a result of this intense privacy many people interpreted him as cold and emotionless. This was not true, it was merely that he kept his emotions firmly under control for fear of revealing his true anger and grief, for fear of letting his true self-loathing manifest itself in horror at the things he had done over the years in the name of a good cause.
Displays of rage were very rare. When she heard the sound of crashing and breaking, his secretary initially thought he was being attacked, or had possibly suffered a heart attack. Rushing to see what was wrong, she was horror-struck at the sight of Welles tearing down pictures and books from the walls of his office and hurling them around, seemingly in a drunken rage. He turned to look at her, and she recoiled from the fury of his gaze. Whatever was wrong with him, she knew he was as sober as any man ever born. She retreated, in need of something to drink herself.
His rage sated, Welles sank slowly to the floor, bitter tears running down his face. This was crazy. He knew he should keep his emotions private, but he could not. Clark would find out, Sheridan would find out.
He didn't care.
He had done many horrible things in his life. He had tortured, he had lied and deceived, he had destroyed lives and reputations, he had broken hearts and minds.
But it was all in a good cause, all for the good of humanity, all for the greater good, so that was all right.
He had done many horrible things, but this....
He could not do it. No, he had to. Too many lives were.... He could not! He had to!
He stood up and swayed over to his desk. Papers had become strewn across it in his rage, but as he sat down it was easy enough to find the one he was looking for. Preliminary medical report on Satai Delenn.
Please let the words not be there. Please let them not be there. Let this be a dream, an illusion, a joke, anything!
They were there. Black against the page, unassuming, innocuous, innocent.
He leapt to his feet and smashed his chair against the wall. Then he slumped to the floor and began to sob.
Why had she not told him? For God's sake, why? If he had had some warning, then maybe.... maybe he could have done something. Now it was too late. A copy of this report had been sent to Clark at exactly the same time he had received it. Sheridan would find out not long after, and he would take great delight in watching Welles do what he would have to do. Ambassador Sheridan hated Delenn.
Welles was not sure if he hated her, or loved her.... or what? He simply knew that she did not deserve this.
He looked back at the report. The words were still there. They had not disappeared, or faded away, or changed in any way.
Five simple words. That was all, but they were enough to damn him, to damn whatever pitiful speck remained of his soul.
His eyes skipped over the first four and settled on the last. He half-cried, half-laughed. He wanted so much for that word to not be there, for there to be a mistake, something, anything.
Eight little letters, a word many reacted to with joy. A word he had longed to hear all these years ago from the mouth of the woman he loved more than life itself. A word he was hearing now, and one he could not bring himself to accept.
One little word.
Pregnant.



Part 4 : A Future, Born in Pain.



A choice was made freely, and when she made it Delenn thought she understood the price.  She did not.  But now she will.  She was willing to sacrifice her own life, but the universe will demand more than that.  Much more, indeed.


It hurts.
I had expected it to hurt. I had expected pain. But not this kind of pain.
My heart aches.
It hurts.
The physical pain is.... bearable. There is a burning, and a dull, soft ache. I was not sure what to expect of this. I do not think anyone knew what to expect of this. I am, after all, unique. I mean to say, I am unique in my biology. We are all unique in our souls. All life is unique.
All life is valued and is to be treasured, especially that of an innocent, of a child....
Of a baby.
I did not know. I tried to tell Welles that, but I do not think he wanted to listen. I did not know! How could I? I have never been.... pregnant before. It is very different among my.... former.... people. Lyta told me some things, but that was a long time ago.
Besides, I was on Z'ha'dum and time is.... different there.
I did not know!
Please.... someone.... believe me....
I can see his anger. He was furious, barely restraining it behind a mask of civility. I have seen the same thing in our warriors, just before they go into battle. It is the death rage.
"Why did you not tell me?!" he roared.
Tell you what?
"For God's sake, why didn't you tell me? I might have been able to do something. Maybe.... if I'd known.... But....
"Why didn't you tell me?"
Tell you what?
"You know. You must know. I'm going to.... I've done.... terrible things. Horrible things, but this....
"Never this.
"I've never done this!
"Why didn't you tell me?"
What? What is happening? What is wrong?
And then he told me, two simple words that shook me.
I did not know. Please, believe me. I did not know.
"You're pregnant."
This said, his anger did not abate. He continued, pacing up and down. I could not move, bound as I was My muscles were aching, but I did not feel it. All I could hear was his voice.
"You're pregnant.
"The medical tests showed that. That was one of the first things they discovered. They aren't finished, but they thought it best to wait for further orders. The doctors.... they know what is going to have to happen. They're practically champing at the bit. This is.... a unique opportunity, after all."
What will happen?
"Don't be so stupid!
"Can't you guess?"
Can I?
"You are going to be put on trial for war crimes. It will take.... time before....
"Before the trial can be prepared. Months. By that time.... it'll be obvious to everyone....
"Assuming your pregnancy is the same as a human one. It.... seems as if it is, so far....
"Ah! What does that matter? Listen, it'll take months before you go on trial, and it'll be obvious by then that you're pregnant. We can't exactly say we've been overfeeding you in here and you've put on weight!
"God, you might even have given birth by then.
"Pregnancy.... well, that happens to normal women. Human women. Normal people.
"It doesn't happen to war criminals, alien freaks of nature....
"I'm sorry.... I didn't.... You're not a freak.... You....
"Damn!
"Anyway. Pregnancy happens to normal people. If you go on the stand pregnant.... well.... you're not a war criminal or a.... whatever.... then. You're a normal person. You're just like over fifty percent of the human population then. You're not a murderer, you're a.... woman.
"The bleeding heart liberals are going to get hold of that and start bleating on about human rights and so on....
"It'll muddy things too much. This has got to be straightforward and simple. You're a murderer, a war criminal, an alien.... a monster.
"The.... the thing in your body is going to complicate that. It's going to complicate too many things. Fortunately.... as with any complicated situation, there's a simple solution."
What are you going to do?
"We're going to kill your baby, of course."
What?
"We're going to kill your baby. Well, the technical term is abortion, but I really don't care about semantics at the moment. We're going to murder your baby, and then pretend it never happened. You were never pregnant.... because how can you be pregnant?
"That's a thing that happens to normal people."
You can't.
"Do you think I have a choice?"
We all have a choice.
"Damn it! Listen to me! I've spent every single minute of every single day since you came to Earth doing horrible things for the good of humanity. Now maybe they weren't all necessary, but I wasn't the one to make that choice!
"I obey my President...."
Please.... you said....
You said you had a plan, allies.... you could do something.
"What? Rescue you? Do you honestly think that is an option?
"Do you think I haven't thought of that? Don't you think I'd rather do anything at all than go through with this?
"I'm not ready. We're not ready. If I'd known before.... if I'd had some warning, a chance to prepare, if we hadn't found this out so late, then maybe....
"Maybe....
"But I didn't, and there is no good at all worrying about maybes.
"Clark knows about this. He got a copy of the medical report the instant I did.
"He's told me in no uncertain terms. Your baby is going to die. You were never pregnant."
And if.... if anyone finds out?
"No one will believe it. No one wants to believe it. People are stupid, brainless, selfish morons!
"They only believe what they want to believe, and they want to believe that you are a monster, that I'm a hero.... that....
"They don't care what happens to you. I'm probably the only person on this whole planet who does.... and I can't do anything."
Help me.... please....
"I can't do anything....
"I'm sorry.
"I'm so sorry.
"I can't do anything."
Wait!
"What?"
My baby....
Is it.... a boy or a girl?
"No.
"No, don't ask yourself that question. It's a mass of cells. For God's sake, don't start thinking of it as a real person, or it'll break you."
A boy or a girl?
"No!"
Tell me!
"No!"
You're going to kill my baby! Tell me!
"....
"A boy.
"It's a boy.
"Your baby's a boy."
A boy.
A son.
My son.
John's son.
Our son.
Oh, Valen.... John!
I didn't know, John! I didn't know! I promise you, I didn't know! If I had known, I....
I what? Lorien told me. I chose this. I chose a life of sorrow and suffering and heartbreak, for a brighter future.
But I never chose this!
Our son!
Oh, John! I love you....
Please forgive me.
Please, understand!
They're going to kill my son.
I don't know the names of the people who are going to do this. Oh, there's Welles, and Clark, and.... John's father....
But who are the doctors? I don't know their names. I don't know who they are. Do they have people they love? Husbands, wives, children?
Will they go home after this?
The enemy wants to see me as a monster, not as a person. I....
I can't do the same. They are people.
Welles said something as he left.
"There is no act of evil that cannot be done by a fundamentally good man, Delenn.
"Believe me. I know."
Are they good men? Is Welles a good man? Clark? Do they believe that what they are doing is right?
I don't know. I wish I did,
.... but I don't.
Why should they have any doubts about what they're doing? My son is not a person to them, he's nothing more than a collection of cells. He's not even a 'he', he's an 'it'.
He is a person. He's my son. John's and my son.
A name!
He needs a name. I.... have to think....
.... of a name.
How do humans name their children? I did wonder, but I never asked....
Is there a system? Some set of rules? G'Kar told me once that Narn children are given simple, childish names until they come of age, when they choose an adult name for themselves. Do humans pick their names in the same way?
How? Is it.... based on something that happens when the child is born? A momentous event? Named after another born on that same day in the past? Named after a sight outside the birthing room?
Family? Do they.... adopt names of others in their family?
I don't know!
You must have a name, my son. I will give you a name. You....

.... can't die without a name.

I will give you a name.

What human names do I know? There are different names for males and females. Human male names....

Think!

John! John.... I like that name.

But.... can I? No.... John does not know about this baby, about his son. I cannot take his name.... not now, not like this. He does not know. It would not be fair.

Oh, John! I love you....

What other names? Oh.... William.... that is Clark's first name, isn't it? Yes, President William Clark.

What am I thinking? I can't give you that name, my son.

Marcus! Oh, Marcus.... it has been so long. I forgot you....

I am sorry. I did not.... mean to forget you. I wish I could have known you better, but when I did know you.... you believed. You did believe.

But there was.... an ill fate around you. I do not know if you were cursed, or an unfair victim of.... dark forces.... but you deserve to rest at peace now. I cannot wake you from your rest by giving your name to my son. Perhaps....

Perhaps we will meet again.

There must be another name! I.... can't....

.... think

.... of

.... any.

There must be....

What is Welles's name?

....

I do not know....

I do not know his name.

Another....

I will not let you die without a name, my son. I will not....

Commander Corwin.... what is his name?

David.

Yes.

He was John's best friend. He did not trust me, for the sins of the past.... but he helped me, and he came to like me, for John's sake.

Were you to....

.... live

.... my son, he would be your friend as well. He would be your teacher, your.... uncle.

You are David.

My David.

Our David.

You are David, son of John Sheridan and Delenn of Mir. You were conceived in love, and you will always be remembered in love.

Please....

David....

Live!

You must live! We will both love you.... your father and I. We will teach you so many things....

We will teach you about the galaxy, and about the wondrous races who live within it. We will share with you the joys of the universe, the wonders of life....

We will teach you how to love

.... how to live

.... how to....

No!

It's.... starting!

You must live, David! We love you!

Oh....

I can feel your heartbeat....

Through my fingers.... I can feel your heartbeat....

I love you, David.

We love you....

Don't die.
Please.

I can feel your heartbeat.

Live!
Live!

Live!
Live!

Live!
Live!

Live!
Live!

Live!
Live!

Oh, David....

It hurts....

I can

feel

your

heart

beat....

No!

The last

heart

beat

stopped.



Part 5 : The First Footsteps on the Road to Babylon.



The forces of destiny begin to converge on Proxima as the war comes to the home of humanity.  As internecine power struggles grip the heart of the Resistance Government and Delenn lies helpless in a forgotten and abandoned place, a dark plan nears fruition and a terrible punishment is prepared.  Humanity chose wrongly, out of fear and out of fury, and the punishment for that choice may well be the extinction of all that they are, and all they will ever be.





Chapter 1



"We have come home."

Captain David Corwin, aboard the Dark Star 3, the Agamemnon.


* * *

"Let them come. If they believe they are pursuing their own purposes here, then they are sadly mistaken."

President William Morgan Clark, private observation.


* * *
David....
He is dead....
My son. Our son.
David....
I can feel your heart beating.
Live, my son.
Please, live.
"Interesting," said the cold voice. "She's speaking in her own language, or rather.... some dialect of it. It is possible each caste has its own language, I suppose. And yet some things are in English. A recurrence of names, as well. John.... and David. I wonder about their significance. Perhaps...."
"Perhaps you did not hear me, Doctor," snapped another voice, an angry one. "I asked how she was doing, not for an in–depth analysis of linguistic patterns."
She knows these voices, somehow. One of them anyway. The second voice. The last time it spoke to her there had been the same.... anger. The other voice she recalls hearing dimly across a veil of sleep, of drugged anguish.
"Oh.... she's doing well. As well as can be expected anyway. We managed to stabilise her system after the blood loss, but we feel the major damage was to her.... was psychological. Something like that would be a tremendous shock to anyone, of course. It was worse in this case because of.... ah...."
"Because of what?"
"The anaesthetic.... It was not entirely effective. Something in her system we could not account for. Unfortunate, really. We believe she was partly conscious throughout the operation."
"Good God! You mean to tell me she was awake while you were killing her baby?"
"If you want to put it like that.... Unfortunate, really. Still, we could hardly expect...."
"You had all the time in the world to perform all the tests in the world to expect that very thing, Doctor! Did it escape your notice that she is a unique biological specimen? Did it also escape your notice that she is to stay alive.... at all costs?"
"Well.... no, of course. As I said earlier, most of the medical problems were easily resolved. The.... ah.... unusual thickness of the vascular layer of the endometrium caused the excessive haemorrhage, but we managed to compensate for that. A transplant would be difficult.... for obvious reasons, but we are well on the way to developing an adequate synthetic. As I said, the problems are mostly psychiatric. We believe she has willed herself into a catatonic trance."
"Listen to me, Doctor. Forget the jargon. You are a man of medicine. She is a sick patient. You will make her better, and if you do not I will personally have you killed, and your family, and your friends, and your family's friends, and in short, everyone you have ever met.
"Do not fail me in this, Doctor."
"We will do what we can, Mr. Welles."
Welles. She knows that name, but somehow....
.... it escapes her.
He speaks to her again, and this time the anger is gone from his voice, and there is only a terrible sadness. She wants to reach out and comfort him, but something prevents her.
"I am sorry," he says to her. "Oh, Delenn, I wish.... there could have been....
".... another way.
"I am sorry."
She wants to say something, but the words she reaches for are soon gone. A moment later her consciousness recedes, and she is again lost in a world where all she can hear is a heart beating, slower and slower each time.
* * *
There is another who cannot hear his heart beating, for it does not beat any longer. He is dead, and has been dead for a thousand years, lost and alone in his self–imposed prison of darkness and fire. There are others he could talk to, there is a vast land stretching out for miles in all directions had he but the courage to seek it out, but he does not, and so he stays, still, quiet, dead.
Alone.
For a thousand years he has been alone, living always with the ghosts of his past and the spectres of his future. He talks to those long dead, to those he loved, those he betrayed, and those he killed.
He walks deeper into caverns and catacombs, and stops, noticing something wrong about the scene before him. It takes a mere moment to realise what it is. With a sad smile he stretches out his hands, and something rises from the ground at his feet. It is a small shrine, and a candle. With a thought he lights it, and he looks at the words carved on the rock. He cannot remember exactly what he wrote there on that day a thousand years ago, the last day on which he was a warrior, but that hardly matters. He has used new words this time, and it is better. The result of a millennium more experience.
"You understand, don't you?" he says, speaking to someone who is not there. "You understood why it was necessary. I saw it in your eyes as I raised my pike for the final blow. You forgave me.
"You were a warrior. You understood.
"I wonder where you are now. Has your soul been reborn again? Many times over, perhaps. I remember.... something that prophetess said. You remember her, don't you? The woman we found... ah, where was it? Tai'Kondaroga? No, no.... Beiridein? No, not there.
"Delphis! That was it. She was in that temple at Delphis. I remember now. She said the two of us had.... a karmic link. Our souls would be bound to each other through countless lifetimes. You scoffed afterwards, and so did I. What matter past lives, or future ones? We were warriors. The present was all that mattered.
"I wonder, my friend.... Have you been alone in all the lifetimes since then? Lost, and damned? My soul is trapped here, while yours has been reborn. I remember what you said as you died.... You were wrong."
He pauses, and looks out past the shrine into the deeper cavern beyond. He knows what is there. The voice that spoke to him before. He fled from it. It will not be there now.... this is a world of his own making. Surely the immortal voice will not be there now....
Or maybe it will be. Shaking, for the dead can feel fear just as the living can, he turns and heads back the way he came. He is not afraid any longer, and as he thinks about the ancient wisdom in the remembered voice, he thinks again of Valen.
"What did you know?" he snaps. "I would have beaten you. You were a coward.... too cautious, too heedful of life. We are warriors! We are trained to kill, and to die. Death is.... should be.... nothing but the release from our obligations. Who said that? My tutor, Durhan. That was his name. Just as his trainer was Durhan, and his.
"Yes, Durhan said that. It was carved in the stones outside our temple. 'Death is nothing but the release from our obligations.' I wish it was a release for me.... but then I betrayed my obligations, didn't I? Perhaps I do not deserve peace.
"Damn you, Valen! You did not understand us. You betrayed us all a thousand times over before I ever turned against you. I was better than you in every way, all I had to do was prove it to you.
"If only Derannimer had known that."
Sorrowfully, he shakes his head and carries on. The lakes of fire are up ahead, so similar to the ones where he died. Wait! They are not in Z'ha'dum, they are.... somewhere else.
Oh, what does it matter? He will return to the fire, and be refreshed and reborn in the terror of his death.
He does not know it, but someone there is waiting for him.
* * *
"Why do I have to say this? Why exactly do I have to warn you to be careful? Why do I have to point out the risks of meeting strange people we don't know in a strange location after receiving an ambiguous message?
"Why do I even have to ask these questions?"
"Karma?"
"What does that have to do with anything?"
"Maybe you did bad things in a past life? Maybe whatever you did was so bad as to merit being stuck with me."
"I don't believe in reincarnation. Hmm.... so what must you have done in a past life then? To end up here, I mean."
"Oh, probably nothing. I've done all the bad things in this life. I'm going to be reincarnated as a Pak'ma'ra or something."
"I've met a Pak'ma'ra. They're.... decent enough, I suppose, as aliens go. Just don't try reading their mind or watching them eat and you'll be fine."
"Well, in my experience of dealing with alien races I'll put messy eaters a long way below those who try to blow me into little tiny pieces."
"Yes, I suppose I can see the reasoning behind that. I can't of course see the reasoning behind this meeting."
"Oh, come on. You always try to read my mind."
"I'd really rather not take the risk. Besides, it is.... uncomfortable doing that at the moment."
"Yes? This has something to do with what happened in that compound, hasn't it? You could try talking to me about it."
"No.... that is.... not a good idea at the moment.... However, I could point out the unfairness between what happened to me and what happened to you."
"What do you mean?"
"Oh come on! I get.... well.... I have various nastiness happen to me and you get stuffed full of orange juice and offered a job."
"It wasn't quite like that. But yes, it was.... strange, which for the record is why I'm here. Whoever sent us the message promised us information, remember. I don't know about you, but I'm willing to take the risk. I'm tired of being led around by the nose."
"And I notice you didn't read the rest of the message."
"What rest of the message?"
"The part that says, 'P. S. This is a trap.' And our mysterious visitor is late. I hate people who don't show up on time."
She suddenly started, and straightened at the sound of movement just up ahead. "I'm sorry for being late," said a polite, if slightly strained voice. "Punctuality is a lost art these days. However, I was.... unavoidably detained."
"Yeah, you and the rest of the solar system. So, who are you?"
"My name is Welles. You have probably heard of me. You, sir, certainly have. I remember meeting you two years ago. I could of course have gone for the whole cloak–and–dagger business and done a 'Deep Throat', but frankly I don't have time.
"I'm come to put a deal to both of you. Normally I wouldn't take this risk, but I don't have time to play safe. I've been following you two for quite a while, and I'm fully aware of what you've been trying to do here. You more than anyone else might be willing and able to do what I need.
"So, Dexter Smith, former Earthforce Captain and current social crusader, and Talia Winters, telepathic saboteur and secret agent, otherwise known as Mrs. Tamara Winter, Lieutenant T. Stoner, Bridget O'Shaughnessy, Anne Elizabeth Clements, among others....
"I need you to do something for me."
"What?" asked Smith.
Welles smiled slightly. "Steal something. Or rather someone. An individual I am sure you have both heard of.
"Her name is Delenn."
* * *
"I was killed in fire, you know. It is said that is the worst way to die, slowly, in agony. I did not mind so much at the time. I wanted to die, in any way possible.... but there was a moment, as my skin was crisping, my clothes alight and only my will kept me conscious, that I changed my mind.
"I could still live. There was one moment of clarity just before I died, when I realised I could still live. I could do so much. I could seek forgiveness, seek redemption, return to the man I had been.
"But of course I could not. I died, and my last sight was of the figure standing watching me, humming softly and cradling a globe in his outstretched hands. I realised what he was, and I started to scream.
"Everyone should remember their death, don't you think?"
Marrain stood on his precipice, looking out at the sea of flames erupting all around him. He raised his arms, and the flames rose higher and higher. Sinoval stood watching him silently from a nearby rock ledge.
"I am not dead," he said softly, after a long pause.
"Oh? I was sure...." Marrain shook his head. "I forget. How much time has passed since you last spoke to me?"
"A few months. I have.... been busy."
"Ah. A few months?" He began to chuckle. "I was sure it was longer. A hundred years or more. I thought you must have died in the meantime and become a part of this.... soulscape in which we are all bound. The other souls do not come to visit me. I fear they do not like the place I have made my home." He bent down, and raised his hand just as another wave of flame arose. He caught it and examined it lovingly, as another man might a flower, or a bird.
"I cannot see why," Marrain continued. "I personally enjoy it here."
"Fire is a painful and traumatic death," Sinoval observed.
"Yes. It certainly is that.... until a moment before the end. Then you realise that nothing truly matters."
"The more painful the death, the less.... stable the soul is when collected. I am told you were.... less than sane even before you died."
"Insults? Here, in my own home?" Marrain shook his head, smiling. "I should be very unhappy, but.... what does it matter? You speak the truth. I suppose I was insane, made so through envy, and hatred, and.... love. Hah, now there is a thing to make anyone insane."
"I would guess so. I have never been in love myself."
"No? You are very lucky, or very unlucky. I am not sure which."
"Was it worth it? The moment of love you felt? Was it truly worth the cost of everything that resulted from it?"
"No.... but then she did not return my love. If she had, then.... perhaps. I do not know. What is your point?"
"As I was saying, you were taken in great pain and considerable madness. Thus it is possible you are fixated on the moment of your death. That has happened before with souls brought back to the world of flesh over and over again. They became obsessed with death and the manner of bringing it about."
"Yes." Marrain paused, deep in thought. Trickles of flame licked at his feet, but he seemed not to notice. "That does seem to make sense. Few.... think about death while they live. At least not properly. I was a warrior, thus I lived with it more than others, but not even I understood it.... No one can, who has not died.
"Hmm."
Something suddenly occurred to him and he turned, rounding on Sinoval, his eyes in a black fury. Fire rose up around him, a great wave cascading over his form. He paid it no heed, no more attention than Sinoval did to the rising surge lapping at his feet.
"Souls brought back to life?" Marrain cried. "That is possible?"
"Forbidden," Sinoval admitted. "But possible, yes."
"Why? Why did I not know of this before? By all the Gods of my fane, to live again.... to breathe, to raise a hand to the sky, to.... drink and eat and....
"To kill."
"And is that what you would do if you were brought back to life? You would kill?"
"I.... I was a warrior. It is what I did. What I still would do."
"No. Warriors fight. They do not kill, not unless it is necessary. I learned that lesson recently.... although it was not easy."
"Yes, you have changed. I can see it in you. You are one of them now."
"Tell me, Marrain.... would you like to live again?"
"You said it was forbidden."
"It is, but there is small risk in doing so only once. I will not give you immortality. I will not grant you life eternal, or a multitude of lives to squander. One lifetime. One more chance to live.... and breathe and rectify the mistakes you made in your last.
"For all of history mortal beings have wanted nothing so much as a second chance. I am offering you one, if you are willing to take it."
"I...." Marrain paused, and the flames died down, sinking deep into the ground. He looked at Sinoval, and his eyes betrayed the hope of one who has long since believed all hope lost.
"What must I do?"
Sinoval told him.
* * *
The history of the Centauri Republic is a long one, filled with moments of glory, moments of honour, of courage and of extraordinary sacrifice. There were also moments of horror, of tragedy, of incompetence and of needless death.
The Centauri are a proud and arrogant people, and they have over the centuries indulged in more than just a little re–writing and re–shaping of history. People who to one generation were heroes became villains to the next, and monsters of utter evil have become canonised with the passing of the days. The late and unlamented Prince Cartagia knew this all too well, and already even now there are whispers that things might have been so much better had he triumphed in his fateful duel with the current Emperor Londo Mollari.
Londo wondered idly how future generations would see him. Hero or villain? Saviour or destroyer? That would of course depend on whether there were any future generations at all.
Still, as he looked at his companion and friend, he pondered the workings of history.
There had been two Emperors from House Marrago in the history of the Centauri Republic, just as there were now two Emperors from House Mollari. And, in all probability like House Mollari, there would never be another Emperor from House Marrago. Not that the line would not continue, for it surely would, but as part of the oath of that House.
The first Emperor Marrago had raised arms against his Emperor, storming the Royal Palace, murdering the entire Imperial family and instituting a twelve–year reign of terror. That was how the history books had always portrayed that time. To some, to those who knew better, Emperor Marrago had deposed and executed a bloody tyrant who would surely have destroyed the Republic through madness and incompetence, and he had taken the throne only at the insistence of the entire Centarum.
Regardless of which version one believed in, the first Emperor Marrago was succeeded by his son, a weak man, incompetent according to some, grief–stricken and ill according to others. He had reigned four years before his assassination.
Since then, House Marrago had taken a sworn oath. It was their House promise, the words immortalised under their insignia.
We serve Emperors. We do not make them.
And yet Londo surely owed his ascension to his old friend. Had Marrago made him Emperor?
"Majesty?" said Marrago. "Majesty, are you.... well?"
"Yes," Londo replied. "I am.... fine. Why would I not be?"
"Because you have not heard a single word I have said for the past ten minutes. I swear, Londo, I think I would rather be with the Narns than here. At least they listen to what I have to say."
Londo chuckled. No one else dared to speak to the Centauri Emperor like that - apart from his beloved First Consort of course - but Marrago did so by imperial decree and by dint of a life–long friendship. The courtiers would be scandalised of course, but they were not here. This was after all a private and confidential meeting between the Emperor and his Lord–General. Not even the other Ministers were here, although Timov would doubtless be eavesdropping somewhere.
Apart from the two of them, the only other person present was Lennier, Londo's taciturn and near–silent Minbari bodyguard. He frightened the courtiers almost as much as the Lady Timov did, and as a result they tended to ignore all the multiple breaches of etiquette he unknowingly committed.
"You are right," Londo said with an exaggerated sigh. "Alas, I am an old man, and I have been without sleep a great deal recently. Affairs of state, you realise."
"Well, I am an even older man," Marrago said, "and...."
"Older by four days," Londo interrupted.
"I am an even older man, and if I have to stay awake, then so must you. Are you willing to listen, Majesty, or must I get Timov to fill you with some ghastly medicine?"
"Great Maker, no! Ah, you are an evil man. So, anyway.... what were you saying?"
"As I was saying.... it seems as if the Narns have a new commander. G'Sten has by all accounts resigned after his failed attack here several months ago. It is a pity, really. I admired him. And we old men should stick together. Anyway, the new commander is probably G'Sten's protegee Na'Tok. He is a little sharper and more prone to risk–taking, but his current strategy is both conservative and deeply flawed. He is trying to hold on to all their captured territories, probably by the order of the Kha'Ri again. His efforts to do so are admirable, but vulnerable.
"Especially at risk to our counterattack is Ragesh Three. Again. On the other hand, I am certain he will be expecting that, and until I know more about Warleader Na'Tok I am inclined to focus my attentions elsewhere.
"Tolonius Seven. My scouts inform me it is sparsely defended, and has recently been troubled by rioting and unrest. The Narn ground forces are severely stretched and by all accounts underprovisioned and undermanned.
"I think we can retake Tolonius Seven. Na'Tok and the Narns will soon find out that capturing territory is easy. Keeping it is much harder."
"So.... do you think I will be able to deliver a united Republic to my successors?"
"Londo...." Marrago sighed, and looked down. "I very much doubt we will be able to regain all our lost holdings within either of our lifetimes. We will be at war for as long as we both live, and probably for so long as our children live. The Republic is dying.... and all we can do is hold as much of it as we can, for as long as we can."
"What about peace? The Narns seemed to be.... open to some sort of negotiation. We will have a permanent embassy on Kazomi Seven within months, and then.... backed by the Alliance...."
"The Alliance is already at war, and I do not think the Narns want peace. Even if they do, can our two races ever be at peace? There is too much hatred, too much anger, too many memories. No, Londo, I do not think so. If I did, and if there was anyone I could pass this burden on to, I would have done as G'Sten did, and retire."
"Retire? Great Maker, Marrago, a peaceful life would bore you to tears!"
The Lord–General sadly shook his head. "No. No, Londo. I would like nothing more than to sit in my garden, to watch my daughter marry, to raise grandchildren and to watch them grow strong and wise in a better and finer Republic than I knew. A comfortable chair, a fine sunset and hope for the future, that is all I ask for."
"It sounds...." Londo sighed. "Ah, it sounds wonderful. I tell you what, Marrago. By the end of the year, by then, we will have peace with the Narns and all the wars will be over. You can go to your garden, and I will bring along a comfortable chair and join you there. I can flirt with your daughter, leer at women far too young for me, play too many card games and drink too much brivare. How does that sound?"
Marrago laughed. "Your tastes are a little.... different from mine, but it takes all sorts. You will be welcome in my garden, Londo, but flirt with my daughter and I am afraid I will have to challenge you to a duel."
"What?!" Londo cried in mock outrage. "You would challenge your own Emperor?"
"Not even the Emperor could insult the honour of my daughter and live."
"Very well, I accept your challenge. brivare bottles at twenty paces!"
Marrago let out a booming laugh. "Alas, then I concede. I could never best you with such weapons. You may flirt with my daughter all you like. Tell me, will you be bringing that chair with you?"
"This thing?" Londo patted the armrest of the Purple Throne. "Good Gods, no. A less comfortable chair I have never sat in. You will have to provide me with one."
Marrago nodded, smiling. "A fine image, Londo. By the end of the year I will give you as much of a free Republic as I can. Then.... we can grow old together."
"Yes. We shall."
Marrago bowed, and turned from the throne room. "Tolonius Seven shall be ours again within weeks, Majesty. I promise you that. I will not fail."
"I never supposed you would," Londo muttered as Marrago left. "I never for one moment believed you would."
* * *
David Corwin, Captain of the Dark Star 3, re–named the Agamemnon, hero of numerous battles he did not care to recall, walked into the room where his oldest friend, former Captain and greatest inspiration was sitting.
Captain John Sheridan was seated at his desk, perusing a report. He did not look up as his friend entered. Corwin looked at him, and noticed the several days' growth of beard on his chin and the dark, haunted look in his eyes. It did not seem as if he was eating well these days.
Of course, there were reasons for the Captain's depression. After spending several months in a coma, close to death, he had recovered, only to lose the woman he loved and find himself thrust into a bloody war against a powerful enemy.... Well, there were bound to be some.... mental and emotional problems. Stress–related, probably.
But Corwin couldn't shake his uneasy feeling as he walked further into the room.
"We were ambushed just on the edge of the Vega system," the Captain said, his voice scratchy and hoarse where once it had been commanding. "We lost Dark Stars Seven and Thirteen. Dark Star Eleven was badly damaged, perhaps it can't be recovered. They lost over half their crew."
He looked up suddenly, as if realising that Corwin was there. "Please tell me you've got good news, Captain," he said. "If it's bad news, then.... ah hell. If it's bad news give it to me anyway. Do we still control Kazomi Seven?"
"Last I heard."
John nodded, smiling. The smile seemed incongruous on his haunted features. "Good. Let's hear it then."
"We destroyed the observation post in Sector Forty–five. Dark Star Twenty–four was lost, and there were various damages and casualties, but the mission was a success."
The Captain breathed out and sat back in his chair. "Ah, that's good. They're now completely blind on that approach to the Vega system. Good. We'll need to prepare a small raiding party quickly to harry the military installations around Vega Twelve. Not a serious full–on attack, but.... Yes, we need to lure their forces away from the colony itself."
"Captain," Corwin said softly. "We're spreading ourselves too thinly. We're throwing the Dark Stars at everything we can, at countless different targets, and we're taking casualties. Sooner or later, we won't have any left."
"Hmm? Oh, there's no need to worry. There'll be a new fleet coming through. The Vorlons promised it by the end of the year, maybe sooner. We won't run out of ships."
"And what about people? Just how are we going to crew these ships? G'Kar only has so many Rangers, there are only so many experienced soldiers and.... we're taking too many heavy losses. Is there going to be anything left when we're done?"
"I know things are looking.... difficult. We just need to.... keep up the pressure, keep them off balance. We're hurting them as well. We'll be able to take the Vega system completely in a month or so - according to my reckoning - and from there to some of the outer mining colonies, Arisia for one. Proxima by the end of the year."
Corwin sighed and rubbed at his eyes. "Captain.... what about Delenn?"
"Dammit, David, we've had this conversation."
"G'Kar has some Rangers placed inside the Vega system. The news is still reporting that they have Delenn a prisoner."
"It's propaganda, David. You know that. Delenn's dead."
"Why would they lie about something like this? Surely they knew we would have to react. It's practically inviting war with the Alliance. They wouldn't do this unless they were telling the truth. Look, we could send a small group of Rangers into Proxima, try and find out the truth, try and rescue her...."
"No, we can't risk the Rangers on a pointless suicide mission. You said yourself there weren't enough of them."
"John, what do you think they're doing to her in there? They're going to be torturing her, trying to get her to confess to all sorts of things. The news said she was going to be put on trial for war crimes. They're going to execute her. John, listen to me!"
"Shut up!" the Captain roared suddenly, leaning forward and sweeping all the reports on the desk to the floor. "Shut up and listen to me! I am your superior officer and you will damn well listen to me!
"Delenn is dead. They killed her on Z'ha'dum, and I took the Babylon there on a stupid and foolhardy mission to try to get her back. Clark is lying when he says he has her. He's lying, and that's it. Don't you think if Delenn were still alive I'd do everything I could to try to help her? Do you think I could bear the thought of her suffering like that?
"But even if she is alive, there's nothing we can do about it. She wouldn't want us to risk any lives on futile rescue missions, you know that.
"There's nothing we can do. We'll get to Proxima when we get there, and not before."
"But John...."
"You are dismissed, Captain."
"What?"
"I said you are dismissed."
"Yes, sir!"
Corwin spun on his heel and stormed from the room, not looking back to see if the Captain was picking up the reports or not. His blood was boiling and his ears stung. Why wasn't Sheridan listening to him? What was wrong?
As he left the Captain's makeshift office he almost ran into someone. Stepping back, apologising hastily, he saw it was Lyta, and his eyes brightened. He spoke her name happily. "I haven't seen you since we got back from Z'ha'dum. I'd heard you'd recovered, but then you just disappeared. Are you feeling all...?"
Then he noticed the presence behind her. The Vorlon loomed over her, its eye piece twitching. There was the faint whisper of near–music that was its breath. It was not a Vorlon Corwin had seen before. Its encounter suit was blood–red, streaked with a dark, rusty brown. The eye stalk was sharp and curved.
"David," Lyta said, her voice flat. "It's good to see you. Yes, I'm fine, but I've been busy. I'm sorry."
<Leave us,> said the Vorlon. There was a hissing vibration in its voice.
Corwin stepped aside, puzzled and angry. Lyta went into the room, the Vorlon following. The last sight Corwin had before the door shut behind them was the Captain rising from his seat, smiling broadly at the new arrivals.
* * *
Pride, it is said, is a sin. A deadly one at that. Welles had never really seen the rationale behind that. There was nothing wrong with pride so long as it did not lead to arrogance, overconfidence or stupidity.
There was little he was proud of these days, but his skill in reading people was one thing. He had been failing miserably in this area of late, what with being unable to register Clark as anything other than a complete blank, not to mention his complete loss of self–control at the sight of Delenn's green eyes.
These two, however, might as well have been an open book to him.
They were close, their body language said as much. A little more than friends, not quite lovers, although they probably would be soon. There were elements of light flirtation in their speech patterns and language tones. She was sceptical, probably by habit, but also rather shaken. Her self–confidence had been badly disturbed recently and she was not at her best. Welles was fully aware how good an infiltrator she must have been to hide under his nose on the Babylon all that time.
Smith was more of an idealist, evinced by his reasons for doing the things he was doing. Welles had dug up his background details a few months ago and found out all about his childhood in the Pit. He was the kind of person who always needed someone or something to fight, and he preferred it to be a straightforward case of black and white, good and evil.
Also, and this was a definite plus, he had met Delenn. His whole posture had changed at the mention of her name. That was good. Her green eyes had obviously worked their magic on him as well.
"More details, please," said Talia. Her scepticism was more evident than ever.
"Delenn of Mir, former Satai of the Grey Council and current leader of the United Alliance of Kazomi Seven. Somehow, and they aren't telling us the exact details, our associates and allies managed to abduct her and bring her here to us. She is to be put on trial for war crimes, the precise charges to be determined later.
"Currently she is residing in the Maximum Security Hospital at the military base in Sector Four–o–five. She is recovering from.... complications arising from a medical operation.
"She is well guarded there, but less so than she would be in the Main Dome Security Building. We have a small window of opportunity, and so it will be necessary to act soon."
"What do you want done with her?" asked Talia.
"Got out of there, taken somewhere safe, and as soon as is possible transferred off–world and back to Alliance space."
"Why?"
"I.... have my reasons. Please do not ask me for details. On the other hand, you are free to read my mind to determine if this is a trap. I have been fully trained in blocking telepathic scans, but you will note I am not doing so now. I am completely genuine in my wish to see her free."
Talia looked at Welles intently for a moment, and then she swayed. She was clearly weaker than he had thought. Whatever had shaken her it was telepathic in nature, possibly weakening her control over her power.
"He's telling the truth," she said finally to her companion. He nodded, clearly not having suspected anything else. Talia looked back at Welles. "What do we get out of this?"
"Information. I have been putting together a rather.... interesting dossier concerning IPX and their activities over the past few years. It is not exhaustive by any means, but it is something, and you will no doubt be able to make perfect use of it. I will also be able to arrange a flight off–Proxima for you.
"And as for you, Mr. Smith, I will organise a full–scale investigation into corruption and illicit activities in Sector Three–o–one. It will reveal enough information to take down both Mr. Trace and Mr. Allan, as well as a fair few others. I will also install a new Chief of Security for the area, and do what I can to make the sector a decent place to live. Oh, and I understand the murder charges against you personally have been dropped. I will see they are never raised again.
"Is that a fair offer?"
"Yes," Smith said. "We'll do it."
"We need time to think about it," Talia said hastily. "How can we contact you?"
"Don't. I will contact you. Have a decision for me by this time tomorrow. Remember, we do not have much time. Nor does Delenn.
"I was not here. This conversation never took place."
With that he left, suppressing a smile. They would do it.
* * *
Sonovar was a warrior caste Minbari, a warrior and a leader of warriors, and therefore he was one of the finest beings to walk this galaxy. No heathen alien, pathetic priestling or cringing worker could hope to be his equal, and of his fellow warriors very few were his match in anything.
There were few beings he liked, and fewer still he respected. He did not like the Tak'cha at all, but he did respect them. He admired their skill in battle, their willingness to die in a noble cause and their belief in Valen almost as much as he loathed their religious fanaticism, their incessant rituals and the prattling of their priests.
Still, he was willing to tolerate a great deal if it would bring him to his destiny as a hero. Putting up with alien customs was merely an inconvenience.
"Zaron'dar," said one of the Tak'cha, addressing him. It was the Alyt, the Ramde as they called the rank. Cozon, that was his name. There was another figure behind him, taller and more spindly. Unlike the soldier Tak'cha Sonovar was more familiar with, this new figure was blue–skinned, or at least he appeared to be. Upon closer examination he could see it was a dye of some sort. The newcomer also wore robes of a brilliant bright red and was carrying a long staff topped with a blade made up of three sharp edges. The whole ensemble was uncannily reminiscent of the formal dress of a Satai, although clearly designed by someone who had not understood what that meant.
"The Z'ondar guide your footfalls," Sonovar said formally, in the old dialect the Tak'cha used.
"And light your path to the future," replied Cozon, completing the greeting. He and Sonovar both bowed. "Zaron'dar, I have the honour to present the Light of the K'Tarr, the Bearer of the Tri–lahr and the Guardian of the Book of Atonement. This is Sah'thai Vhixarion, leader of the Tak'cha shipworlds."
Vhixarion nodded once, imperiously. Sonovar, trying not to show his amusement, bowed formally.
"You are the Zaron'dar, it is claimed," Vhixarion said. Sonovar bridled inwardly. The Sah'thai was using the same old dialect he and Cozon had, but he had used the familiar address, speaking to Sonovar as if he were a child. "You are the one who will guide us back to the Z'ondar, that we may atone."
"Such has been said of me," he replied, as respectfully as he could manage.
"And how are we to do this? By waging war on the False Satai, who makes alliances with the accursed Lords of the Dead? Tak'cha warriors are every day giving their lives for the good of the shipworlds that we may gain the lights of forgiveness, and yet.... and yet there is one question that touches me in my moments of meditation in my Grey Hall.
"Where is the Z'ondar?!"
Sonovar almost recoiled from the fury in Vhixarion's voice. He could see a light shining from the triple–bladed staff, and the Sah'thai's eyes glowed a fierce and bloody red.
"The Z'ondar has returned to us, we were told. He appeared in the Temple of the Old Ones on Minbar, and announced his return to us all. You told us of this, and told us that the False Satai had denied the presence of the Z'ondar.
"So where is the Z'ondar now? Why have we not rescued him from whatever captivity in which he is held?"
Sonovar coughed. He had no idea where Valen was now, all he knew was that he had vanished from Kazomi 7 almost a year ago. The priestlings there had jabbered on about him passing beyond in order to wage war against the Shadows, but Sonovar believed none of that. He was half inclined to agree with Sinoval that 'Valen' was a Vorlon imposter. Stating that to the Tak'cha would not be a wise idea, however.
"The Z'ondar is watching us all," he replied, aiming for a mix of simple faith and awe–inspired wonder. "His light guides our every action, and he watches as we all atone for sins past and present. We are still imperfect beings, and hence he still withholds himself from us."
"You know where he is?"
"He will give us a sign to show that he is still here. We are proceeding as he would wish."
"Then.... then we will wait for that sign. I am here, Zaron'dar, to witness the truth for myself and for my people, to gauge the wisdom of the alliance we have formed. If it be the Z'ondar's will that this alliance be forged, then he will give us the sign of which you speak."
"He will."
"Then let us pray to determine the nature of this sign, and to beg for his teaching."
Sonovar almost groaned at the thought of another interminable ritual, but he hardened his resolve. All he could see was himself being acclaimed as the great hero he had always known he was, being recorded in the tomes of history as a great leader, and plaques and statues erected in his honour.
With all those in mind, the ritual was not such an ordeal after all.
* * *
Elsewhere another ritual of sorts was being carried out, a ritual such as had not been performed in many thousands of years. A ritual now forbidden because of its consequences.
Sinoval, Primarch Majestus et Conclavus, it was once said, knows how to break the rules in a good cause. His cause here was just, or so he believed, and he had taken precautions. Restoring a soul to life was forbidden because it could lead to madness and obsession with death. If the procedure was performed only once, however, there was little danger of either.
Or so he hoped.
"What are you doing, my lord?" asked a voice. A voice normally soft and gentle, filled with compassion and mercy, but hard and stern when necessary. He turned to look at her.
"You should not be here, my lady," he told Kats. He was annoyed. He did not like her to watch some of the things he knew were necessary.
"Your Soul Hunters passed by as I walked. Your Primarch's Blades let me approach you. Please, my lord.... I know you are doing something you should not. What are you doing?"
"I am beginning that which will break Sonovar's power," he explained. "I am restoring a lost soul to the grace of life. I am offering him a single chance for redemption."
"What are you doing?"
"I will restore Marrain to the life of the flesh, that he may walk again."
She gasped, and her body shook. "He was a traitor," she whispered. "A madman. You told me he died insane and in agony. He betrayed Valen!"
"All of us deserve a single chance for redemption," he replied. "Including him. This is forbidden by the Well of Souls itself. You should not be here, my lady."
"I am here. My lord.... this is wrong. I failed to speak out once before when you were doing something that was wrong, and I lost my friend as a consequence. I am your conscience, and I tell you.... this is wrong."
He smiled. "My lady.... you do not understand him as I do. I have spoken to him, and explained what he must do. Have faith in me.... please."
She looked doubtful, but then bowed her head. "I will watch."
"You do not have to...."
"I will watch."
He chuckled mirthlessly, then turned from her. Marrain's soul globe hung suspended in the air above the body of a fallen Minbari warrior. He had died of an illness, and his family were all dead. He would no doubt feel honoured by being able to serve his lord, even in death.
Sinoval closed his eyes, stretched out his arms, and sought the knowledge of the Well of Souls. He was the Primarch Majestus et Conclavus now, and his mind was as that of Cathedral itself, was as old as the first race born to the universe. The knowledge and power of a legion of the dead were available to him.... as was the compunction to use it properly.
"I do not do this for pride," he whispered. "Nor for revenge, nor for hatred. I do this because it must be done, because all of us deserve a possibility for redemption, and because it will lead a lost soul to the grace of his people."
In his mind, he heard the voice of the Well of Souls. We know these things, Primarch. Do not forget them.
"You will let me do this?" he whispered.
These are different times, and his is a troubled soul. Free him.
He smiled, and felt a great wind rush through his mind. A great light surrounded the soul globe, and then he was lost in the memories of millennia.
* * *
It was thinking of the Dark Ones again, the Masters, the Lords of Chaos. Its people had many names for them, many terms of respect, but only one attitude: absolute obedience. But obedience could still be tempered with arrogance, servitude with pride.
They were the first among all those in the Great Compact. Of all the races who served the Dark Masters; the Zener, the Z'shailyl, the countless others, the Drakh were prime. Their fleets might have been destroyed, their orbs shattered, their magi left blinded and lost, but still they were foremost, still they served, walking in shadows, moving in darkness, preparing, readying, performing their Masters' will.
It had a name, but one it would not speak here, not in this place of aliens. There were some here who worshipped the Dark Masters, showing them what their foolish alien brains believed to be the proper reverence. There were others who sought to barter with the Masters, bidding for their services as though this were commerce or business, both concepts the Drakh understood but dimly.
It was here to appear to those who professed to worship and to discuss with him who claimed to bargain. There were certain lessons both sides had to learn, and in the name of the Lords of Chaos, they would learn them.... and well.
The door to the chamber opened and in walked the barterer, the merchant, he who traded life and death as beads on a table, as instruments in a market. Fool! He might be as blind as any newling, as weak as any outcast, but among these people he was held to be strong. The Dark Masters admired that and sought to use him, to employ him, to bind him slowly and unwittingly to their purposes.
The merchant stopped and spun on his feet, his blade in his hands in an instant. The Drakh was impressed. Skill, there was. Would he stand against a Warrior of the Dark Masters, one of the creations of their black vats at Thrakandar? Perhaps he could, after all. The Drakh reassessed its opinion of this merchant.
"I know you are here," he said, staring directly at the Drakh, for all the shadows that engulfed it. It moved into the light. "You should not be here," snapped Lord–General Marrago, of the great and glorious Centauri Republic. "I told you never to come here."
"Come here I did, at the will of the Lords of Chaos.... they whom we both serve. There is words they wish to be having with you.... Many words, indeed."
The merchant did not sheathe his sword.
* * *
It was the smallest of things that awoke in him first, the slightest itching of his fingers. He twitched them, and felt the leather in his glove flex. Its texture felt strangely welcome against his skin.
Then came a further awareness. He could feel the blood pulsing in his veins. He could hear the beating of his heart. He could feel his muscles expand and contract.
He could move.
It was his hand he moved first, lifting it so that he could see for himself. He clenched it into a fist.


Then he saw the small globe hovering, suspended above his chest by an unseen force. It was glowing, but the light from it was fading, a little at a time. He could see the last hints of a great flame arising within it, and then it died. The globe became dull and empty, and all that could be seen within it was a dark, smoky mist.
A hand plucked it from the air, and he turned his head. Feeling was coming to the rest of him, faster now. He could see. He could focus his sight.
He knew the figure standing before him. The two of them had spoken many times, but always that had been within the soul globe, in a world where he was master, and he alone. Now he could see Sinoval in the flesh, see his blood and his bones and his bearing.
He knew this was Sinoval, but the first thought that flashed into his mind was: Valen!
It was not Valen of course, he knew that, but there was something there. Sinoval possessed the same absolute mastery over his self that Valen had, and now they met in the flesh that was clear to see.
"Can you move?" Sinoval asked, his voice not unfriendly. He looked tired.
"Yes," came the reply. There was more gratitude in his voice than he had ever believed possible. "Yes, I can move. It is true.... I did not believe it.... It is true...."
Marrain swung his legs off the altar on which he lay and raised his new body upright, so that he stood.
"I live," he whispered, and then he repeated these two words, louder than before, and then again, shouting his joy to the heavens as a sign of his elation, and as a warning to the new universe within which he walked.
"I live!"
* * *
Press conferences were as a rule dull and boring things, little more than a chance to put across highly sanitised and well–screened pap. Clark, however, loved them. He relished the battle of wits with the reporters and, while he accepted that it was sometimes sadly necessary to restrict their remit, now he was having the time of his life with them.
The freedom of the press had been heavily restricted by the Wartime Emergency Provisions, and for the long war years very few papers had been active, all official Government agencies. That had been one of the first of the provisions to be relaxed and then repealed in the last few years, and new papers and magazines and news reports had sprung up from nowhere. There were some criticisms of Clark and the Government of course, but he let them slide. In truth he did not care, he was playing for bigger stakes than anyone here could possibly imagine.
Word of the Beta Durani attack had been out for some time now, but this was the first official response to the crisis other than the formal declaration of war with the Alliance. It was also the first confirmation that the colony had been lost.
"Believe me," Clark said to the listening journalists, "I remember all too well the long years of war, the fear of looking up at the sky each night, afraid of what might come into view. I chose to believe that those days were over. I, like all of you, wanted to believe they were over.
"But as a great man once said, the price of freedom is eternal vigilance. We have lapsed in this duty, and we have lost one of our worlds. I give you my word, Beta Durani will be ours once more, and we will lose no more ground to the alien invaders. We are not alone this time. We have our allies, and they will protect us."
A fine speech, and one he had written himself. Macabee had been in apoplexy at the very thought of course, but he was an inconsequence. Clark was more than adept at manipulating the public.
Besides, he meant almost every word he said.
"Mr. President," said a journalist, one he did not recognise. "Do you have any confirmed casualty lists from Beta Durani?"
"We have set up an emergency hotline for those with friends or family on the colony. I can also report that the Marten was destroyed in the engagement, with the presumed loss of all hands. The families of those killed have already been notified, and they will of course qualify for war bereavement pensions. The loss of Captain Walker Smith is a grave one. He was a truly great man, and an inspiration to all those serving in Earthforce."
"Has there been any response from the Alliance?" asked another voice.
"No," Clark replied. "Not even a formal acknowledgement of our declaration of war. But then that is not surprising, as they have made it clear they do not wish to talk or engage in any form of peaceful negotiation. However, word has come from the Kha'Ri that they do not support this action. They are fully in support of humanity in our stance against the Alliance, and any Narn ships involved in the attacks are renegades and outlaws."
"What about Delenn?" asked another. Her, Clark recognised. Mary Ann Cramer, of the left–wing paper Proxima.
"What about her?" he replied blandly.
"Is she aware of this attack, and how has she responded?"
"Delenn is unaware of what is happening, Miss Cramer. She is currently being held in a secure hospital facility, recovering from an attempted suicide. Security protocols around her have been tightened, and medical tests are being carried out to ensure her fitness."
"What is the progress of the war crimes tribunal?" asked another voice.
"The day before word reached us of the attack on Beta Durani, I personally spoke with former Chief Justice Wellington. He has agreed to come out of retirement to chair the tribunal himself. He is in the progress of assembling lawyers and judges to sit with him on the panel. The exact charge list is still being compiled as evidence is still being gathered, but it will be made public once it is finalised."
"What about representation for Delenn?"
"She will of course have the right to choose her own representation. As yet she has refused to do so, and has declined to have a representative present as she is being questioned. A Government advocate will be appointed to defend her if she does not make a choice for herself. It will be a full and fair trial, I promise you that."
"Mr. President," said Cramer again. "Do you think word of the arrest and detainment of Delenn caused the attack on Beta Durani?"
There was a low hush, and Clark smiled. "Miss Cramer.... there is much you do not understand about warfare. I have spoken with General Ryan and the other high–ranking military leaders. They assure me that the attack on Beta Durani must have been planned for months. The Alliance assembled a significant fleet for the engagement, which could not have been done in a few days.
"No, this was a deliberate and unprovoked attack. I do not believe Delenn to be an issue here. I would have been perfectly willing to inform the Alliance of her arrest, and for them to send a delegation to observe the trial and see that the necessary formalities are adhered to, but that is no longer possible."
There were a few more questions, but they were mostly petty, mundane things, and Clark left, feeling vaguely pleased with himself. He actually found himself liking Miss Cramer. Press conferences were no fun at all without a little challenge, and these days he was up for almost any challenge imaginable. He could not recall the last time he had felt this fit and ready for action.
He returned to his office and found a copy of Humanity magazine sitting on his desk. There was a note from Macabee on top of it, which he did not bother to read. He found that he was on the cover, and it was not even a bad picture. He usually hated having his picture taken.
Flicking inside the magazine, he soon found the relevant article. Humanity had taken a poll among its readers as to the greatest elected leaders of all time. He smiled at the revelation that he had come fourth, behind only Churchill, Lincoln and Mandela, and just edging out Kenshuro. Of course, Clark had never actually been elected, but that was just a technicality.
He set it down, honestly pleased and surprised by the honour. "Distinguished company," he said to himself, and then he chuckled. Soon he began to whistle, and then sing. His voice was crackly and his rhythm appalling, but he didn't care.
"Oh, what a beau–ti–ful mor–ning....
"Oh, what a beau–ti–ful day....
"I've got a won–der–ful fee–ling...."
He was laughing so much he could barely get the last line out.
"Ev–ery–thing's go–ing my way."



Chapter 2


Somewhere, in a part of space far from the trade routes, distant from the centres of power and away from the deeds shaping the future of the galaxy, there lies the last refuge of a thousand–year–old war. Like an old warrior sitting in his garden watching the world pass by, Babylon 4 is now retired.
For nine centuries it has been resting, ever since the day that the One Who Was passed beyond. With the end of the first Shadow War Babylon 4 became unnecessary, an anachronism. Enemies of Valen, the same who drove his children from Minbar, sought to downplay his role and his actions, and Babylon 4 was a living memory of the man and his deeds.
It is the doom of mortal beings to forget.
And so they forgot Babylon 4. It was taken away from the known worlds and left, abandoned and forsaken. As Valen passed into legend, so did the miracle he had brought with him.
But time is a cycle, nothing truly dies and nothing is ever truly forgotten. Some still live who knew Valen, and who walked the steps of Babylon 4 a thousand years ago. There are some who revere and worship those who did.
Things have changed, the workings of destiny move once more, and slowly the whispers of the past become the present, and the future, as the station that was built by a Narn, threatened by the Shadows and used in battle by the Minbari, becomes once more a focal point in the destinies of empires.
Sinoval looked at the space station, and he did not smile.
* * *
"You know what must be done?"
There was no verbal reply of course, but the motion of the alien's head was enough. Ambassador Sheridan felt sudden relief, as well as an inexplicable concern that he was doing the wrong thing.
That did not matter. There were times when any action, even the wrong one, was preferable to inaction, and this was one of them. Events were rising to a climax, and now more than ever he and the Shadows needed to be in control of Proxima. He was their representative here, and they had spoken to him, expressed their.... plans.
Clark was crucial. Somehow he had slipped the leash of his Keeper once. That leash had to be re–tightened, but it had to be done properly. None of them could afford another failure. The implantation of a Keeper was usually a simple enough process, the Keeper was after all alive, and did most of the work itself.
This time, however, greater care was necessary. There could be no more mistakes, and so Sheridan had arranged.... assistance.
He knew a little about the Zener. Genetically, they were distantly related to the Vree and the Streib, although some disaster many thousands of years ago had split the three groups apart. The Zener had always been master scientists, particularly adept in the field of genetic engineering, and a scientocracy had arisen where matters of morals and ethics fell far behind the continued pursuit of knowledge.
The Streib had desired to gain this knowledge, and with little of the military might of their genetic cousins it seemed as if the Zener would be conquered, and easily, but then the Shadows arrived, and circumstances changed drastically. The Zener became a part of the Great Compact, swearing to serve the Shadows and their allies, providing all the knowledge at their disposal in exchange for protection.
The Shadows were technologically much more advanced than any of their vassal races, but they had been happy to use the Zener's technology rather than their own. The Zener worked particularly well with the Drakh and together they had achieved a number of advances. The bio–plague that had devastated Minbar was one of these.
None, save perhaps the Shadows themselves, knew better than the Zener how to implant a Keeper. It was they who, wherever possible, carried out the medical examinations prior to implantation and oversaw any problems following the process.
A Drakh stood behind the Zener, watching silently. If he did not know better, Sheridan would have assumed the Drakh to be the scientist's bodyguard. In fact the situation was very different. The Drakh placed all other races into three groups: their Dark Masters; their enemies; and their weapons to serve the first and destroy the second. The Zener were in the third category.
"This is vital," Sheridan repeated. "It must be done as soon as possible, and this must not fail. Do you understand?"
"Understanding," hissed the Drakh. "We shall not fail...."
"Good," Sheridan said. He closed his eyes and saw Clark, and a moment later, he saw his son. John would be coming for Proxima soon, and he would be bringing the Vorlons with him. It was essential that they all do what was necessary to stop this. Clark had to be theirs.
He had to be.
"Then go."
"The Dark Masters will watch us," the Drakh said. "By their will...."
"By their will," Sheridan repeated. Sometimes the Drakh terrified him. Sometimes a great many things terrified him.
* * *
"What will you need?"
"ID to get into the hospital building, and out again. Preferably an ambulance driver's ID. That will be for Dexter."
"I can get you that. Anything else?"
"A lapse in security around Delenn's ward. Lasting for as long as possible without arousing suspicion."
"I can manage that. I can't remove all the Security presence, as shift changes are staggered. You have the map of the hospital facility?"
"Yes."
"The guards stationed at positions A, C and F are changed at nineteen hundred hours each night. I will be able to arrange for their replacements to be a little late, although fifteen minutes is all. That will leave the guards at B, D, E and G."
"I can get past the ones at B and E, and D is likely to be too far away. That will just leave the two at G, Delenn's bedside. I will deal with them."
"Don't kill them! Not unless you absolutely have to. They're good men, and they're just doing their job."
"Obeying orders? Yes, I've heard that before. Don't worry. I don't like killing people. I have.... ways of making them fall asleep. Totally harmless."
"Good. You're going in tonight?"
"Can we leave it another day?"
"No. Delenn's condition is improving.... slightly. She's now conscious and aware for longer and longer periods of time. Clark's on at me to get her back to the interrogation chamber. It has to be tonight. I'll see you get the relevant IDs and computer codes as soon as possible."
"Good. You won't need to contact us to find out if this has worked. You'll know. Get in touch again this time tomorrow, if it does. You can then take her off our hands and arrange the payment."
"Will do. Good luck."
"We shouldn't need luck."
Welles had completed the first part of his promise at least. ID codes confirming Talia as a physician's assistant and Dexter as an ambulance driver arrived by some unknown courier less than an hour after the message had concluded. Also included were details of all the pass codes and computer codes necessary.
Talia had made her share of false IDs in her time, and these certainly looked as if they would work.
As to whether Welles had been successful in delaying the security changes, that would have to wait. She had taken care to memorise the map of the hospital complex, and she and Dexter had gone over the plan until he could recite it in his sleep. She was still sceptical about this whole endeavour, but Welles had been telling the truth, and Dexter had talked her into it.
Besides, the reward offered was certainly worthwhile.
And now they had accepted the mission, she devoted her every effort to completing it.
She checked her watch. 18:52. Perfect. The shifts at point C would be changing soon. She could get past them on the way in, assuming Welles' ID worked, and she should have enough time to get herself and Delenn out before the changeover occurred.
One of the guards stepped forward to her. "ID?" She passed the card over to him, and he ran it through his security device. The other guard looked at her closely. She was breathing quietly and standing naturally, as though this were a routine she had gone through a hundred times before.
"Checks out," said the guard, handing her back the card.
"I don't recognise you," said the other.
"I normally work at the Ellison Building in Sector Two–o–nine," she replied glibly. "They're short–handed over here tonight, so I was called in to help out."
The guard looked a little suspicious, but then nodded. "In you go."
Talia passed through the first checkpoint, into the hospital complex itself. She kept her breathing under control, reliving the map of the layout in her mind. She could see every corridor, every turn and corner and room. Every security checkpoint.
And she could see her final destination. The room where Delenn herself lay.
Full of determination, Talia headed on her way.
* * *
Sinoval had seen many wonders in his life, images that would stay with him forever. The huge archway that led to the Well of Souls; the sight of Earth beneath his feet, lost and helpless; the vision of Valen in the Dreaming as Varmain had died.
All of these paled before the simple wonder on the face of a madman and a betrayer.
Marrain walked slowly through the hallway, his eyes alight. As Sinoval looked around, he saw nothing but a decaying and barren relic of an ancient war, left in a forsaken place to die. He remembered the last time he had been here, seeing a tiny ray of hope in this place. It had changed greatly since then. Although only a year or so had passed for him, an entire millennium had gone by for this station.
He saw nothing but rust and decay and the erosion of a once–mighty fortress, but then he supposed he had no romance in his soul.
For Marrain, it was something else.
"It was here," he whispered, looking around. "Here, we met Valen.... and just over there a Shadow Warrior attacked us. It had got on board somehow and Parlonn and I.... we fought it back to back. It slashed my chest open, and left a scar...."
He paused. There would be no scar, of course. Not on this body. It was not his after all. It was a dead body, infused with a soul departed more than nine centuries.
"They are dead now. Everyone. Valen, Derannimer, Parlonn, Nukenn.... Even Nemain and Mannamann. They were both so young then. Dead for centuries now.
"All dead.... save the two of us." He looked into the shadows. "I, the Betrayer, and Anla'Verenn–veni. The Place Of Restored Dreams. That was what we called it. A priestling name of course, but.... an apt one.... even for a hardened warrior like myself."
He closed his eyes, his body shaking. "Where are your dreams now, Anla'Verenn–veni? Where are your glories, your triumphs, your holy places? Lost and gone to the three winds, all of them. Dead, dead, dead....
"All is dead. All lives and all dies, and all decays and withers."
His eyes opened, and a fierce darkness burned from within him. He pointed at Sinoval. "You will die." And then at Kats. "And you.... I can see it in you, past the facade of your beauty, beyond the mask you create for yourself, beneath the illusions and the masquerades....
"There is only death.
"But not for me," he added plaintively. "All die, but Marrain, the Betrayer."
"All die," Sinoval said firmly, looking at Kats. She was shaken, but firm. He heard her whispering a soft prayer under her breath, and he suddenly realised why. For an instant, in Marrain's rant, she would have seen Kalain, her torturer. He reached out a hand to steady her, but she pulled away. Her eyes flashed a brief thanks to him.
"We all die, even Marrain, the Betrayer. Do as we have spoken, and your death shall be an honourable one."
"What is honour to the dead? Do you think Parlonn cares that I gave my honour to save his? No, he is dead, his body and bones dust in a distant world. Do you think Derannimer's dead carcass cared that I loved her? No, she is gone.
"All are gone."
"But there are those who live now, Marrain. The now is all we have, all you have. You have been given another chance at life, an opportunity to undo the mistakes you made before.
"Are you ready to grasp that chance, Marrain? Because if you are not, then there is nothing here for you, and you might as well become the dead bones you speak of."
"No," Marrain whispered after a time. "I live, and I will do as you have asked of me. It will be.... interesting to see them again. I wonder how much they have changed, how much they remember, how much they have forgotten."
"Apparently they are much the same as they were in your day, but we shall see."
"Why this place?" Marrain asked suddenly. "Why.... bring us all back here? This does not belong in this age. It is a part of the past, the legends of long ago."
"It is the one place I can be sure they will recognise and come to. It is as holy a place for them as it is for us, and they cannot deny its call. Besides, you will be stronger here, in this place where you once walked.... before."
"Yes. I walked here once. Come.... their shrine was.... this way. I think. I remember the day Zarwin built it. It was the last day he was here, the day they were banished."
Marrain looked at the corridors before him, and began to walk. Slowly Sinoval followed him, Kats a few steps behind. Around them all, hidden in the shadows but still there, were the guards. The two Praetors Tutelary, who guarded their Primarch with their lives, and nine of the Primarch's Blades, led by Lanniel. They were sworn to protect Sinoval and, although unknown to her, Kats as well.
Sinoval looked at her, wishing not for the first time that he had been able to persuade her to remain behind on Tarolin 2.
"I will go with you." She had said those words calmly and dispassionately, yet he understood the strength behind them.
"You should remain here. It will be.... dangerous."
"I have faced danger before."
"I did not say you had not, my lady, but this.... will not be easy, not even for me. Marrain is strong and dedicated, but he is also insane. I can hope only to appeal to whatever remains of the man he was before love and hatred drove him mad. He is unpredictable and may take it upon himself to hurt you."
"If he is so dangerous, then why include him in this?"
"Because if he does remember who he was, then he and he alone will be able to do what I require of him. I will not be able to do that, nor will you, nor Lanniel, nor Durhan, nor any Soul Hunter or Vindrizi. Only he.
"Besides, all of us, no matter how heinous our crimes, deserve one single chance for redemption."
"Does that include Kozorr?"
"My lady.... I promised I would do all I could to restore him to you, yes.... but that may not be easy, or even possible."
"You brought Marrain here because only he could do what you need. Only I can bring Kozorr back. You cannot, and you know that. Nor can Marrain, or Lanniel, or anyone else. He loves me, and it was because of that he turned to them."
"My lady...."
"I love him! If he comes to the trap you have set, as we both know he will.... then I will be able to talk to him, to.... show him what he has done, to explain to him.... He must know, he must be made to understand. Only I can do that."
"He is luckier than he knows, my lady. I do not doubt your courage, I do not even doubt your love. I doubt only my ability to protect you."
"Please.... do not doubt my ability to protect myself."
"We are here," said Marrain, snapping Sinoval back to the present. He looked at the room before him, trying to remember if he had been here during his last stay on Babylon 4. He did not think so, but then he had been there for only a few days.
This room must have been a storage chamber of some kind, but it had been changed from that purpose to another. A shrine. Sinoval looked at the makeshift altar, and the markings just above it. They spelled out letters in a very old dialect he was largely unfamiliar with, but this one word he could recognise.
"Z'ondar," he whispered softly.
"Zarwin built this. He crafted it himself, intending to make this place the holiest of all for his people. Valen cast him and his people aside the same day, fighting the remainder of the war without them.
"Is it any wonder they fell into darkness?"
"And now we will bring them back to the light," Sinoval said softly. "All we need do is let them know where we are, and wait for them to come to us."
"Oh, they will come," Marrain said, his eyes sparkling. "They will come to reclaim their holy place, and then....
"There will be death. Death, death and only death until there is nothing but the soft, light footfalls of the slain.
"Death...."
* * *
"I told you never to come here!"
Lord–General Marrago, of the great and glorious Centauri Republic, was renowned for many things. One of these things was his calm and peace of mind. Not for him the ranting and raving and furiously shouted orders of some leaders. In battle he was always marked by calm and equilibrium. 'A general who plans in anger will lead his men only to their deaths,' he had once commented.
He was angry now, his initial shock having faded in an admirably short time.
"What if someone had seen you?"
"Your guards.... are blind and stupid," the Drakh hissed, stepping forward into the light. "They did not see me."
"I still told you never to come here. I would contact you, remember? Not the other way around."
"Arrogant are you.... to think you can control the Dark Masters. They control you, and I am here to remind you of that."
"No one controls me. We had a deal. One battle, that was it. They would help us for one battle. We need them no longer."
"Price there was for that one battle."
"And as I said, I will pay it. But how can I do that when the.... artefact has not been delivered to me?"
"It has been delivered to another. She received it today.... She will perform this task for us."
A chill swept through the Lord–General, as he knew of whom the Drakh spoke. His kutari raised, he darted forward, and the Drakh met him impassively.
"Of little worth is my life. Honour it is to die serving the Masters."
"You will leave my daughter alone! She was not a part of any of this."
"Now she is. Sought to protect her you did, but no one and nothing can be hidden well enough from Masters. Remember that. She returns here now.... to fulfill your side of the deal."
"No! She is not part of this."
"Yes.... The Masters willed it so."
"Then we are done. Lyndisty will deliver this.... package to the place you specified, and then we are done. We will never meet again."
"If the Masters will it, we shall meet again." The Drakh gently placed an object on the table. It was black and shining, a million tiny sparkles of light coming from deep beneath the surface. It was an orb. "When you need them.... touch this and think the words. They will come.
"And another price there will be paid."
"I told you. One battle, one favour. That is all."
"We know truth. We know necessity. Masters know all. Consider values greatly, soldier. Lives of those you lead.... against bargain with Masters." The Drakh walked forward and pushed past Marrago. He made no effort to stop it leaving.
"If I see any of your kind here again," the Lord–General snapped, "I'll kill you all."
"Honour to die serving the Masters it is. Proud to die in their cause would I be. Not afraid of death am I. Your daughter.... she would be, yes?"
The Drakh then left, and Marrago looked at the black orb resting on his table. He wanted to destroy it, to hurl it against the wall and watch it shatter into a million pieces.
He put it in a drawer, and went to contact Lyndisty.
* * *
Talia was not afraid. She had been thoroughly trained in defeating fear. It was a survival instinct, that was all, a hangover from the days when humans were little better than animals. She was not an animal, she was not even a normal human. She could face her fear, face it and conquer it.
There were mind–calming techniques she had been learning ever since the age of five. As she walked through the sterile, colourless corridors of the hospital facility, she ran them over and over in her mind. Her breathing was calm and natural. Her walk was normal. Her bearing spoke of routine duties, as if she had done this a thousand times. What was necessary was not to look out of place.
She had memorised the map Welles had provided, studied the timetable of the shift changes, the routine day–to–day business of the hospital. She passed through the security checkpoints with no problems. The replacements were delayed as Welles had promised.
Finally she arrived in Delenn's room. It was a normal, private ward room. Normal, that was, save for the two Security officers and the still figure in the bed, surrounded by machinery. Delenn was asleep.
This was the first glimpse Talia had had of Delenn, and she was mildly surprised. She had not been sure what she had been expecting, but it was not this fragile, strangely beautiful mix of human and Minbari. Welles had not told her about what had happened to put Delenn in this place, but she could sense a terrible, terrible sadness in the alien woman's slumber.
Of course it was interrupted by the sight of one of the security guards stepping forward. "ID?" he asked.
Talia handed it over, taking care to make the action as nonchalant as possible. This was a routine inspection, that was all. Purely routine.
"I don't recognise you," said the other one. She risked a quick surface scan. He was suspicious. He was the sort who was naturally suspicious. Slowly, casually, Talia placed her hand behind her back and slid a small device from her sleeve. An electronic jammer, a device that would paralyse the surveillance equipment in here if a fight should prove necessary. Not one of Welles' toys, something she had been able to pick up on the black market.
It was remarkable what could be found if you looked hard enough.
"I'm a transfer from the Ellison Building in two–o–nine," she said, repeating her story. Changing cover stories always led to trouble. "One of the nurses is sick and can't come in." That was true enough. Talia had been able to find a nurse and induce a severe headache.
"ID checks out."
"She's early. The next check isn't for another twenty minutes."
"Just being efficient," Talia replied. "I could come back if you want me to...."
"No," said the second guard, the suspicious one. "I'd better call this Ellison Building. Who's in charge there?"
"A Dr. Welles," Talia replied, flicking the switch on the jammer. A quick telepathic suggestion fogged the first guard's perceptions just enough. A syringe slipped from the sheath in her left sleeve and, moving with reflexes that would put a Minbari dancer to shame, she slid it into the second guard's neck. The tranquilliser took effect immediately, and he went down.
The other guard moved to react, but he was still trying to shake off the multiple Talias he was seeing. His first instinct was to reach for his link, unaware that communications would be blanked. Talia delivered a swift elbow to his neck and he fell.
Now that she had acted, Talia knew she did not have much time. Going to the bed, she quickly studied the wires and tubes, wondering which ones were safe to pull. She had studied Delenn's medical records, which stated most of them were merely to build her strength and aid nutrition. Hopefully none of them was too essential, but Delenn could certainly not be left here.
Besides, Talia thought with a mental shrug, what did she care if anything happened to Delenn? She was a tool, nothing more.
Delenn's eyes suddenly blinked open and Talia found herself looking deeply into them. "Who.... are...?"
Talia was slightly taken aback by the.... tragedy evident in those two words. There was just a hint there of the suffering Delenn must have endured. It was easy to think of her as an alien monster, or as a playing piece on a giant chess board. To see her as a real person....
It reminded Talia of waking up on an operating table, and seeing her people trapped. Their voices had been quiet in her mind lately.
"I'm a friend. We don't have much time. Can you walk?"
"Yes."
"Good." Moving quickly, Talia began disengaging the wires and drips. Delenn even helped. Gently, Talia helped Delenn from the bed, and took the brunt of her weight as she sagged against her. "There's a friend waiting outside, but we have got to hurry."
"I will.... move as fast as I can."
That journey felt like one of the longest of Talia's life, although it took only a few minutes. She knew where the Security patrols were, she trusted Welles' promise to have the necessary points unmanned, she knew fear was pointless, but still every step seemed to take forever, every corridor seemed a marathon.
Finally, she and Delenn slipped out of a side door, to see an ambulance waiting for them. "Inside," Talia whispered.
"Thought you weren't coming," Dexter replied, as he saw the two of them slip into the back of the vehicle. "I was sure they could hear my heart beating from the other side of the planet."
"Stay calm, and we'll get out of this yet. Just go up to the exit, show them your ID, and remain calm. Remember, this is all routine."
"If you say so."
Talia looked down at Delenn, who was breathing heavily, her hair hanging damp across her face. The juxtaposition of such rich dark hair next to an alien face struck Talia as faintly amusing. "Are you all right?"
"No," came the reply. "But I will be. Why.... why did you do this? I came here to die."
"Well, I came here to rescue you. Don't worry, I'm getting paid."
"Who?"
There was a long silence, as Talia debated whether to tell her or not. Welles had said nothing about keeping his name a secret from her, and yet she was trained in secrets. Finally, she decided to share the information.
"Ah," Delenn said softly. "Ah." That was all.
No one said anything more until they were well clear of the compound and moving quickly. Arrangements had been made to dump the vehicle and move on somewhere safe. Unfortunately, and irritatingly, Talia did not know where to. Dexter had arranged the safe house.
"So?" she said at last. "Where are we going?"
"A safe place," he replied. Then, with a boyish smile. "You'll see."
* * *
The Tak'cha race possessed a long and fascinating history, but one that Sonovar had no interest in studying. He did not care that they had once believed so passionately in superior beings who had created them that they named themselves the 'Created' in their own language. Nor did he care that this passionate devotion had turned to jealousy, envy and hatred, such that the 'Created' had sought their Gods and had slain one of them. Nor did he care that the Gods had wreaked their bloody vengeance with a ship that blotted out the stars and turned the 'Created's' homeworld to a pile of rock and rubble.
Had Sonovar cared, he would have learned of centuries of wandering and anarchy, and a desperate search for forgiveness and penance. These had ended only when the Blessed Zarwin, the first Sah'thai, had found the Z'ondar, an emissary of the Tak'cha Gods themselves, and had pledged himself to their side. For a brief time they had known true penance and had thrown themselves into this new role with a passionate and furious zeal, eager to rid themselves of the mistakes of past generations.
With Zarwin's exile, the Tak'cha had merely gained another array of sins for which to atone. Rank in their society was achieved by atoning for a long list of sins. The Sah'thai - their leader - had atoned for all but one, and that was the forgotten sin, the sin not even Zarwin had properly understood.
Sonovar knew none of this, not caring to find out. His mind was always on the future and so, sometimes, he neglected the past. It was a small sin of the many he possessed, and yet history would judge him for it.
He was in practice with Takier when Cozon and Vhixarion came to see him. At first he was irritated, not liking one of his few moments of peace to be interrupted, but when he saw the excitement in Vhixarion's bearing and tone, his irritation faded rapidly. Something important had surely happened.
"You were correct, Zaron'dar," said Vhixarion, his alien voice marked with a clear Minbari tone: awe. "The sign we have asked you for has come."
Sonovar of course had no idea what this sign was, but he also knew he could not admit that. One of the great things about the cretinously religious was that a good many things could be interpreted in various ways so as to manipulate and control them. Sonovar lived according to his wits, his strength and his conviction. The universe favoured such as him.
"It has been found again. That which was lost. Ende X'ton. We have found it."
Still Sonovar was silent. There was something coming. He could feel it.
"But...." Vhixarion said, enthusiasm replaced by a righteous anger. "Our enemy has found it first. We received a message, a challenge, contempt for us, the Z'ondar's chosen."
Sonovar's eyes darkened. He had been wondering for some time now when Sinoval would emerge again. Had he not been so concerned with the Alliance he might have hunted him down, but Forell had so accurately predicted that Sinoval would surface soon enough, and how much more of a challenge and how much greater the victory to best him on his own ground.
"We will mass the war fleets of the Tak'cha," Vhixarion said. "We will assemble our warriors and our priests and our chosen and our forgiven, and we will go to reclaim Ende X'ton from the accursed one and his Lords of Death. And at our side.... will ride with us the Zaron'dar."
There was no sign on Sonovar's carefully masked visage, but something within him rankled. He, ride with them? He was master here, he the lord, he the visionary and the hero to be.
But that could wait. Something else mattered. Sinoval. He was there. On this.... lost station. He had issued a challenge all right, but not to the Tak'cha.... to Sonovar himself.
"I will ready myself," he said. "Takier.... prepare your ships. Talk to your captains. Sah'thai...." One day I will destroy you. "Sah'thai.... I give you my word, we will reclaim your holy place." A place he could not pronounce if he had a year to practise. "And we will defeat the accursed one and his Lords of Death."
Yes.... Sinoval. They would defeat him, break him utterly. And in the end, Sinoval would acknowledge him Master.
Before he died.
Sonovar barked out a few more orders, although there was little point. Takier knew what to do, and Vhixarion would not listen. They all rushed away, and Sonovar stood in his practice chamber for a moment, alone and basking in the glory of this moment.
"Great lord," said a familiar voice, and Forell moved into view.
"Go away, Forell," Sonovar snapped. "This is a time for warriors, not weaklings. Stay here and pray for all our souls."
"You will not go to Anla'Verenn–veni, great lord."
"What? You.... dare command me?" Sonovar raised his pike. "You dare command me, little worm?" He took a step forward and Forell met his gaze evenly.
"I think only of your best interests, great lord."
Sonovar lowered his pike. "Yes," he said softly. "I suppose you do. Then I will let you explain yourself, Forell. Why am I not to go?"
"This is clearly a trap, great lord, a ploy to draw you in. Sinoval is cunning. Meet him on your terms, great lord, not his. Others are more capable of such a task. Why dirty your own hands with such.... a mundane and tedious purpose?"
"Hah! Of course. I am Sonovar. This is beneath me. Let the Tak'cha have their dead and dusty temples. I will.... guide them from here. Kozorr and Tirivail can handle this in my stead. Yes.... Yes, I know best. Forell! Go to Kozorr and Tirivail and see they are told what to do. Yes.... I will stay here and co–ordinate matters."
"I bow before your great wisdom, great lord," Forell said, suiting the action to the words. He shuffled into the darkness, and the voice of the Keeper in his mind was very satisfied.
* * *
The old man knew all about power. He knew everything there was to know about controlling people, nations, destinies. For years now he had been secretly running the human race. Oh, not their Government, or their industry or their economy. Those things he left to his subordinates, although he occasionally became involved when he had to.
No, he guided the fate of humanity. He watched everything happening, the onward push of history, and he moulded events slightly, subtly, according to the grand design. Sometimes he wondered if he was himself controlled by this design.
It did not matter. When he died - in truth this time, and not merely as an illusion to keep himself hidden - few people would know anything about his accomplishments, but they would be there. Humanity would be forever changed by his actions.
It was unfortunate that so many would have to die, and it was slightly out of keeping with his philosophy. If anything, the next stage of the grand design was more the sort of strategy that the Enemy might pursue.
That of course made it all the more attractive. Humanity had chosen wrongly, acting in error for selfish reasons, little knowing or caring what they had done when they willingly signed themselves over to the Shadows.
They had to be punished for that error. Any punishment had a number of purposes, of course. First, there was the reinforcement that what had been done was wrong - a lesson. And then there was the deterrent, ensuring that the error would never be repeated.
The lesson would be the deaths of so many; the deterrent the way the deaths would be explained away.
It was a shame, yes, but it was necessary. To bring humanity to Heaven, it must first know Hell. As Rameses had once said: 'Canaan is devastated, Ashkelon is fallen, Gezer is ruined, Yenoam is reduced to nothing, Israel is desolate and her seed is no more, and Palestine has become a widow for Egypt.
'All the countries are unified and pacified.'
"Who said that?" asked a familiar voice, and the old man turned. It was Morden, walking forward, his hand in his pocket as was his habit. "It had the feel of a quotation."
The old man shook his head, smiling slightly. Morden was not much of a historian, not of Earth history anyway. "An ancient king, long dead now."
"All the countries are unified and pacified," Morden repeated. "I don't like the sound of this. It's.... too much like what they might do, the Enemy."
"Yes, it is. But it is not them, it is us. The Enemy believe in chaos, disorder, anarchy. A struggle for supremacy, where everything succumbs to force, to technology, to the movement of armies. We.... Well, for us it is a slow, gentle, loving climb up. Our friends love all the races, even those who make mistakes. To err, is, after all, only human.
"However, no loving parent would spare the rod. To do so only spoils the child. Sometimes, my friend, it is sadly necessary to be cruel to be kind."
"I suppose so. Sacrifices are sometimes necessary." Morden looked up at the machine before them. The telepath, Byron, was still, motionless, his mouth open in a silent scream. "I thought I'd find you here."
"It is a marvel, is it not? A clear and precise image of just how far there is to go. We feel that because we can walk between the stars, conquer worlds and dominate races, we know all there is to know.
"We do not, and I for one hope we never will."
"The never–ending necessity for human achievement. I met a taxi driver a few months ago who was talking about the same thing. Anyway, there is a message for you. From our.... ah.... Lady Gwenhyfar."
Morden handed over the sheet and the old man grabbed it with uncharacteristic haste. 'Lady Gwenhyfar' was of no value in herself, but she was a representative of those who held themselves to be the secret masters of humanity. For centuries there had been those who had ruled by stealth, by secrecy, by the invisible knife in the dark. Names changed constantly, they meant little in the end. Bureau 13 had been the previous appellation, only to be replaced in recent years by the designation of an ancient age of chivalry - the Round Table.
And 'Gwenhyfar' was his eyes and ears there.
"'King Arthur' has called a meeting of his knights," the old man muttered, crumpling up the page. It was written in code of course, but still, no evidence should be kept of his involvement in this, not yet. Morden did not react. Both of them knew who 'King Arthur' was.
"It is the first time he has sought to convene a full meeting since his return from Z'ha'dum. I think he is close to making a move against the President."
"You're sure?"
"He must be. He's a cautious man, and patient, but time is running out and he knows it. This war with the Alliance, their new Dark Star ships.... everything's moving fast and Clark isn't taking enough action to stop it. The 'king' is going to have to do something, and he's bound to want the Round Table to support him."
"Will they?"
"I don't know. Some will. Maybe enough."
"So what are we going to do about it? We can't wake Mr. Byron here yet, can we?"
"No. That would reveal our hand to the Enemy far too soon. The network is powerful, yes, but if an Enemy ship decided to blow this whole building apart, there's precious little we could do about it. We can't activate Byron until the fleet is here." The old man paused. "We're going to have to accelerate the timetable. The sooner the Dark Star fleet gets here, the sooner we can activate our part of the network, the sooner we can administer the.... punishment, and the sooner we can free Proxima."
"Are we going to be ready this soon? Is the fleet going to be ready?"
"It'll have to be."
"Do you want me to contact Captain Sheridan?"
The old man shook his head. "No, he may know who you are. Sinoval's met you, and he definitely knows who you are, and who you work for. He and Sheridan are not very close, but he might have told somebody something. So might Mollari, for that matter. We'd be better off not revealing just who we're working for.
"So.... I think I'll have to do this myself. Hmm.... I've always wanted to talk to Captain Sheridan. I think he's a man who will.... understand our situation here."
"Let's hope so," Morden muttered. "Let's hope so."
* * *
They thought he was a fool, all of them. For all these years they had thought him an incompetent, a blind man, able to be pushed this way and that, manipulated to fulfill their desired ends. Welles, Sheridan, the Round Table, the MegaCorps, Bester.... all of them.
Well, William Morgan Clark was no fool. He was President of Humanity, and to the masses that meant he was the most powerful person in all the human worlds. Oh, there were some conspiracy theorists who believed in all sorts of things like the Round Table, but recent years had more or less put an end to their credibility. Clark was popular and successful, as Humanity's recent poll had proved.
But to those in the inner circle so to speak, he was a nothing, a figurehead, a nonentity. He went along with all their plans, making futile attempts to direct the course of human affairs, but really all he had to do was sit and watch Welles, Sheridan and Ryan sorting things out. From time to time it amused him and others to insist on certain courses of action, such as concentrating on Sinoval. That was necessary, but also amusing.
It had been fun watching them all wonder if they had underestimated him, or whether another faction had simply got to him first. Sheridan wondering if Welles or Ryan were so concerned about Sinoval, Welles and Bester making plans for the future of the Great Machine....
He was perfectly happy to watch, and direct things according to a grand design.
Let them think he was a nonentity. Let all of them think that. He did not care. His - and humanity's - greatest defeat was coming, greater even than the loss of Earth. Everyone would see it happen, and no one would suspect that their greatest defeat was his greatest victory. Humanity's too, although they would probably never realise that.
He thought again about the new defence grid. It had been improved after the Battle of the Second Line, and tweaked and honed and perfected ever since then. It now represented the pinnacle of modern technology. It was perfect, absolutely flawless.
Save, of course, for the fact that the President had complete access to the keycards and pass codes.
"What happens if I get drunk and wander down here?" he had asked the technician, smiling. The tech had not replied, his face showing clear doubt as to whether Clark was joking with him, or joking at him.
Clark smiled at the memory as he sat back in his chair, looking at the thing in his hand. It was still now, its single eye closed. A particularly revolting creature, although it could be useful in certain circumstances. Clark wished he had time to play with it a little, but unfortunately events were moving too fast. He hadn't had time to play with his previous Keeper after it had been blasted from his body.
He shifted his gaze to the dead bodies on the floor. The Zener's face still bore the expression of the recognition it had experienced in its last, dying moment. Not enough was left of the Drakh for its face to be seen.
The Keeper's eye twitched open, and it trembled with fear. There are some beings who see beyond the mere physical.
Clark closed his fist around it, and began to whistle as he disposed of the remains and washed his hands.
* * *
Peace was a rarity in a warrior's life. In an existence dedicated to war, to the service of their lord and their people, to the constant search for perfection of body, mind and soul, there was little room for peace. Even rituals of meditation were dedicated to loyalty and service and sacrifice.
Kozorr could count on one hand the number of times he had known true peace in his life. Most of them had featured Kats in one way or another.
He dimly reflected that he would now have to be able to move the fingers of his broken hand enough to begin counting on them too.
He was not sure about his feelings for Tirivail. Her feelings for him she had made quite clear. He admired her, both for her beauty and for her skill in battle, as well as her dedicated loyalty to her father Takier, and to Sonovar. She was many things a true warrior should be, and she reminded him in some ways of Deeron.
But however much time he spent with Tirivail, however many times she hinted or implied or said flat out she would like to take matters further, however much respect he felt for her, he could always hear Kats' voice, see her smile and the gentleness in her eyes.
He sat back, resting against the wall. He did not like sitting down, it was not a position a warrior should ever adopt, but his leg had been paining him after several hours of training and exercise.
"The Osen has been found," Tirivail said. She was standing, as a warrior should, and pacing slowly up and down. "It was destroyed by those new ships the Alliance controls - the Dark Stars. All the crew were killed in the engagement."
"We should never have been raiding Alliance shipping in the first place," Kozorr muttered. "Our war is not with them. It never has been."
"It has weakened relations between the Alliance and Sinoval," she replied. "But you are right. We should not be making war upon civilians and merchants. Leave trade wars for the Narn and the Centauri."
"Has the Alliance discovered who it was behind the attacks?"
"Lord Sonovar does not think so. Or rather, his pathetic little worm of an advisor does not think so. The Alliance is too busy with its war against the humans to bother with us. I do not think they will attack us unless we attack them."
"Then let us hope we don't. We cannot fight a war on two fronts."
"We are warriors," she replied, her eyes gleaming. "We will fight as many foes as we wish."
"And then we will all die, and what will we have achieved? We have lost the Osen. How many ships do we have left? Your Storm Dancers clan and the Tak'cha form the bulk of our military strength now. We do not have the resources for two wars."
"Then we will have a glorious death. Besides, Sinoval has been.... quiet. He has made no attempt to counterattack."
"That," said Kozorr firmly, "is what worries me. Beware a quiet enemy. But, practical considerations aside, the reason we should not fight the Alliance is because we have no reason to, and nothing to gain if we did. At least with the war against Sinoval there is an objective."
"There is?"
"Of course. We are fighting for the future of our people. Well, Sonovar is. Me, I'm...."
"You're fighting for your pretty little worker." She shook her head. "I do not understand you sometimes. She must have bewitched you. How can you have such feelings for a worker?"
"Have you ever been in love, Tirivail?"
"Love?" she snorted. "A delusion crafted by poets and dreamers and priestlings. I have love only for battle." She smiled, studying him closely for his reaction. "Of course, physical attraction and respect I do understand, but that is not love."
"No, it is not, and until you have felt what I feel, you will never understand."
"A worker? In the Name of the Betrayer, Kozorr! They are weak, pathetic, bloodless wretches! Necessary, yes.... and useful, but they are little better than animals."
"Kats is not weak or pathetic. She endured a torture that would have crippled and broken anyone else. I have seen the fire in her soul."


"If it is fire you want, then I will be happy to burn you." Kozorr did not react, and she shrugged. "A waste. Such a waste, but maybe there is still time. And hope. At least she is not a priestling."
"I have never met a priestling worth the respect Kats deserves." Tirivail smiled sweetly. "But then I have met few warriors worth that respect either." The smile faded.
"Am I one of those warriors?"
He paused, and she studied him intently. He could feel the force of her gaze. He was about to reply when the door opened.
It was the smell Kozorr was aware of first, a black stench that made him reel. For one brief moment he thought of Kalain, but then he knew the difference. Kalain's was the smell of death. This was the smell of one who has not bothered with his ablutions for months.
It was Forell of course, Sonovar's rotten little worm of an advisor. The clothes were literally rotting from his back and many of the deep wounds visible on his face and hands were weeping foul–smelling pus. He was carrying a tray and two goblets, which were the cleanest things about him.
"The Great Lord sends these to his two finest warriors with his regards," Forell hissed. His voice seemed clear and precise, although with hints of hoarseness. Before his.... mutilation and torture he had been an adequate orator, and he still tended towards verbosity and sycophancy.
Tirivail grabbed one of the goblets and stepped back cautiously. She did not like Forell, but then few did. Even Takier was prone to wondering just why Sonovar kept him around. He was the only priestling here; even Gysiner and Chardhay had left to go to one of the refugee worlds.
Kozorr rose awkwardly to his feet. The pain in his leg was less now, replaced by a dull thud, but he still knew to be careful not to stumble and fall. He had not noticed before how thirsty he was, and the strong aroma of the elixir almost overrode Forell's filthy odour.
He seized the goblet with unseemly haste and raised it to his lips. The thick red liquid burned his throat as it went down, but he was soon filled with a soft and pleasant warmth. He looked at Tirivail, who was swilling the dregs at the bottom of her goblet thoughtfully. She noticed him looking, and drained the rest.
"And now that you are refreshed, noble warriors," Forell continued, "the Great Lord requests your presence immediately. He needs the strong and the brave to serve him in an.... important matter."
"A mission for us?" Tirivail asked. Her eyes were shining.
"A mission? Yes. An important mission."
A chill ran down Kozorr's spine. There was something lurking just behind Forell's eyes, something that aroused considerable suspicion. He did not like the sound of this.
But then he was a warrior, and, like or dislike, he was sworn to obey his lord.
Unto death.
* * *
Another routine day at the pub. The usual assortment of the drunk, the lost, the alone, the damned and the corrupt. There were times when Bo struggled to remember why he had opened this bar in the first place.
But then he did remember, his mind returning to the old days as a child, when his father had taken him into the bars. That had been in a small mining village on Vega. Every Sunday afternoon they had gone, as had all Bo's father's friends. They had sat around the same table, drinking patiently, playing cards, telling the same old jokes, laughing, complaining about their jobs and their wives, but all in good humour.
Bo had just sat and listened to them, answering their questions whenever they turned to him, running to fetch their drinks, advising his father on his hand of cards. But mostly, whenever he was tired, he curled up next to the fire - a real, genuine fire - and soaked in the warmth, the atmosphere, the conversation. He had known then that that was what he wanted to do: run a place just like that.
Oh, he had done all sorts of jobs after his father had died. Mining, cleaning, routine maintenance, all the usual shlub work that needed doing but that no one could be bothered doing. But he had done it, working hard, saving his money, and finally he had been able to buy this place.
Somehow, it wasn't how he had wanted it to be. The pub of his childhood had never had to deal with fights every night, never had to slip credits to corrupt Security officers, or pay off the local gangsters. The fire there had been warm and inviting, not a false front like this one. There had been no pathetic losers there, sobbing into their drinks or throwing up on the floor or smashing their glasses.
He wiped the table, lost in a reverie of the past, sighing softly. There was little hope of anything better now. He was too old to seek anything new. No, he was stuck here, but maybe.... just maybe.... he could fix things. He might be able to turn the place around, attract a good local crowd, have things just the way he remembered.
Then he sighed again. He had been having those dreams for years now.
There was movement by the front door, and he tried to remember if he had locked it or not. His mind quickly ran through anyone who might be coming to see him at this time of night. Mr. Trace and his men? - but they had visited the day before. He was fully paid up until the middle of next month, and he couldn't remember doing anything to annoy Mr. Trace. There was the typical drunken or drugged–up thief, but he remembered what had happened to the last person who had tried to rob a business 'protected' by Mr. Trace. Bits of him were still showing up in back alleys.
Security weren't out and about at this time. So who?
He mumbled something angrily to himself. Probably Jinxo or someone like him throwing up in his doorway, or settling down to sleep, or both. Or expecting him to still be open, and just looking for somewhere warm.
"Oh, go away!" he cried to the door. "I'm closed."
He turned back to the bar, and heard the rattling again. As he looked up, he saw three people walking towards him. He recognised the one in front, but the name didn't come straight away. The other two were women, and one of them looked quite ill. She was leaning heavily on the other.
"I locked that door," he said. "Didn't I?"
"You did," said the conscious woman. "You could do with a better lock."
"We need your help, Bo," said the man.
"Dexter!" he said, recalling the name at last. "Wh.... what are you doing here? Security are still after you."
"Well, they're going to be after me a whole lot more now. Where's the Pit clinic?"
"The.... the.... the.... what? I don't know what you're talking about."
"Yes, you do, Bo. Before I went.... underground, I listened to things. Lots of things. You know everything there is to know about Sector Three–o–one, Bo. There's a clinic around here, somewhere, run for people who haven't got anywhere else to go. They'll look after people wanted by Security. And you know where it is."
"I'm a law–abiding citizen. I don't know...."
"Bo, there's someone here who needs your help. Badly. This is a chance for you to do something good, something right. No more pandering to Trace, or Allan, or anyone else. A chance to do something good for yourself. For all of us."
"I.... might know something. Who is she anyway?"
The two women stepped forward, and Bo caught a look at the sick one for the first time. Her head was drooping and there was a misty look in her eyes, but he didn't register any of that at first.
"Holy Mother of Gandhi," he whispered. "That's.... that's.... that's...."
"Yes," said Dexter. "It is. But she's also someone who needs your help. Can you give it?"
"I.... might know.... something," he whispered. "Maybe."
Dexter smiled. "Thanks, Bo. You're doing the right thing."
"Oh, I hope so. I hope so."
* * *
Dear Victoria,
Well, I've done it now. She's free. I heard the report on the emergency frequency less than an hour ago. Naturally, I was appropriately angry. I took all the right actions, ordering full Security sweeps, a search for those responsible.... all that. It doesn't matter. They won't be found. I'm sure of it.
But I will be. I slipped up. Oh, it wasn't anything specific. I did everything as well as I could. The false IDs would have worked fine. But.... it'll be traced back to me. It's obvious even to a blind man that this couldn't have been done without help from inside, from someone very highly placed. They'll find me.
What matters is that they don't find Delenn. Maybe they won't trace things to me for a while. You never know, I might even have time to start that investigation into Sector 301 I promised Smith. Winters has the data crystal I promised, so she'll be happy.
All this is strange. I had plans at the beginning, when I got word of her capture. I could get her help, make a deal with her. It was necessary for the future of humanity. Clark's throwing us into more and more wars that aren't our concern. What do we care about the Alliance? Why did we get involved with Epsilon 3?
Delenn could have helped us. She could have spoken to the Alliance Council, forged some sort of treaty, tried to warn them, anything. With her testimony and with me in the Government here, then.... we could still salvage something from this mess. We could still save humanity.
But look at us now. I don't think we deserve to be saved.
I ordered the murder of an unborn baby for political reasons. I didn't hate him, he had never done anything to wrong me. He just had the wrong mother, and he became life at the wrong moment. That's it.
Hate me if you like, Vicky. You can't hate me worse than I hate myself now. No.... you probably wouldn't hate me. You'd sit there looking at me with those soft, deep brown eyes of yours and you'd understand. You'd understand everything and you'd forgive me, and that just makes it so much worse.
I don't want to be forgiven! I did something terrible, and I don't want to be told I had my reasons, that it was understandable, that it was all right, that I'm forgiven.
We don't deserve to be saved, none of us.
I miss you, Vicky. I've missed you every single day for the past eight years and I'll never stop missing you.
Why did you have to die?
There's no one to blame either. Oh, I could try blaming the Minbari, but what good would that do? That will only lead to more hate. There's probably a Minbari sitting out there somewhere thinking about his lost love and blaming it on us.
We have to stop this somehow, but I've no idea how. I don't think we can. The people don't want it to stop.
As I said, we don't deserve to be saved.
Ah.... they're coming for me. Give Clark credit, he's good. Much cleverer than any of us have seen, even Sheridan. He's planning something. I don't know what, and I don't care, but I do know he's been sitting there pretending to be an idiot while the rest of us have been sniping at each other.
I've got to go. They'll find this letter, of course. Let them. I've said what needed to be said, and it's not as if you're here to read it. I think I just needed to talk to you one last time.
Goodbye, Vicky. I love you.
Welles set down his pen and looked up at the door. They were pounding on the other side of it. Men would even now be taking up positions at the back door, the windows and all possible points of escape. All unnecessary, of course. He had no intention of trying to escape.
He wondered what he would be charged with. Treason against the duly authorised Government, under section 2(1) of the Wartime Emergency Provisions 2247. That was a certainty. Aiding and abetting an enemy of the people. Perverting the course of justice.
Oh, he would be charged with whatever they liked. He would be charged, convicted and sentenced to death. Probably several times over.
He didn't mind. In fact he was quite looking forward to it. It would all be over. All of it. The guilt, the fear, the pain, the loss. All gone.
The door burst open and in rushed the Security officers. His men. His own men. He knew all their names, their spouses' names, their children's names and how many pets they all had.
He slowly rose to his feet.



Chapter 3


There was pain, but then he had expected that. They had not gone easy on him, and why should they? The guards had been understandably angry. He had, after all, arranged the escape of a war criminal, a mass murderer and the orchestrator of the destruction of Earth.
All in all he had got off fairly lightly, although they were not done with him yet.
Welles wondered what the public statement would be. Macabee would probably be having heart failure over how to present this to the public. It would probably remain secret for quite some time. Clark would obviously be hoping to recapture Delenn and pretend none of it had ever happened.
He shifted on the cold floor of his cell and winced at the pain in his side. Maybe not broken ribs, but bruised certainly. He knew all about the uses of pain and isolation when it came to interrogations. He would be left alone for a while now, a few days at least, to increase fear, to bring about a sense of solitude and loneliness.
He knew all about interrogation techniques. He had used them all in his time, but he had never imagined he would be subject to them.
His fingers throbbed. He wondered if they were broken, or if there was tendon damage or something. Vicky could have told at a glance of course, but he could only make an educated guess. He had learned a great deal in seven years married to a doctor, and his near–perfect memory helped him recall a lot, but alas, he did not know everything.
"What would you think of me, I wonder?" he whispered, imagining her here. He had not done that for years, it was too painful. He had mentioned her to Bester a few years ago, and that had been the first time he had even thought about her since her death. Now that he had acknowledged her, however, it was impossible to deny her.
"Oh, Vicky," he whispered. "I'm sorry....
"I'm so sorry."
He listened very hard for a reply, but there was none.
* * *
Alone, lost, damned, she floated in a world of her own, where the only sound was her son's heart beating, the only word she knew, his name.
David....
She did not know where she was. She knew there were people around. This was a different place from where David had been killed. These were different people. They seemed.... kinder. Wary, yes, but kinder, a mix of revulsion and caring, hatred and sympathy.
One of them she thought she knew, but comprehension eluded her.
He was dead. David was dead. Her son. His heart had stopped beating. He had been changed from her son into a mass of dead cells and sucked from her body. She had felt his heart stop beating.
She didn't know who had done that to him. To her. She didn't know their names, what they looked like, who they were. Did they have children?
A vital point of understanding almost touched her, but then the sound of the heartbeat grew louder, and she slipped away, lost in a dream.
A dream, or a memory.
It was on Z'ha'dum. She and.... two other people.... She thought she knew them, but their names escaped her. She had loved one of them once, loved him very much. She had hated the other. Or maybe not hate, but.... something.
There had been caverns all around them, hot rocks and masses of rubble. Somewhere along the journey she had come upon shiny, reflective surfaces, almost like mirrors. One of her companions.... the one she had once not quite hated.... had paused, trying to think.
Something in the - mirror, if that was what it was - attracted her, and she stepped forward to look at it. She saw a reflection that was herself, and not herself. There was something in the eyes, a wealth of experiences that were not her own. This.... different her had known love, and fear, and joy, and loss, just as she had.... but different.
It had been there for only a moment, and then it had vanished.
Who was this other self? Someone who had made a different choice, days, or weeks, or years ago? Someone for whom things had gone better, or worse?
Could she have done things differently, and become that other self? Would David still be alive if she had done that? Would he even have been conceived?
She did not know. Too many questions she just could not answer. David's heartbeat was growing stronger, and for just one minute she thought she could see the people around her, thought she could name one of them.
But it slipped away, and her eyes closed.
* * *
He could not remember when he had last slept. His last meal was a far–distant memory. His last drink was.... an illusion. Simple luxuries now escaped him. A conversation about nothing. A moment with a friend. The touch of one he loved.
Captain John Sheridan remembered all these things, but had put them all aside, not without some regret. It was necessary. The fate of humanity was at stake.
There were times when he dreamed, and he recalled each and every dream with crystal clarity in the morning. He dreamed he had awakened from a deep sleep, and been unable to move. Arms, legs, fingers, neck.... all were sealed shut. He could not breathe, could not move, could not scream for help.
He had lain like that for hours, maybe years, until someone came. It was Delenn, and the smile his mouth could not give expression to showed in his eyes. She was dressed in white and gold, and she had never looked more beautiful. She gently laid her finger on his forehead, and he could move again. He could reach up and touch her.
And then he always awoke, unshed tears in his eyes.
He remembered very little of what had happened after that last, terrible moment on the bridge of the Parmenion. He remembered the burst of light as his world exploded, and he remembered waking in a hospital on Kazomi 7, unable to move. Something had happened in between, he knew, but he could not recall what. A soft whisper, a voice speaking words he could not understand.
The months after that had been a blur. Delenn had been there, and David, but he could not remember much of what they had said or done. He seemed to recall meeting his father, although whether that had been true or just a dream he did not know. Delenn had told him it was a dream.
Then he had been awakened and been able to move, and he had known what to do. Some things became.... unimportant, while others filled his vision entirely. Delenn had been at the forefront of his mind always, but she had died on a distant, dead world, callously murdered, and he had been left with nothing but revenge.
He had to free his people from the taint of the Shadows, and he had to avenge Delenn's death. He had to end this whole war, and destroy the Shadows altogether. Over three years since the Second Line. That was long enough.
But other things seemed so.... unimportant now.
"Captain," said one of his techs. He could not remember her name, if he had ever known it. "There's a message for you. It's on a top secret, coded channel, and audio–only."
"Oh? Put it through to my private channel." On an Earthforce ship he would have used an earphone and perhaps a sub–vocal microphone to keep this conversation secret. On a Dark Star, that was all unnecessary. Somehow the conversation was held entirely telepathically. He had no idea how, and nor did he care. That was one of the things that was unimportant.
--- This is Sheridan. ---
--- Good morning, or afternoon, or whatever it is where you are. --- Sheridan had a feeling this was the true voice of whoever was talking to him. Theoretically he could hear a conversation in any voice the other person chose, from a Yorkshire accent to American Deep South, but there was something natural about the formal, polite tone that made him think this was genuine.
--- Do I know you? ---
--- You probably know of me. Suffice it to say, I am a friend. ---
--- Oh? And I'm expected to believe that? --- There was a distant crackling noise, one he couldn't quite identify.
--- It is a wise man who is suspicious in times of trouble. It is a fool who disbelieves everything he is told. I am your friend. We share similar.... associates, you and I. ---
--- Where are you contacting me from? ---
--- I am on Proxima. I.... represent a group of people dissatisfied with the present administration there. We will be ready to act when your ships arrive. We may be of some assistance to you in your present campaign. ---
--- And my.... associates will support this? ---
--- Indeed they will. We have been preparing for some time. --- There was another voice speaking, trying to get his attention. He couldn't hear exact words. --- However, events here are running away with us, and we may not have much time. It may be advisable for you to conduct your assault on Proxima a little earlier than you had originally planned. ---
--- And I'm expected to trust you? For all I know this could be a trap. I don't even know your name. ---
<Help us!> Sheridan started. The voice had broken their conversation, burning with sheer terror. He could feel the desperation there, and something.... reached deep inside him.
--- What was that? ---
--- Nothing. Mere.... background interference. Allow me to.... adjust certain settings. There, that should fix it. --- It did. The whispers, the crackling, the voice.... all were gone. --- Now.... what was I saying? ---
--- You were about to give me your name. ---
--- I was? Ah, very well. I am William Edgars. Tell me, Captain, are you ready to listen to me now? ---
Sheridan sat bolt upright in his chair. --- You have my undivided attention, Mr. Edgars. ---
The conversation lasted another few minutes, with the Captain listening far more than he spoke. When it was done, he sat back in his chair, thinking for a few minutes. Then he turned to the tech. "Contact Captain Corwin. Tell him I need to see him at once."
* * *
"I have a bad feeling about this."
Having said this, and not for the first time, Kozorr fell into a deep silence. The holographic image of their destination loomed above them, an ancient warrior, retired, strength brought low by age but still carrying the power of experience and the memories of lost battles.
Babylon 4, as some called it. Anla'Verenn–veni. Lost for over nine centuries and now found again, by Sinoval. Kozorr remembered briefly the Well of Souls and the Vindrizi, and was in little doubt as to how Sinoval had located this last resting place.
But what was he planning? That was the question. There were no ships waiting for them as they bore down on Babylon 4. Of course it would take a sizeable fleet to oppose all the Tak'cha ships, and all of them had come here.
What had he once told Tirivail? Their military might consisted almost entirely of the Storm Dancers clan and the Tak'cha. Over two–thirds of Sonovar's military capability was here, wide open for a trap, and leaving their base of operations fatally vulnerable. Of course Sonovar and Takier had remained behind, but somehow that only added to Kozorr's worries. He smelled Forell's touch behind this.
Where was Sinoval? Just what was he planning? This was a perfect place for a trap.
"We should not be here," he said. "This is.... madness."
"Hardly madness," drawled a soft voice from his side.
"Look at us, Tirivail. Do you think Sinoval told the Tak'cha about this place out of the goodness of his heart? No, he has lured us all here. And why? This is a trap."
"Then it is a trap," she replied, unconcerned. "We will die as warriors, fighting to preserve this holy place. Besides, the Tak'cha will fight almost as hard. If this is a trap, then Sinoval may well find he has bitten off more than he can handle."
"He'd know that, though. That's why I have such a bad feeling.... Any pitched battle here would leave too many dead...."
"We are warriors. We are expected to die for our people."
"Yes, but for Sinoval.... I don't think this is the real war. He wouldn't throw away so many of our lives for this. He will have plans far beyond us. I think he may be going to attack Sonovar, but.... again.... I don't know."
Now doubt marked her face. "Lord Sonovar is not as protected as he should be.... But still, he has my father and our clan. We will defend him."
Kozorr sighed. "It is like trying to find a path through a maze in the midst of a hurricane. The answer is there somewhere, but I cannot find it." He hefted his pike. "Well.... I suppose it is too late to do anything about it now. There is only battle left, and duty."
Tirivail smiled, and her smile lit up the room. "There is only ever battle and duty," she said. "We are warriors. We fight, and we die."
And Babylon 4 came closer. Anla'Verenn–veni. The Place of Restored Dreams.
* * *
There was an old saying among tacticians and strategists of the Centauri, one they usually quoted with despair and considerable annoyance. 'Any battle plan lasts only as long as it takes for the first soldier to move.'
This was held to be a general truth about the futility of in–depth planning, and over the centuries a number of great military thinkers and leaders had tried to find ways around it. Strategists hated the idea of not being able to direct the entire course of the battle. The whole thing became too.... untidy and awkward and difficult.
Lord–General Marrago was held to be the foremost military tactician of his day. It had in fact been one of his distant ancestors who had first coined the saying. He disliked the truth of it as well, but for a very different reason.
He knew his soldiers. He knew their names, their families, the names of their children. He also knew the pointlessness of most wars. He fought them anyway, because he had a duty to the Republic, but what he wanted most, what all soldiers wanted most.... was to sit and rest, to eat fine food, to drink fine wine, and to be at peace.
With that aim in mind, he planned and fought every battle.
Tolonius 7 was an old world, one of the central colony worlds of the Republic. It was a sizeable and well–populated planet, the centre of several vital trade routes and an industrial base. The Narns had known all this when they had taken it in a bloody ground war.
If they had operated according to their usual tactics, the nobles captured would have been put to death, the land strip–mined, and its resources and minerals exported. The Centauri people there would be little more than slaves.
Of course, had the Centauri taken a Narn world, there would have been little difference. That was why Marrago did not hate his enemy. All in all, both races were the same. The Centarum and the Kha'Ri, the Lord–General and the Warleader, Centauri soldiers of the Republic and Narn warriors of vengeance.
Marrago did not hate the Narns, but Tolonius 7 was a world of the Republic, its people were children of the Republic, and he had sworn to serve his Emperor to the best of his abilities.
He sat back in his chair in the war room of the flagship, the Aubec. He was alone, save for the two guards at the door. From here he would be able to direct the whole course of the battle, without ever becoming involved in it. He would have liked to fight in it himself, but the fleet could be led admirably by Captain Mollari and his Valerius. Despite his age, Carn had more combat experience than most generals.
Marrago shifted his gaze to a drawer just in front of him. In there, hidden from view, was the black orb the Shadow emissary had given him. He had wanted to destroy it, but his soldier's brain had told him clearly not to destroy anything which might later become an asset. He prayed he would never have to use it.
He sat forward to study the schematics of his fleet. This would be a difficult engagement, but it could be won. He was sure of it.
He directed the first wave of ships to leave hyperspace and begin the assault.
* * *
"I see," said Corwin softly, after the Captain had finished speaking. "May I know the.... reasoning behind this change of plans?"
"Information has reached me from allies on Proxima," Sheridan said. "They will be willing to provide assistance in removing the Shadows and their influence, but only if we act quickly. They fear discovery."
"Who are these allies?"
"I can't tell you that."
"Are they trustworthy?"
"Yes."
"You're sure of this?"
"I told you, yes! I realise you had a free run while I was.... ill.... but you can't have fallen into the habit of questioning orders from superior officers! Now I have given you your orders. You are to obey them!"
Corwin took a step back, but then he straightened. "I will obey them.... but first, a warning. We do not have the time to prepare for a full assault on Proxima, not on the timetable you have given us. Least of all if we are to continue attacking listening posts and stations in the Vega system to draw away the Shadows."
"That will no longer be necessary. We are to recall the entire Dark Star fleet, save only those ships necessary to safeguard Kazomi Seven itself. Any other support vessels the Council can provide us with will be welcome as well. We are to make directly for Proxima, with no side tracks or detours."
"What? Captain.... they'll know we're coming. We'll trigger all sorts of early warning systems, the listening posts will pick us up from light years out. You know what the defences are like around Proxima. Hell, you put most of them up yourself! We'll have to get through minefields, the defence grid, the entire Earthforce fleet.... not to mention the Shadows."
"None of these will be a problem, not if we are at Proxima on time. You have your orders, Captain. See to it they are followed."
"Yes, sir!" Corwin snapped, turning on his heel and walking away. Sheridan turned back to his reports, not even watching him leave.
* * *
"We shouldn't be here."
Talia sighed softly, knowing her companion had not even heard her. She leaned back against the wall, holding the data crystal up to the light and watching it sparkle. Everything she had come here to discover was on there, everything Byron had.... died (maybe?) to recover.
She hadn't examined the information in full - that would take far too long - but she had studied it enough to be sure it was what Welles had claimed it to be. She'd have time to study it fully when she met up with Al. If Sanctuary was no longer safe, then she would have to head elsewhere. She knew the beacon frequencies of the secret Psi Corps mother ships, as well as numerous other hidden bases. She could find him.
So why was she still here?
Byron? It was possible he was dead, or if he wasn't, then he had become part of whatever it was IPX were doing to the telepaths they had captured. From time to time, in her dreams, she had heard what she thought was his voice, mingled in with a cacophony of others. There was nothing she could do for him now, and her first priority was the good of the Corps, to get this information back to Al.
No, she was very much afraid the reason she was staying was sitting in front of her, looking at the sleeping figure on the bed. He was even holding her hand.
Talia reached down and touched Dexter's shoulder. He turned, and she saw the lack of sleep in his eyes. He must have been here ever since they had got to this place. Over a day now.
"We shouldn't be here," she said. "We have what we did this for. Let's go."
"Go? Go where?"
"Off Proxima. There are.... places we can go, places where we'll be safe."
"I can't leave her."
"What is she to you? She's the enemy, in case you've forgotten that! We have what we came for, so let's go. Al can.... use someone like you. You're one of us, remember? Besides, I've.... got used to having you around."
"I can't go. I have to stay with her, at least until she wakes up. Besides.... Welles promised to clean up Sector Three–o–one. I have to make sure he keeps his promise."
"For God's sake, Dexter! This is a pointless battle. There is a war going on all around us, a war that's set to tear this whole planet apart. She's at the centre of it all. No one cares about Sector Three–o–one. It doesn't matter. It's not important."
"If you don't win the little battles, how can you win the big ones?"
She sighed, and shook her head. "I'll be leaving tonight. I can smuggle myself aboard a ship, get off–world, buy or rent a shuttle. Two can go as easily as one. Are you sure you won't come?"
"I can't."
"A waste," she said, kneeling down. He turned to look at her, silently begging her to stay, or at least to understand. Gently, she touched her lips to his.
"Why did you do that?" he asked, puzzled, but smiling.
"Because I know you wanted me to, and I knew you wouldn't do it yourself. I'm a telepath, remember. And so are you." She rose to her feet and began to walk away. "If you want to come to us, just think about me hard enough. I might pick it up and find you."
"Does dreaming count?" he whispered, but she was gone, and did not hear him.
It was at that precise moment that the figure on the bed stirred and moaned. He turned to her and saw her eyes flicker open. "Where.... where.... am I?" she breathed.
Smith smiled. "A safe place. Run by friends. How are you feeling? Do you want anything?"
"Weak," she whispered. "But.... I will be better.... Something to drink?"
"I'll get you something now." He stood up and turned to the nearby sink. As he poured a glass of water he looked up and thought he saw Talia watching him, but it was just a whisper in his mind, and then it was gone completely.
But he had a strange feeling he would see her again, before the end.
* * *
Ritual was important. Ritual, ceremony, pomp, pageantry. It was a mark of tradition, and tradition was little else than ruling simply because you and yours had always ruled. Ritual confirmed all these things. Without it.... what was the point in ruling?
They had gone by different names at different times, these secret masters of humanity, a conspiracy of information and knowledge, which were power both in and of themselves. They were a guiding hand upon the human race, controlling politics and destinies, shaping the future. Few suspected that they had been responsible for what little salvation there was from the Minbari War, or the part they had played in winning allegiances from alien races in its aftermath. The scientists who had studied Minbari technology and worked on the new Earthforce Shadow destroyers did so with their blessing.
Those who did anything without their blessing tended to.... disappear.
They worked not for Vorlon or Shadow, not for good or evil, order or chaos. They worked for humanity. Or so they thought.
They had gone by many names. In the recent past they had been called Bureau 13. Now, they were the Round Table.
A matter of ritual again.
Ambassador Sheridan, who had managed to manipulate even these master manipulators, had become their 'King Arthur', their prime among peers, the first among equals. Subtly, slightly, he had nudged their course to suit that of his allies.
But he has been away for too long, and the power focus has moved.
Names do not matter. All those present have names of their own, as well as the names they take for purposes of ritual. Knowing either can be dangerous. Knowing both can be fatal.
"They are coming."
"The Alliance ships have abandoned their progress into the Vega system and they are gathering together. The Dark Star ships, the Drazi and Brakiri fleets, and various support vessels of the other races. Our sources on Kazomi Seven and among the fleets indicate they are coming here. Our outer probes will pick up their arrival soon."
"What is their purpose? Need we begin an evacuation?"
"Their purpose is to deal with Clark and the Shadows. They do not intend the destruction of civilian or economic targets. It is likely, judging by their actions on Beta Durani, that they will institute a brief period of martial law during which a purge of all members of the Government involved with the Shadows will be carried out. A new, provisional Government will be formed, with free elections likely to follow, probably by the end of the year."
"Are we in danger?"
"We can hide from any purge. Our friend is willing to help hide those of us who are more visible." Few would have anything to worry about. Ambassador Sheridan was the only one here who could be recognised. Invisibility is the greatest defence of all. The greatest trick the devil pulled on the world was convincing it he did not exist. For the Round Table, it is the same.
"We will also be able to achieve sufficient control over the new order. Estimates indicate, if the Alliance is victorious, an eight percent loss of operational efficiency for the next six months. If the Alliance fails then there are many other variables to consider, particularly the fact that they will try again. At present the statistics are officially sixty to seventy percent chance of victory for Clark. Unofficially, based on our.... select information, assuming the network operates as planned, Alliance victory is eighty–six percent likely."
'King Arthur' sat forward. "We will take action to alter these odds," he said quickly. The network? What the hell was that?
"No. The alliance with the Shadows and the support of Clark's Government has served us well enough, but it is now time to abandon them both. We will take no action."
Sheridan sat back, eyes burning behind his mask. There would be no changing the strategy of these people. It could not be done. Yet. For now, he had bigger concerns. Deal with Clark, deal with the Alliance fleets and then....
Then he would come back and destroy this Round Table once and for all. His membership had served him well enough.
But it was now time to abandon them.
The meeting ended a few minutes later, and Sheridan left in a hurry.
* * *
The room was a near–identical copy of the Hall of the Grey Council. Sinoval's face was dark as he walked around it, watching the ten columns of light emerge from the darkness. A minor footnote of history, all but forgotten by Minbari historians, but not by one who could talk to those alive a thousand years ago.
"I will meet Sonovar here," he said, his eyes closed. For a moment time faded, and he was a year in the past, the first time he had set foot on Babylon 4. He had moved forward and time had.... paused.
And he took the step into the column of light. He knew where he was, in the Hall of the Grey Council. He was alone, but he was carrying Stormbringer. One by one the columns around him lit up, and each one contained a figure. Minbari, some he knew, some he did not. All were armed.
As the last column lit up, he found himself looking at Sonovar. A body lay slumped at his feet. It was Kats. She was quite still.
Sinoval whispered her name softly, knowing he would never speak it again.
"It is over," said Sonovar, no malice in his voice, just a finality. "You will not leave this place, traitor. Your allies have fled, your servants are dead, and now I.... I will take our people on the path we were always meant to tread."
"No," was the only reply.
Sonovar raised his pike, and Sinoval could see it clearly. Durhan's blade, the one he had wielded all his life. Sonovar charged. The other eight charged. Sinoval raised Stormbringer....
.... and the central column of light went out.
Sinoval's hand reached down to caress Stormbringer. Something within it, some part of himself he had passed into the blade in its forging, hummed at his touch. "Yes.... you, my brother of blood and war.... you will be beside me in this."
He had remembered that vision, but he had also remembered something else. An essential truth, one he had always embraced, one Sonovar also recognised.
Great men make their own destiny. Nothing is written in stone.
And so he had manoeuvred things subtly, hoping to make such changes as were necessary. He would meet Sonovar and his allies here, not in the Hall of the Grey Council. Maybe this was as it had always been meant to be: he did not know.... but he did know that he would do his best to beat them, to beat all those who opposed him.
But he would not best Sonovar with weapons.
He stepped into the central column of light, wishing Kats were here. He understood why she was not. She found the Hall of the Grey Council uncomfortable, and replicas of it just as much so. She was elsewhere, waiting for Kozorr to arrive, as he surely would.
But she was not alone. Lanniel was with her, and two others of the Primarch's Blades. He had spoken to them earlier.
"Guard her as you would me."
Each had sworn this, but still Sinoval was afraid for her. If he could keep her alive, keep her from her part in the vision he had seen, maybe she could keep Kozorr away from this place.
"I remember," said the memory of a soft voice. Marrain had shown him where this place was. "I once stood in one of these columns of light. I watched as Valen spoke to the first nine of us to ally ourselves with him. He said there would be nine to guide and lead his people, and one over them."
Sinoval's eyes were still dark as he looked around at the nine pillars of light, and began to name them. The first Grey Council had been convened here, although few had called it by that name. As far as the official histories were concerned, the Grey Council had been founded at the war's end, on Minbar itself, not here, not in this place.
"Marrain," he said, looking at one of the columns. "Parlonn. Rashok. Nukenn. Nemain." He continued to name the first nine, names now long forgotten and lost to history. Only Nemain, then a young man filled with awe and a righteous conviction, and Rashok and Nukenn, and of course Derannimer had joined the first official Grey Council at Minbar. The others.... were dead, or traitors.
"I will know you all," he said to the empty room. "I will honour all your memories, and praise all your names."
Then he willed all the lights to extinguish, and he was alone in darkness.
Alone and waiting.
* * *
The package was small, neatly wrapped, and showed no indication of what it might contain. Lyndisty had a sufficient sense of curiosity to want to open it, but then she also possessed enough propriety to know not to do that. She was a little confused about this whole endeavour, but she knew enough not to question her father.
He was gone now, gone to war, to defend the Republic and fight in its name. She was pleased he had taken time from his busy schedule to come to her. She loved her father with a passion that bordered on the fierce, and she trusted him totally. No one was as strong as him, no one as powerful, as mighty, as capable of defending the Republic.
Which was why his words had worried her a little, almost scared her in fact.
"Lyndisty.... you do know that I love you, don't you?"
"Of course, father."
"You also know.... to be careful. The Republic has many enemies. I have many enemies, people who would not hesitate to strike at me or at the Republic, through you."
"Of course, father. I can protect myself. My trainer says I am improving."
"Yes.... I know. I spoke to him yesterday, and he merely gave me another reason to be proud of you, as if I needed any more. I know you can look after yourself. I know you are intelligent and able. I know you ran our estate for a while when I was.... away, and your mother was ill. I know you can do many things you should not have to do as a lady of the Court.
"But.... I have enemies, powerful enemies, and sometimes it is better to run and hide than to fight. That is why I made sure you were safely on Immolan during the.... troubles last year. You do understand that? There is no shame in running."
"I understand. Father.... is.... something wrong?"
"I do not know. I wish I did. I think.... I may have done something I should not have done, but it is too early to tell. Maybe nothing will come of it."
"What can you have done wrong, father? You cannot have done anything to hurt the Republic, or to hurt me."
"Ah.... sometimes an act done with the best of intentions can have the worst of outcomes. I will be going shortly. You will be well guarded while I am gone, you and your mother.... but.... there is something you must do. Something you must do alone."
"Of course, father. I will do whatever you want of me."
"Some day, Lyndisty, you will not be so trusting. A package has been delivered to you. There is a place you must take it. Someone will be waiting to receive it. Give it to them, and leave. Do not look inside the package, do not try to find the identity of the person you give it to. Hurry back to safety once this is done. Do you understand?"
"Of course, father."
"Lyndisty, this is important! If you never listen to another word I say, heed me on this. Be careful, and tell no one about this. No one!"
"Father.... what is wrong?"
"I don't know.... and that troubles me. I love you, Lyndisty."
He was gone now, gone to Tolonius, fighting in the name of the Republic. The battle would probably have started by now, Lyndisty thought. She, meanwhile, was doing her part. She did not understand the need for secrecy, or the significance of the package, or why her father could not do this himself, but none of that mattered. She would do as he wished.
She followed the directions she had been given exactly, and was not pleased that they led her into a disreputable area of the capital, the warehouse district, a part of the city almost gutted by the rioting of last year. It had not been a pleasant area even before that, and her mother would no doubt have an apoplexy at the thought of Lyndisty walking here, least of all alone.
She became aware of the sound of footsteps behind her, and she quickened her pace. She was not unarmed - her long maurestii blade was a reassuringly heavy weight hidden in the folds of her dress - but she did not know how many there were following her, and it was always better to avoid combat if at all possible.
Her quick ears picked up the sound of movement in front of her, and she slowed her pace, still moving forward, but looking for a place to hide if necessary. It was possible the people were harmless, but that was not something she wished to test.
An alley came into view to one side, and she made for it. She was not sure if it led to a place of safety or not, but she could tell she was surrounded.
"So," said a harsh voice, "what's a lady doing in this part of town?"
She skidded to a halt, and backed slowly up against the wall. She could rush for the alley, but her pursuers had chosen to make themselves known, so it was best if she acknowledged that. There were four that she could see; two behind her, two in front. There could be others, of course. The one who had spoken was clearly the leader, and he was in front. There was a mocking leer on his face.
"I am a lady of the Court," she said, in as haughty a tone as she could manage. She shifted the package so that she was holding it in only one hand, and her other slid into her dress, grasping the cold hilt of her maurestii. "I am here on Court business, and I would thank you not to obstruct me in this. If you report to my estate, I will be happy to provide you with small coin for your gracious service."
"Small coin?" said the leader. She could see that his right arm ended in a stump just above the elbow. The other held a long knife. "Which estate is that, then? Not that it matters. You're all the same, each and every one of you. Parasites. Oh, you noticed this, did you?" he said, raising as much of the stump as he could. "The gracious whim of the fair Lady Elrisia. She said I touched her, she did, so she chopped off the hand that did it, and most of the arm as well. She would have taken out my eyes for looking at her too, but she decided to be merciful."
"The Lady Elrisia is dead," Lyndisty said. Her charred corpse had been recovered not long after the end of the troubles.
"Yeah, so we heard. Wasn't us, more's the pity, but.... what does it matter? You're all the same, all of you. I used to be a craftsman, a sculptor. There's actually one of my statues in Mollari's estate, him that's now the Emperor. You'll note he didn't try to save me from Elrisia, did he? Nobles always look after their own. Do you know him? The Emperor?"
"My father does," she said, trying to keep her breath even and short. Her body was tense.
"Who's your father?"
"The Lord–General Marrago."
The crippled craftsman laughed. "Well, I'll be damned. Reckon he'll pay a pretty ducat to get you back safe. Just think what could happen to a noble lady in the hands - pardon the expression - of thugs like us. All sorts of nastiness."
"As I said, report to my estate, and you will be paid for your service. But I should tell you, I am a high–placed virgin of the Court, and if you dare touch me then your punishment will not be light."
"Oh? What? Will they chop my other hand off? I'm a walking dead man anyway. We all are, and as they say.... might as well be beheaded for a ducat as a duck." He moved forward, touching the cold blade of the knife to Lyndisty's neck. It slid lower and began to cut the soft silk of her dress, exposing her bodice.
"Stop that," she said firmly, her hand clenched tight on the hilt of her knife. "This is your last chance."
"I'm not afraid," he hissed. "I'm not afraid of anything any more."
"I'm sorry," she said, and she meant it. She pulled out her hand and the knife, and in one smooth motion, before he had time to react, a red line was drawn across his throat and he fell, his long knife spinning to the ground with a clatter.
There was a moment of surprise as the other three stared at the man who had been their leader. These were probably simply common criminals who had joined with one who exuded charisma and a feeling of wronged determination. It took a moment before any sense of action presented itself.
Lyndisty took advantage of this, turning and darting down the alley. They began to follow her, but there was no room for two to run abreast, and so their numbers were negated. She managed to spin on her feet, and taking care to keep a tight grasp of the package, not knowing if its contents were breakable or not, she thrust the maurestii out firmly. The leading criminal ran squarely on to it, his hearts pierced. She withdrew the blade from his body, and he fell.
The other two were more careful now, moving more slowly, their own weapons to hand. Lyndisty did not dare take her eyes off them, and moved backwards slowly, wishing for a moment that her dress was not quite so long. Still, she had been trained to fight in all manner of regalia. As her father had said, you were very lucky if you got to choose when and where to fight.
Something struck the side of her head, and she stumbled. The second assailant lifted another rock, and this one struck her side. Wincing, she almost dropped the package, and the first took advantage, lunging forward. Her maurestii caught him in the side and she drew it upwards, piercing his lungs and left heart, but as he fell the knife was torn from her grasp.
His body fell into her, and she had to stagger back. The folds of her dress caught under her foot, and she fell. She kept hold of the package only with difficulty. The final attacker advanced on her, a wicked grin on his face. Desperately she tried to kick out the folds of her dress and rise to her feet, but the cloth was too thick.
There was a sudden light behind her, and the crackle of flames. She could not see who or what it was, but she could see the look of pure terror on her assailant's face. He took a step backwards and then turned and ran frantically for the exit of the alley. Another figure stood there, seemingly holding a flame in his hand. The outlaw let out a strangled cry and continued running. The fire moved, and struck him directly in the face. He screamed, and in an instant all his clothing was alight.
Lyndisty winced and turned her head. Slowly, she managed to disentangle herself from her dress and rise to her feet. She picked up her maurestii and turned to face the man behind her.
"You should not be here," he said. She could not see his face, only the tall brand he held, blazing brightly.
"I have a package to deliver."
"Then give it to me, and I shall see it is taken to its destination."
"I cannot do that. I must take it there myself."
"How do you know I am not the person for whom it is intended?"
"I was told to say this. 'There are whispers in the darkness.' The person who will receive this will know what else to say." It meant nothing to her, but evidently it meant something to this man.
"'But in the light, there is nothing but silence,'" he said softly. "I think that is mine."
"I think it is," she said quietly, handing it over to him. "I have discharged my duty, sir.... and now I will leave."
"Wait!" he said. There was something in the tone of voice. This man was a nobleman, or had been once. He was used to commanding others. "What is your name, that I may know whom to thank for this?"
"I am Lyndisty, of House Marrago," she said simply. She then wiped the blood from her blade and walked away.
"Lyndisty," he said, putting down the brand. "Yes.... I know you now." He looked at the package, and something dark grew within him. "Yes. I know you now."
* * *
They were coming. Clark could feel them, like songs just in the next room, whispered conversations, pinpricks of light just off the horizon.
It was coming. Humanity's greatest defeat, and their greatest victory. He would personally see that humanity was saved from Hell. Alas, he doubted he would be able to see her led towards Heaven.
He wondered sometimes, in the dead of night, if there could have been another way, but he always knew there was not. At heart, people were stupid. They were petty, pathetic, venal, selfish and self–absorbed. That was the first true lesson any politician learned. People were stupid.
Oh, when Clark had started out, years ago, he had had all sorts of grand designs, great dreams. He would change the world, make Earth a better place. He would bring his beliefs and his dreams. All he needed was power, one single chance, and then everything would be so much better.
Time and experience had hardened him. People did not want change. They never did. Oh, they said they wanted improvements. Ban this, legalise that, lower this, raise that, change this.... reforms, new legislation....
But what they really wanted was for tomorrow to be just the same as today.
Humanity needed to change. They had made an error in allying themselves with the Shadows. It was not just the work of the leaders, the politicians, the diplomats. No, they had all done it. Everyone out there had accepted this alliance. Their reasons were understandable, really. They didn't know what they were doing. A.... minor slip. These things happened.
But that had been three years ago, and they had made no effort to correct their mistake. Change was necessary, just this once, but did they want to do that? No, of course not.
Force was the only approach any of them understood. The same was true of most races to a certain extent, but none more than humanity.
Ah. Clark smiled. He was coming. Sheridan. He should have done this sooner, but he was a diplomat, and always too cautious. A commendable trait, most of the time. But not now.
Clark tried to calculate how long it would be before the Dark Star fleet arrived. A few hours, perhaps. There was time enough.
"Ambassador Sheridan is here to see you, Mr. President," said his secretary.
"Send him in. Oh, and take an early lunch. Send away all the Security in this area of the building as well."
"Are you sure, sir?"
"Of course I am. There is no danger from Ambassador Sheridan now, is there?" It probably wouldn't have mattered if the security guards had stayed. Most of them were new, brought in from off–world in the aftermath of Welles' arrest. That was something Clark had not been pleased about. Who would have thought he would have acquired enough backbone to do something like that? Clark thought he would have learned after the whole Takashima business.
It was annoying. He wished he could have had Delenn killed long ago. She should have died on Z'ha'dum of course, but this had seemed.... a blessing in disguise. A chance to lure the Alliance here, all in due time of course, and then kill her before Captain Sheridan's eyes. That would give him more than enough cause to hate the Shadows.
But no, she had to go and escape. Oh, well.... things might still work out. She would be unlikely to see past the next day or so. There would be a lot of.... civilian casualties and 'collateral damage' coming soon. Delenn might well die in the process.
After all, the Alliance would be perfectly willing to equate a scorched earth policy with the Shadows, wouldn't they?
Ambassador Sheridan walked into the room. Clark rose to meet him. "Mr. President," he said. "There are some things we should discuss."
"Indeed there are. Tell your.... associates to show themselves."
The space around Sheridan shimmered, and three Shadows came into view. Clark smiled. His eyes began to glow.
"We are two dead men now, my friend," he said, leaning on his desk. "Two dead men, and nothing more."
* * *
It was dark. That was fine by Kozorr. He liked the dark, at least he liked it here, in this place.
It was a place of heroes, of great deeds, a place where legends had once walked, where stories had been inspired. He had grown up hearing the tales of Derannimer and Nemain, and all those who had walked the corridors he walked now. He could feel them. Their touch was everywhere, their breath still hanging in the air, their whispers echoing just beyond hearing.


They were all mocking him, deriding him. He did not deserve to be here. He was a traitor, an oath–breaker, and he did not deserve to be here.
But then Marrain and Parlonn had been traitors, and they too had walked these halls. Maybe Parlonn's ghost still did, if he had been denied reincarnation. It had been he and Marrain who had discovered this station after all.
He was not alone. That would be foolish in such a potentially dangerous environment, but he could tell that the other warriors were feeling as he was. The Tak'cha had been filled with excitement at the first step into Anla'Verenn–veni, which they called Ende X'ton. Only a very few had even come aboard, most preferring to stay on their ships and protect their holy place.
And there were only a handful of Minbari here as well. Five in total. He himself, Tirivail, Rastenn and two others, both long–time followers of Sonovar. They were here to complete their mission. Or they would be, if any of them had any clue as to what their mission was.
None of them had been ordered here by Sonovar himself. All their orders had come directly from Forell. Oh, he had to be acting by Sonovar's will of course, he would not dare do otherwise, but still....
"You are to escort our noble and enlightened allies to the place they seek, you are to protect them on the way there and help them safeguard their holy and sacred heritage from any who might seek to harm it. We seek, as always, to help those who help us. Such is the mutual benefit of an alliance."
Fine and noble words, coming from a diplomat, but they said nothing. What were they expected to do? Protect the Tak'cha.... but only protect them on the way here. Kozorr straightened, suddenly realising something. There had been no mention of the return journey. Were they even expected to return at all?
He shook his head, not liking the implications of that train of thought. Either Forell was acting on his own, or Sonovar was sending them here to die.
Or, of course, he was too shaken up by his surroundings.
The Tak'cha should be arriving at their shrine by now. Kozorr had no interest in such a place. He had always been fascinated by another legend here, by another story, and it was for that goal he was aiming. Tirivail and Rastenn had come with him, but as he turned back to speak to them he found they were nowhere in sight.
It was dark here. Too dark.
The Tak'cha had made it very clear they would not tolerate any outsiders present at their sacred shrine. Kozorr was free to follow his dreams, or his nightmares.
The door was already open and he stepped inside, his eyes looking around at the shadowed room before him. It was not how he had imagined it, but the mark of reality hung over the chamber and he knew this was what he had sought.
He stepped forward and saw the altar at the far side of the room. A curiously un–Minbari design, but the markings on the black stone were clearly those of mourning. There was no body there of course, but there never had been. Parlonn's body had never been recovered from Z'ha'dum, where he had fallen in mortal combat with his friend and blade–brother Marrain.
Still, it was here, in this room, that an effigy of Parlonn had been placed, and Valen had spoken words about his former friend and bitter enemy. A quiet funeral ceremony had been held here, the last time Marrain had stood beside Valen as a friend and ally.
Kozorr limped to the altar itself and touched the black stone. He knew what it represented, and when he closed his eyes he could see Valen standing behind him, Marrain at his side. Valen's speech at Parlonn's funeral had been erased from all the histories, as had nearly happened to the records of the event itself. There were many in the religious caste who found Valen's eulogy to one who had betrayed him a betrayal in itself. They of course had missed the point entirely.
"All of us can find redemption, yes?" Kozorr whispered as he looked at the black altar. "You forgave one who had wronged you, and so you eased the pain of his betrayal."
He picked out his pike and extended it slowly. Parlonn's pike had been recovered and had lain here with the effigy. What had happened to it after that.... no one was entirely sure.
He blinked slowly, and for one moment he could see himself there, Valen standing before him, a crowd of mourners assembled, each one remembering not Parlonn, but others who had fallen in this war. He could see them, Derannimer, Nemain, Nukenn, Rashok....
And Marrain himself, furious eyes staring at each and every one there and judging them, and to each one his eyes said 'you are not worthy of his legacy'.
Valen started to speak, but as the first word left his mouth he turned his head, and he seemed to be looking directly at Kozorr.
Kozorr blinked again, and took a slow step backwards. The image of the past faded and all was dead and shadows again. He trembled at the.... the reality of what he had seen, and as he took another step back his weak leg betrayed him and he fell, body striking the ground hard and his pike rolling from his grasp.
There was a soft clatter as it hit the ground and rolled away. Three seconds later, it stopped. Someone bent down and picked it up.
Tears of frustration and pain in his eyes, Kozorr managed to make it to his knees. He looked up, and his eyes widened.
Kats held his pike out towards him.
* * *
Marrago had acquired many skills throughout his long years as a soldier, and one of these was how to read a battle. It was a skill all good generals sought to cultivate, but it was one that was impossible to learn, in his estimation. It was a matter of instinct.
As he watched the formations of the Narn defences around Tolonius 7, and his own attacking positions, he knew how it would go. Battles were by their very nature chaotic affairs, but there were patterns that could be seen if you only cared to look hard enough.
Marrago was thinking about his soldiers. He was thinking about their wives and families and children. He was thinking about all the dead that would follow this battle if matters continued as they were now.
And he turned his gaze to the drawer wherein lay the Shadow orb. He remembered the Drakh's words. "When you need them.... touch this and think the words. They will come."
He had seen the military might of the Shadows. He had seen their strength and power first–hand. They were a match for the Narns, for whatever defences they hoped to erect.
But the cost of their bargain. Another 'favour' owed to the Drakh's dark masters. The first had not yet been paid. He did not like to think what payment might be required this time.
He saw one of his warships destroyed, blazing in flames under an onslaught of Narn ships.
These were his people. This was his army. Tolonius 7 was a world he had been charged to protect. There were almost a billion Centauri lives on that world, a world ruled by their most hated enemy.
Was the cost of a favour from the Shadows really so high?
He shook the thought from his head and sat forward, barking orders to his captains. A gap had opened in their lines, a gap the Narns were seeking to exploit. It had to be closed. Carn heard the orders and brought his Valerius around to block it. Marrago smiled. Carn was a fine soldier. Londo should be proud of him.
The Valerius came under heavy fire. Marrago could see the Narn were focussing their efforts on that weak spot in the lines. It was an old technique, first used by one of his ancestors at the invasion of the Beta system. In other circumstances, Marrago might have been flattered at its adoption by the Narns.
The Valerius was fighting back, supported by two other capital ships. For a moment they seemed to be holding the line.
Then another Narn cruiser appeared, striking out at the Valerius' forward weapon systems. It staggered back, and blows rained down upon it from all sides. The other ships had seen the danger and were moving forward to help protect the flagship, but the Narns were capitalising on its weakness.
Carn was a good soldier. He was the nephew of Marrago's oldest friend. He read Minbari poetry, liked to paint landscapes and was madly infatuated with a young noblewoman of the Court.
Marrago leapt to his feet and ran to the drawer. Pulling it open he picked up the Shadow orb. It seemed to become warmer in his hands, as if it had been expecting him.
"I need you," he whispered. "Come!"
The very instant he said those words, space shimmered and the Shadows were there.
After that, the battle was a foregone conclusion.
* * *
They were here, coming near. Zarwin and....
No, not Zarwin. Zarwin was dead, wasn't he? He must be.
"Death," Marrain whispered, standing in the shrine to the Z'ondar. He remembered the last time he had been here, just after Zarwin had been banished.
"Death," he said again.
That was all. That was the meaning of life, the point, the focus. Ever and only death.
And only he understood. No, that was not true. Sinoval understood. He trusted him. Trust.... that was a rare feeling. Foolishness, of course, but welcoming as well.
There was the sound of footsteps outside. Marrain was alone, waiting for the visitors. Sinoval had wanted to leave some of his guards here, but Marrain had refused. A handful of guards would not help if all the Tak'cha chose to attack, and more than that could not be spared from protecting Sinoval's pretty worker.
Besides, guards might get in the way of the glorious death that was coming.
Or was it? Where was glory in death without a glorious life behind it? Sinoval had said something along those lines, but for a moment Marrain was a thousand years in the past, in the middle of a debate between Parlonn and Valen.
"There is no glory save to die in the name of your lord!" Parlonn had cried.
"Ah, but dying is easy, Parlonn. Living in the name of your lord is so much harder. And so much more worthwhile."
Valen had been a fool, or had he? A thousand years on and he was still remembered, still revered, still worshipped. While what of Parlonn, what of Marrain? Traitors both. Betrayers and oath–breakers.
"Here," said a voice. "Here is our shrine."
Marrain straightened and was ready as the first Tak'cha guards entered the shrine. Behind them came a figure who was obviously their leader. He carried a long staff, crafted in homage - or was it mockery? - of Valen's fabled Grey Staff.
"Welcome," Marrain said softly. He stepped forward. "It has been a long time."
* * *
It was an impressive sight, there was no doubt about it. Whatever else might be said about the Dark Star ships, they looked suitably awesome.
And they were not alone. Supported by Narn cruisers, Brakiri ships, Drazi Sunhawks, vessels from the Llort, the Vree, the Abbai, a true alliance of races, gathered together to save one of their own from their own leaders.
There had been no speech to mark the beginning of the journey to Proxima. Corwin had passed the instructions on to the various captains. Most had objected, pointing out the sudden change of plan, the dangers involved, the fact that it would be impossible to hide their intentions, and that they would surely be expected.
Corwin knew all this, and he shared every one of their concerns, but somehow he managed to fill them with a false sense of confidence. The Captain knew what he was doing. Corwin supposed Sheridan was not the Captain any more. He was the General now.
He remembered an old tradition of John's. When he had taken on command of a new vessel, he had given a speech to his new crew. He had not done that on taking command of the Dark Star 1. Corwin had not done that either when he had been made Captain of the Dark Star 3, the Agamemnon.
But now as he looked around at his crew, many of whom he knew well, many of whom had served with him on the Parmenion, he felt the need to say something. The Dark Stars had a mix of races as their crews, formed from the armies of the League worlds and G'Kar's Rangers. The Dark Star 3, however, was almost all human, refugees from Clark, those who had been on the Parmenion and chosen to stay behind after its destruction. They were his people, his crew, and he felt he should say something.
"What we are going to do.... will be dangerous," he said, choosing his words carefully. He hated speaking in public. "This is not Earthforce. This is not as it was in the days before the war. We are not fighting to defend Earth, for Earth is long gone.
"We are fighting for our people. Humanity's leaders have made a destructive and a fatal bargain. They have acted out of fear, and ambition, and they will bring all humanity down with them when they fall. It is up to us to prevent that, to save us all from that bargain.
"The fight will not be easy, but nothing worthwhile ever is. I cannot promise you victory. I cannot promise riches or happiness or salvation. What I can promise you is this:
"After today, we will never be exiles again. We will retake Proxima. We will reclaim our Government. We will reclaim our people. We will reclaim our home.
"We will never again be lost and alone.
"We are going home. For good."
And with those words the Agamemnon joined the rest of the Dark Star fleet, heading for Proxima.



Chapter 4


Where are they, the players in the great game of kings and destinies and nations? Where are they all as the forces of destiny converge on Proxima 3? Once, over two years ago, a fleet descended on this world, this last bastion of hope, intent on destruction, on annihilation, on genocide. They were defeated, cast back, driven away.
Now a fleet comes once more, and once more they will be met on the outskirts of the system. And once more, as before, the fates of entire peoples will be in the balance.
The leader of humanity, President William Morgan Clark, stands still and ready in his private office. For years he has been planning this, moving with the approval of the alien that shares his body and his soul. He has been preparing for his greatest defeat, and humanity's greatest victory.
Ambassador David Sheridan is with him, realising at last things he has suspected, but never been able to prove. There is a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach, the awareness of experience that tells him his opponent has a hidden card up his sleeve, and not knowing if it is an ace or a joker.
There is one person who could have stopped this, one who has been playing his own game, working for the survival of humanity. But he is not there. He is lying in one of his own cells, his body beaten and battered by his own security guards. Mr. Welles feels the end coming, and he despairs.
In an old building, a centre for business and commerce, two men walk into an area few people know exist. That which they have been planning for so long is coming to pass, and they must be ready. They must also be secure. They know about the firestorm that will soon engulf Proxima, and they also know that they must be made safe from it. Humanity must be guided past this flashpoint, into the future.
Byron feels something stir in his mind, something beginning to wake and rouse.
In a hospital for the poor, the lost, the abandoned and the damned, one who is none of these things half–sleeps, half–wakes, talking to someone she hardly knows. Delenn thinks she can hear a heart beating, slowly, softly, quietly, echoing off the dark walls of this place that is a haven of light in a sea of darkness. Her companion knows this, but he thinks they are safe there.
Somewhere else in Sector 301, a man sits at his desk and thinks about the future. He is dreaming of power, of ultimate power. He is dreaming of crushing his enemies, for what else is power for?
Janice Rosen is having a crisis of conscience. She is a doctor, taught and trained to give healing and succour to all who require it. But she is also a human who has seen her race devastated and terrified by the woman who lies in one of her beds. For hours Janice Rosen struggles with her conscience, until she finally decides on a course of action.
General Edward Ryan is heading for a meeting with people he knows he will have to send to their deaths.
* * *
General Edward Ryan was a soldier. He was also a member of the Resistance Government of Humanity, a position he had inherited after his predecessor, General William Hague, had put a PPG in his mouth. There were times when Ryan felt like doing the same.
He had found a way round this, but he sometimes wondered if the price of keeping going was worse than if he just stopped going altogether.
He ignored everything. He forgot about the things he had seen in the Government; the dirty dealings, the alliances signed with alien races who made his flesh creep. He ignored the increasing number of soldiers suffering from psychiatric illness as a result of being on the new ships. He tried to blank out the dreams and whispers he knew followed him whenever he was on the Morningstar. He forgot the names and faces of those he had buried or lost. Philby, lost in some foolish attack at Epsilon 3; Walker Smith, killed at Beta Durani; Dexter Smith, unable to bear the constant stress; General Hague. And these were only in the last three years. There were over fifteen years worth of dead faces he tried to ignore.
All he could see was his duty. He was a soldier. It was his duty to obey the orders of his President. That was it. Nothing else.
He looked at the three other people in this room, the three people who represented the greatest hope for the protection of the human race. He wondered how they coped with the things they had seen. What drove them forward?
Captain Francis Xavier DeClercq of the Saint–Germain was sitting quietly, elbows resting on the table, fingers steepled in front of his face. Ryan had a fairly good idea what drove him. For years he had fought against accusations of cowardice. At a time when experienced officers had been as rare and as valuable as gold dust, DeClercq had been overlooked again and again. Ryan's struggle to get him appointed captain of the Saint–Germain had been the hardest he had fought since the Minbari.
But his faith had been rewarded. The Saint–Germain had been a great success. Unlike the other ships in the fleet, it was a scouting and exploration vessel. It had carried out hidden sorties into Minbari space. It had found abandoned worlds and brought back vital technology.
But now it was needed here. All the ships were. DeClercq did not seem angry or worried by his recall to defend Proxima. He looked.... strangely at peace, with the world and with himself.
Ryan shifted his gaze to the figure next to him. Captain Bethany Tikopai was toying with the end of her long black braid, seemingly deep in thought. Ryan also thought he knew what motivated her. She had a daughter, a teenager now, born around the time that Earth was dying.
Ryan sometimes wished he had children. They were something to fight for. Simple, unequivocal. They were the new generation, the future. They had to be protected, and that was that.
The De'Molay had only recently come off the production lines, and Tikopai had only just finished assembling her crew. Both ship and crew were untested in full combat, but they should be fine. The De'Molay represented the height of Shadow technology, much more so than the Morningstar. It was said by the designers and technicians to be all but invincible.
Ryan was glad he was on the Morningstar.
The third person present was not sitting. Captain Jerry Barns was standing just behind his chair, arms folded high over his chest. He was a tall man, with an impassive, alert expression. Ryan could not read him at all, but his skill in battle was well known. His Dark Thunder had been operational for some months now, and had been tested in numerous skirmishes with raiders. Barns radiated a calm demeanour that offset the more.... swashbuckling tendencies of his first officer, Commander Ramirez. The two of them worked well together.
Ryan sat forward and laid his reports on the desk. Three pairs of eyes turned to look at him.
"Proxima needs us," he said simply. It was all that needed to be said.
* * *
The battle was over, leaving behind only three things.
First, there was the debris of the Narn ships, floating in space. Almost the entire fleet had been destroyed, blown out of the sky. The Centauri ships had taken some of course, but most of them had fallen to the Shadows, the strange aliens who appeared from nowhere and killed in a near–instant. One of the Shadow ships had been damaged, but nothing more. They had disappeared just as the final Narn ships fled.
Second, there was the prospect of the ground war still to come. That would be won, Lord–General Marrago knew, but only at great cost in life. The Narns had occupied the colony for months, and would still have substantial numbers of soldiers based there. The Centauri would be able to mount an uprising, and they had already won air control, but it would still take time before the colony was completely theirs again.
Third, there were the emotions of victory. Relief and euphoria of those who still lived, coupled with sadness and loss for those who did not. There was the pain of the injured, the hope of the survivors.
Their commander, victorious again, felt none of these things. He felt only fear. Fear for the future he had helped to create.
This was the second time he had called upon the Shadows for aid. A second favour he now owed them. This deal had been secret so far, although only just. Word would surely reach the Kha'Ri now, maybe even with proof. Once might be held to be coincidence.... twice....
That was for the future. For now, there was only the present. The reclamation of Tolonius 7.
His commscreen chimed, and he answered it. He was relieved to see the face of Captain Carn Mollari looking at him. "Captain," he said. "What is the state of the Valerius?" Carn's ship had taken heavy damage.
"Badly damaged, but it can be repaired, Lord–General. Engines are still functioning well. We have begun to ship our soldiers down to the surface as per your orders."
"Good, Captain." There was a pause. "Is there anything else?"
"Those ships, Lord–General.... the ones that came to our aid. I have seen those ships before. I thought I saw them when the Narns attacked our home, but now I am certain.
"Why would Shadow ships help us, Lord–General?" His voice carried a faint hint of accusation, as if he knew.
"It is not our place to question," he replied, wishing he could have phrased it better. He was a soldier, not a silvery–tongued courtier, and yet he wished he could come up with some excuse, some explanation. Anything. There were a million lies he could have crafted to disguise the truth of this deal, but he could not think of any.
All he could think of was the truth.
They offered to help me. They asked for nothing in return but a simple favour. That was all. Narn ships were going to attack our homeworld. Maybe we would win, and maybe they would, but either way, people would die. Good people, with families, with children.
This way, we would live, and only the Narns would die. They are our enemies. They attacked our home. They attacked and invaded our colonies.
I will bear the burden of this deal I have made. I, and no other.
Carn paused, and then nodded. "As you say, Lord–General. I will report again when word reaches me of the status on the ground."
"Do so." The screen went blank and Marrago sat back. He felt tired. He wanted to sit and rest, to feel the warmth of the sun on his face, and to sip brivare until the sun set.
Instead he rose to his feet and began to co–ordinate the ground offensive.
* * *
"Take it."
Kozorr said nothing, merely looking. Kats could see the emotions flashing through his eyes. She had thought about this moment for months, ever since she had learned of his betrayal, after his failed attempt to destroy the Well of Souls. She had thought about and planned for this moment, but now that it was here, she had no idea what to say.
"Take it," she said again, trying to maintain the dignity and conviction in her tone and bearing. "It is your weapon. Take it."
"No," he said at last. "NO! Why did he bring you here?"
"He did not. I came myself, knowing you would be here."
"You should not be here."
A light sparkled in one of her eyes, briefly, and then it was gone. "That is exactly what he said."
"Then we can agree on something. You should not be here, my.... Whatever Sinoval is planning, he should not have included you."
"I am capable of looking after myself," she said flatly. "Besides, I have my protectors. Sinoval did not send me here alone." She stepped back, and held the pike against her side. "If you do not want this, then I shall keep it."
"No, I.... I never meant to.... I...."
"Why? Was it always a lie? All of it? Did you mean even a single word of that oath you swore to him?"
"Yes! I did.... then. But.... look at me, my lady. I am a pathetic cripple who cannot even stand unaided. Sinoval should have left me to die in the Hall, and then I would at least be reborn as a warrior, not forced to live on as.... as this! Look at me!
"How can you love such a one as this?"
Kats trembled slightly. In her darkest thoughts she had suspected that she might be to blame for his treachery. After all, had she not been captured by Sonovar and his Tak'cha allies, Kozorr would never have been taken trying to rescue her, would never have offered his life for hers, and never turned.
"How could you love such a one as this? Compared to Sinoval, how could you love me? I had to prove myself worthy of you, my lady. I had to prove myself better than him, at anything, or at everything.... and the only way to do that was to defeat him."
She shook her head, trying to find the words. "You never...." she began, but then she coughed. "You never needed to...."
She suddenly blinked, and everything was gone. Kozorr, the altar, the room, the darkness. Everything was gone, save only her.
There was a column of light and a room of darkness. A soft shuffling noise could be heard, and the harsh rasping of hoarse breath. Her heart caught in her chest, and she let out an involuntary cry. She knew where she was.
"Forgiveness is a fine virtue, is it not?" whispered the hated voice she had heard every night in her dreams for years. "To forgive those who have wronged you, betrayed you."
"No," she whispered to herself, sinking to her knees and curling into a ball. "This is not real. You are dead. You are gone. You are...."
"I am always here. Whenever you close your eyes, whenever you dare to feel yourself safe.... I will be there, traitress. In the eyes of another, in the movements of one you love, or one you hate. You will look at others, and I will be in each and every one of them.
"And when you are alone.... look into the shadows. I will be there. I will never let you rest.... You have not yet learned my lesson, bitch.... and you will not be free of me until you have."
"No...." she whispered again. "What lesson? What did you teach me.... apart from pain and humiliation? What could you teach me?"
"What else?" he said. "You do not understand. I forgave you."
"No.... you didn't. If you did then.... then...." Enlightenment dawned. She opened her eyes and rose slowly. He was out there somewhere, shuffling in the darkness. "You did not forgive me, Kalain. You never did. You used the word as a weapon, bludgeoning me into a mass of pity and sorrow. You taught me how not to forgive someone, how to say the word but keep the bitterness and the hatred inside."
"You are learning. Maybe there is some intelligence inside that weak, less–than–animal brain of yours."
"I have been dreaming about you for two years, Kalain, and I have been hating you all that time. No longer. I forgive you, Kalain. Whatever your reasons, whatever your pain, it is over and done. I forgive you. Maybe that is nothing but a word, but I know this. I will never dream about you again."
"I think you will."
"No. You are wrong, but I do not hate you for it. I pity you. I am sorry for you. Goodbye."
Her pain faded, and she was where she had been. Kozorr was still kneeling on the floor in front of her, his head bowed. Gently, Kats held his pike out to him again. "Take it," she said softly. "It is yours."
He looked up, unshed tears in his eyes. "I am sorry," he said.
"I forgi...."
There was a burst of pain in her back and she fell with an anguished cry. Kozorr's pike slipped from her fingers as she fell.
"You should be more careful," said Tirivail, as she looked at Kozorr. "But then so should she."
* * *
There was a strange feeling in the air. Trace did not like it. He could not be sure exactly what was going to happen, but he could feel that things were changing. Something big was going down.
He didn't like that. In his younger days he had liked the feel of Change sweeping the world. It had provided plenty of opportunities for someone with the will and the ambition. Now.... he was content, for the time being. It was a time for consolidation, gradually strengthening his empire, and setting things in motion for the future. Change would disrupt that.
He had been in a bad mood all day, unable to shake this feeling. His patron had not been in touch with him for days. Allan had sent word that someone had arranged for the murder charges against Smith to be dropped. That would take a lot of influence. Maybe even as far as Welles himself.
Actually, that did not bother Trace so much. He had been using corruption as a weapon for so long it would be a little hypocritical to complain when it was used against him. Besides, Smith had just.... put off the inevitable. Nothing more. He had swapped an easy and comfortable twenty years or so in jail for a very difficult and uncomfortable few days in a dark room and an unmarked grave in a construction site.
Well, that was, as soon as he showed up. Smith was in hiding at the moment, but that wouldn't last forever. Trace had men out looking for him. Smith had killed Nelson, and that wasn't the sort of thing that could be forgiven.
And of course, where Smith was, you would find that knock–out telepath hanging around with him. She was worth a fortune all by herself.
Trace rose to his feet and walked to the window. The air inside the dome seemed to be crackling. He could see people milling about on the streets, uncertain and nervous. They could sense something was going to happen as well. Even the ignorant, blind, stupid sheep who inhabited Sector 301 could feel that something was wrong.
There was a knock at his door. "Go away!" he snapped irritably. He didn't feel like company.
Instead, the door opened. Trace turned angrily. It was Roberts, who was jostling to take Nelson's place as right–hand man. Based on his natural skills and charisma, he had a long way to go.
"I told you to go away."
"There's someone wants to have a word," Roberts replied. "She said it was important."
"Well, it can wait."
"Beggin' pardon, boss. You'll want to hear this."
Trace sighed, and then pondered for a moment. Something was going to happen. This could be it. "Send her in. Oh, and Roberts.... if I didn't want to hear this, I'll expect your kneecaps in the post tomorrow, understand?"
"You'll want to hear this, boss. Believe me."
Roberts stepped back and let a young woman through. Trace looked at her, returning to his chair and sitting down. She looked familiar, but he was damned if he could place her. She was attractive enough, he guessed, if nothing special. "What can I do for you, Miss...?"
"Rosen," she said, sitting down opposite him. "Janice Rosen."
Now he remembered her. She ran some sort of clinic somewhere, looking after the poor and ill. A pathetic, bleeding–heart, failed doctor who didn't know when to let the terminally worthless die in the gutter where they belonged. However, she paid her protection money on time, and so Trace didn't really care what she did.
"So, what can I do for you, Miss Rosen?"
"Someone came to our clinic two nights ago. A man and a woman. They were bringing someone in, someone quite ill."
"So? That happens in medical clinics, doesn't it?"
"We don't get people like this in. I didn't recognise the woman, but I'd seen the man on the vids. He was that war hero, the one who retired. Dexter Smith was the name, although he didn't use it." Trace sat forward. Now he was interested.
"Anyway, I didn't see the person they brought in, not for a while anyway. I wondered at first why they didn't go to a regular hospital up–sector somewhere. Then I saw who it was they brought in.
"It was her. Delenn."
"Delenn is locked up in some military hospital," Trace snorted.
"It was her, I'm sure of it. It's got to be her. She had a mild fever and was in quite deep shock. But it was her. She had the.... the headbone and everything."
"Is she still there?"
"Yes. She's recovering, and she's awake most of the time now, but I told Captain Smith she wouldn't be able to move for another couple of days.
"He doesn't suspect anything, and no one else knows she's there. Well, no one apart from Bo. He runs that pub. He's the one who sent them to the clinic. As soon as I saw who she was, I knew I had to do something. I couldn't go to Security. That would mean they'd find out about my clinic and shut us down. You were the only person I could think of."
"What about that oath of yours? The one to treat all patients the same?"
"I'll treat everyone who needs it, yes. I don't ask who my patients are, and I think everyone deserves a second chance. I'll look after people wanted by Security, the lost, the alone, criminals, anyone. Everyone deserves medical care. Everyone deserves to be looked after.
"But she's killed billions of people. She killed my mother. I just.... I just had to do something. I had to tell someone. You'll.... be able to handle it, right?"
"I will indeed," Trace said with a smile. "You did the right thing. Go back to your clinic and pretend that nothing happened. I'll.... get things sorted out. Don't worry about anything."
"Thank you," she said, smiling. "I knew you would take care of things."
She left, and Trace waited for a few moments after the door closed before he began to laugh. This was what he had been feeling. This was what was going to happen.
This was his chance to get rid of Smith, to get his hands on that telepath, and to do a major service to the public at the same time. Delenn was the bad guy after all, wasn't she? R'Gov might say all kinds of things about a fair trial, but Delenn didn't deserve one of those. Pit justice would be more than enough to deal with her.
Roberts entered. "She's gone, boss."
"I know. Roberts...." Trace paused, thinking about the people outside. Poor, pathetic, deluded sheep, the lot of them. Brainless and worthless, easily led.
"There's something the people of Sector Three–o–one should know. Something I want you to tell them...."
* * *
Captain Francis Xavier DeClercq knew his reputation full well. For almost fifteen years it had been with him. A coward. A coward who had run while better men than him had stayed to fight the Minbari, and had died doing so. He still lived while better men then him had been dead for fifteen years.
He wanted to explain, to justify what he had done, but these days he could not, not even to himself.
Besides, it hardly mattered. The only people who might have understood were dead. All dead. Not just those who fell at Vega 7, but those who had fallen since. General Franklin, Captain Maynard, Captain Hiroshi, countless others, all their faces and names blurring into one.
All dead, and he still lived. He was still standing on the bridge of a ship that some people said he had no right to command.
His crew had been a little sceptical when they heard who was to be their commanding officer. A good number of them had requested a transfer, but some had stayed. Either they did not believe the stories, or they did not care. In either case they had served him, the Saint–Germain and Earthforce well in the months the ship had been operational. They had undertaken numerous missions, and succeeded.
Never once had they run.
And nor would they run now.
General Ryan had told them all what was happening. Long–distance probes had picked up the approach of the Alliance ships. For some reason known only to themselves they had abandoned their inroads towards the Vega system and were making directly for Proxima. There seemed little sense in this. Their approach would be clearly seen for hours before they could arrive. Defences, preparations, everything would be set up. There was the possibility that enemies might be brought around behind them. They had abandoned their victories in Vega.
It was seemingly the work of a madman, but DeClercq knew Sheridan's reputation. He was no madman.
The Saint–Germain had been sent ahead to scout out the numbers and deployment of the Alliance fleets. The hyperspace probes, tethered to the beacon signals, had given vague details, but the Saint–Germain had sensor arrays centuries in advance of anything humanity could come up with. Their allies, the Shadows, had lent their sensor technology to the Saint–Germain just as they had lent their weapons and defences to the De'Molay and the Dark Thunder.
They had been able to track the oncoming fleet without ever being noticed by them. Or so they had thought. DeClercq remembered with a moment's panic how Ensign Morgan had turned to him and said, "They know we're here."
It was impossible. No ships could sense the Saint–Germain from this far away, in hyperspace. Not human ships, nor Narn, nor Drazi, nor Minbari.
But these ships were not human ones, nor Narn, nor Drazi, nor Minbari. They were the new ships, the ones that had fought at Beta Durani and proved so deadly there.
The Saint–Germain had managed to escape, slipping into eddies and pockets of hyperspace, moving far from the beacon paths. Another ship would have got lost, but their navigational systems were able to negotiate the dark formlessness of hyperspace with stunning ease.
The border between dimensions opened, and the Saint–Germain slipped out into normal space. The De'Molay, the Dark Thunder and the Morningstar were waiting. DeClercq had dispatched the information he had gathered. The fleet approaching was huge, almost every Alliance ship available. This was against all tactical logic, and it troubled him. Sheridan was reckless, yes, but never foolish.
There was something all of them were missing, but in spite of voicing his concerns to Ryan, Tikopai and Barns, and in spite of pondering it for the hours they were waiting, he still could not see it.
The nearby probes had picked up the Alliance fleet. They were making no effort at all to hide their approach.
DeClercq sat forward. He would not run. Not this time. Proxima was not Earth, but it was their home, and he would not abandon it.
A million jump gates opened, and the war fleet of the United Alliance appeared in the skies above Proxima 3. Space shimmered, and the Shadows were there to meet them.
* * *
We do not understand where we have failed the Z'ondar. We acted in what we believed to be his best interests. But we must accept his words, even if we do not comprehend them.... and we will hope that some day.... we will be able to make amends for the sin we do not understand.
And that in some way.... we will be able to serve him again.
Marrain stepped forward, falling silent. He remembered those words, to the exact letter. He had been present when they were spoken, Zarwin's last words to the Minbari as he went into exile. The Tak'cha carrying the staff stiffened. He clearly recognised the words as well.
"Who are you?" asked the Tak'cha, barely–restrained anger in his voice. He spoke Minbari fluently. "Who are you to desecrate this shrine?"
"Desecration? Hardly. I was here when this shrine was built. I spoke to Zarwin as he left here. He once told me that I would always be friend to the Tak'cha.... to the Unatoned."
"Who are you?"
"I am Marrain."
There were murmurs of anger at this revelation. They would think it a lie. They would have to. Everyone knew that Marrain must be dead by now. But did they know how he had died? Did they know how he had betrayed their precious Z'ondar?
"I am Sah'thai Vhixarion of the Unatoned," said the leader. "And you are a liar. Marrain, our friend and ally, is dead."
"And yet I stand here. Alive." Dead. He was dead. They were dead. Everyone was dead. "I was there at the first meeting with Zarwin. I guarded the Z'ondar at Mount H'leya. I fought alongside him."
"Then how do you live? How do you stand here?"
"The Z'ondar disappeared into the chariot of ages, did he not? He did not die, no more than did I. Death and life are the same, one circle. One unity. One life. One death."
"Why are you here?"
"To help you. To help you atone." Something at the back of his mind was burning. He could feel it. Who was he talking to? Vhixarion, or Zarwin? "As the Z'ondar would have wished." Fire. There was fire everywhere. "To prepare for his return."
Vhixarion looked at him, his wide dark eyes exploring him. He made to speak, and then stopped.
Those who will not follow you into fire, into darkness, into death.... they do not deserve to follow you. And so, instead, they must precede you.
The words came from nowhere, from in front of them, from around them. Suddenly, in an eerie shimmering, there appeared two figures, transparent as glass, but clearly defined as a reflection in a still pond. Everyone knew who they were.
How.... could you? Have you no compassion? Have you no care for the helpless?
There was a whispered hush among the Tak'cha and they all slowly sank to their knees, heads bowed. Only Vhixarion dared to keep looking at the ghosts before him.
We care only to glorify your name, Valen.... We must be true to ourselves above all else, and as we see fit, we will....
Get out!
The Tak'cha shook at the force of Valen's words. Some stumbled backwards, making to leave, imagining their great Z'ondar to be addressing them directly.
I will not have innocent beings slaughtered in my name.
But.... you need us as allies.
We will manage without you. Now leave.
"Our sin," whispered Vhixarion. He turned to Marrain. "What was our sin? The Yolu would not ally themselves with the Z'ondar. They would not pledge themselves to his holy crusade. We were right to chastise them. They would not follow him into fire, into darkness, into death. They should therefore precede him.
"We do not understand. The great Zarwin, the first Sah'thai - he did not understand, and we have not a tenth of his wisdom. The Z'ondar has surely sent you to us for enlightenment, Marrain. Tell us....
"What was our sin?"
Marrain's eyes were dark. He could see flames licking around him. He could see another ghost. His own, standing here, facing Valen after Zarwin's exile. Words had been exchanged. A weapon raised.
Marrain began to laugh, although whether in the present or the past, he could not be sure.
* * *
Two dead men.
The air was thick and heavy, hot. It seemed to crackle. At David Sheridan's side, two Shadows bristled with anger at the sight of their oldest enemy before them.
"How long have you been here?" he asked.
"We have always been here," Clark said, in a voice that was not his own. "Always. We were content to wait, and watch. When you came to try to bend this man to your will, we waited until we were ready, until you were obscured by your own concerns, and then we moved. We blasted your symbiont from his body and took it for our own."
"How long have you been controlling him?"
"We do not control him. Everything he has done, he has done himself."
<Humanity is ours,> hissed the Shadow at Sheridan's side.
"They have always been ours," said Clark, light pouring from his eyes. He took a step backwards, keeping his desk between him and the Shadows. "We have always been here."
<You have lost.>
"Yes," Clark said with a smile. "We have lost."
Sheridan took another step forward. Something about this made no sense. Clark looked so confident, as if everything was going according to some plan. The Alliance fleet would be here soon, but they were expected. The Shadow ships were also here. The fight would be difficult, yes, but the Alliance would be outnumbered, by the Earthforce fleet, the Shadows, the planetary defence grid....
No, he did not like the feel of this at all.
Clark took another step back. He was against the wall now. Sheridan came forward slowly, moving around the desk. The Shadows followed him, their anger evident in the dark song of their movements.
Clark's face smiled again. "We have lost," he said. "And in that, we have won. Soon you will understand." The light faded from his eyes, and he was himself once again. "They are happy to let me say one last thing to you, Ambassador," he said in his own voice.
"I never liked you."
His arm darted out and he tapped something on the wall. The lights suddenly went out and there was a sliding noise. Sheridan tried to move forward, but he could not see, and the edge of the desk struck against his hip. There was the sound of a scuffle, and a furious shriek from one of the Shadows. A moment later there was the sound of a door slamming shut.
He managed to scramble to his feet, knowing that the backup lighting would come on in a few moments. When it did he saw that Clark had vanished. There was a splatter of blood on the wall, and one of the Shadows lay broken and dead on the floor. The other was furiously hacking at the wall.
"Secret passage," Sheridan spat. "No! We don't have time for that. They have some sort of plan. We have to find out what it is. What exactly is going on?"
There was the sudden sound of klaxons, and he looked up. He could almost see the Alliance ships coming into view, all those miles above. He could almost feel his son on board one of them.
Time was short....
* * *
G'Kael had never been a particularly religious man. He had always been concerned with practicality over theory, and had seldom bothered with prayer. More recently, however, he was finding faith a suitable and interesting thing to have. It helped greatly when it came to looking at the future.
And the present.
He looked at the woman who was, in name at least, his attach? here on Kazomi 7. Na'Toth had been in the inner circle of the Kha'Ri, only to be deposed in a particularly machiavellian power game. Now she was here, out of the way, in a powerless and humiliating position. Or so her enemies thought. She, G'Kael and G'Kar all knew better.
"The Kha'Ri is not happy," G'Kael noted.
"No," said Na'Toth. "I would guess not. I suppose the evidence is actually reliable?"
"It certainly seems so," G'Kael replied. "I have not actually spoken with the captain who recorded it, but the Kha'Ri seem convinced that it is genuine. Of course, that does not mean a great deal."
"And if it is true, what then?"
"I have instructions from Councillor H'Klo. He wants the Alliance to intervene on our behalf in the war with the Centauri. His exact words were, 'This is no longer a private matter. Our war is now their war.'"
"Will the Council see it that way?"
"It is possible. Captain Sheridan did after all order us out of the Council until we chose to involve ourselves in their war. This way, they will have to involve themselves in our war. The Ha'Cormar'ah will know better than I do, of course."
"When he arrives."
"He is a busy man. The affairs of his position here weigh heavily upon him. Also, there is the matter of the war with the humans to contend with. However, Councillor H'Klo instructed me to bring this matter before the Alliance Council as soon as possible, no matter how busy they are."
"Councillor H'Klo will just have to wait." snapped Na'Toth. He had been among the foremost of those who had stripped her of her position in the inner circle.
A few minutes later the door opened and in walked the Ha'Cormar'ah. G'Kar, head of the Rangers, prophet and leader, both of warriors and of the faithful.
"There is something you should see, Ha'Cormar'ah," said G'Kael softly.
G'Kar watched the video footage in silence. His face was grim. It would be hard, G'Kael knew, for him to watch scenes of Narn soldiers and Narn ships being destroyed. Even harder to watch this happen at the hands of the Shadows, seemingly allied with the Centauri, who were led by G'Kar's oldest friend.
"Is that genuine?" G'Kar asked, when it was finished.
"It seems so," replied G'Kael. "Our preliminary tests have not been able to determine any obvious flaws in the recording. It will be examined in more detail, of course."
"Londo would never ally himself with the Shadows," G'Kar said angrily. "He has been fighting them almost as long as I have. He was one of the first to join my mission."
"That was our thought," said Na'Toth. "But are you sure he would not do that? Not even for the good of his people?"
"No, he would not. He was here, remember. He was here when the Drakh invaded Kazomi Seven. He has seen the chaos the Shadows cause. He would not make such an alliance, no matter what the ultimate aim. This is a trick of some kind."
"Whatever it is," G'Kael said, "my instructions are to take this piece of footage before the Council and demand that the Centauri embassy here be refused recognition, their provisional ambassador exiled, and our embassy restored to its rightful status. I am also to request that the Alliance join our war against the Centauri."
"Londo would never give his people over to the Shadows," said G'Kar thoughtfully. "This is a trick, I am sure of it. By the Shadows or...."
He hesitated, and G'Kael caught the belief he could not give voice to. The position of Narn Ambassador here had been denied recognition by the Council and G'Kael himself dismissed from war meetings, until, as Sheridan had put it, the Narns chose where their allegiance lay. That position would be reinstated if the Narns committed themselves to war with the Shadows. The Kha'Ri had been furious to hear this.
But now, mere weeks later, by a stunning coincidence, 'evidence' had appeared of a Centauri deal with the Shadows. G'Kar would not like to think that the Kha'Ri had manufactured such evidence, but it was a possibility that could not be far from his mind. Both G'Kael and Na'Toth had considered that, although not aloud.
"A trick," G'Kael said at last. "But we cannot prove that, and I have no time to do it. My first duty, Ha'Cormar'ah, is to my people, as you know."
"Yes, I know. Very well, G'Kael. Approach the Council. I will try to.... dissuade them from committing to war with the Centauri. We do not have the resources to fight such a war yet anyway, not while we still fight the humans. But I fear we can only buy a little time.
"The Shadows have done this to force precisely this sort of action, G'Kael. We must do what we can to ensure their success is limited."
* * *
Time was short.
Ambassador Sheridan moved as fast as he could, rifling through the papers on Clark's desk, desperately trying to get into the files. Nothing was any help. The computer console had been purged from within, all the files destroyed. All the papers had been shredded, except one.
It was a simple white page, with two words written in Clark's scribbled hand.
Scorched Earth.
Scorched Earth.
The words filled Sheridan with fear. What was Clark going to do here? Where had that secret passage taken him? This whole building was filled with emergency escape tunnels - he could have gone anywhere.
And he had sent away his secretary and all the Security from this part of the building. It would take time to recall them. Everything would take time, time he did not have.
The Shadow was by the window. It seemed to be staring up into the sky.
Fortunately there was one person who could help, if he got here fast enough. If he wanted to help.
The door chimed, and Sheridan looked up. At last! "Come in!" he barked. The door opened, and in walked two security guards. Between them walked Welles. His face was covered in bruises and he limped slightly, but his eyes were as aware and as alert as always.
"You may leave," Sheridan told the security guards.
"We apologise, sir," said one of them. "We are not to leave this one alone anywhere other than in his cell. Direct orders from the President himself, sir. That may only be countermanded by his own word."
"The President is.... indisposed at present. You have my instructions to leave."
"That is impossible, sir."
Sheridan sighed. They did not have time for this. Fortunately another realised this as well, and was more than capable of taking action.
The Shadow moved with a speed neither guard could anticipate. Space folded around it as it shimmered into invisibility. There was a blur of movement, a spray of blood and an anguished cry, and moments later both guards were dead.
"You didn't have to do that," Welles said softly.
"Yes, I did," said Sheridan. "We don't have time. None of us has any time at all."
"What's happened here?" Welles' cool gaze took in the bloodstains on the wall, the pile of shredded paper and the broken body of the dead Shadow.
"This," Sheridan said, thrusting the piece of paper into Welles' hand. He took it awkwardly in broken fingers. "Clark's planning something. Clark and the Vorlons. They're controlling him, and they're up to.... I don't know what, but it is going to be very bad. He's vanished through one of his secret passages. He's gone somewhere.
"What I need to know is where he's gone, and just where on this whole planet the Vorlons have been hiding all this time!"
"I thought you knew everything."
"Clark was damned good at keeping secrets, even from me. But no one can keep secrets from you. That's what you do, isn't it?
"So where is he, and where are the Vorlons?"
"Why should I tell you?"
"Because if you don't, then God alone knows what's going to happen! Scorched Earth?"
"Let him do what he likes. We don't deserve to be saved."
"What?" Sheridan breathed. He stumbled back. "How can you say that?"
"You're talking to someone who had an unborn baby murdered less than three weeks ago. I've studied humanity all my life, and I'm telling you we do not deserve to be saved."
"How can you...? Listen to me! I don't know why you went into this job, but I know why I did. I wanted to help people. I wanted to do what was right. It took us all centuries to build a society based on freedom and rights, but the thing about freedom is that it brings responsibility. That's the point! We have to give some things back to the society that raised us. I tried to teach that to my children, and I'd teach it to my grandchildren.
"I can't just sit back and watch people die if there's anything I can do to prevent it."
"You just killed two people," Welles noted.
"And if it saves millions, then was it worth it? Dammit, Welles! Help me!"
Welles closed his eyes and sighed. A soft tremor shook his body, and he said one word. "Vicky." Then he opened them again. "What would these Vorlons need? What resources, what sort of environment, what?"
"They took over Clark. That implies they'd be with someone or somewhere he was involved with a lot. They'd prefer to be as near the top of the scale as possible. Maybe not the Government itself, but close. Someone powerful, but a behind–the–scenes player. I'd take a guess at someone behind a member of the Round Table."
"Ah, yes. Them. Someone Clark would visit regularly?"
"He'd have to. The control must have been very slight to prevent me noticing. They'd have to reinforce it at regular intervals."
"IPX," Welles said slowly. "He's been having secret, private meetings with someone there for months, maybe longer. He's always gone alone. What was happening there.... I was never able to find out, but they've got a huge complex, a lot of illegal weapons and other research, and a good number of off–world holdings and interests."
"IPX," Sheridan said. "Yes, that makes sense. So is that where Clark's going to be?"
"Possible," Welles admitted. "There are secret passageways from here to there. That's.... ah, that's how he disappeared. Have you tried finding the doorway from here?"
"No. There wouldn't be time."
"Very wise of you. There's a time–coded lock on the other side. Once he's activated it, you can't open the door from this side. It's a security measure to stop anyone trying to follow him."
"Well, that doesn't matter. If he's in the IPX headquarters, even underground, then he's a dead man. Him and all his Vorlon friends."
Welles started. "What are you going to do?"
"We don't have time for a ground assault, to send Security in, break out the army, anything like that. They're obviously ready to move, and we've got the Alliance over our heads right now.
"So.... we'll go for an air assault."
"Air assault.... but the dome...." Realisation dawned in Welles' eyes. "Oh my God."
"You have to sacrifice the few to save the many," Sheridan whispered.
"Then how does that make you different from Clark?"
"I'm on the side of the angels."
"Funny," said Welles, his eyes dark. "I'll bet that's just what he's saying."
* * *
Tirivail of the Storm Dancers clan could hear the sound of battle, and for one instant she wondered if it was the sound of her companions fighting Sinoval's treacherous soldiers or the sound of a combat a thousand years old.
She could feel the power in this place. It was a holy place, not just to the Tak'cha but to her people as well, a place where the ancestors had walked, where legends had stood. She could hear their words, feel their inner strength, witness their ancient struggles.
It had been she who had noticed that Kozorr had wandered off, and also she who had worked out where he would have gone. Gripped by a strange, dark feeling she could not explain, she had gathered Rastenn and the others and gone to find him, moving quickly.
They had found family and friends, kith and kin, wearing bands that proclaimed their allegiance, and standing guard with pikes raised. There had been a moment's hesitation, and then battle had been joined, Minbari against Minbari, warrior against warrior, all set upon strength and skill and prowess and will.
As it had been in the old days.
Tirivail had caught a brief glimpse of Kozorr inside the room, and had seized an opportunity to dart into the chamber. A figure was standing over him, pike raised. For a moment time shifted slightly, and she was sure she saw a tall warrior, bearing the mark of a clan long dead. Without thought, she struck, and as her pike connected, she saw who it was.


"You should be more careful," she said to Kozorr, a faint smile on her face. "But then...." She turned to look at Kats. The strike had not been a harsh one, not a killing blow. "So should she."
"No," Kozorr whispered, trying to rise, but his crippled body would not permit him. It was a tragedy, such a vibrant will imprisoned by a weakened and injured body. She did not love him any the less for his deformity, but he could not believe that, of course.
"Come," she said, bending over to take his hand. "There is battle outside. You will be needed."
"No," said another voice, a surprisingly forceful one. Tirivail turned to see the little worker rising to her feet. She still held Kozorr's pike. "We should not be fighting each other," she said, holding the weapon inexpertly.
"Silence, traitor. Lord Sonovar should have killed you when he was able."
"I am no traitor, not to the Minbari, not to the Grey Council, not to anyone." Tirivail saw Kozorr flinch. "But this is not the way. We should not be fighting each other."
"We did for thousands of years before Valen came. We will do so again."
"And where will that take us? Our world is dead, our people scattered to the three winds, our cities rubble and our shrines empty ruins. We should be working together to rebuild, not merely creating more dead bodies."
"Spoken like a true worker. Go back to your little den and build walls and bridges. Let us rule, as we were always meant to."
"Always? You do not see, do you? We have been three working as one. You fight, we build, they pray. And together, our people are strengthened. Apart, we wither and die." Kats paused. "Ask Kozorr."
"He is a warrior! He knows the way the galaxy is."
Kats turned instinctively to look at Kozorr. Tirivail could see him out of the corner of her eye. His head was bowed, his body shaken by racking coughs. His weak leg was twisted.
Tirivail's heart wept to see him like this, but she was a warrior, and she knew the value of action over sentimentality.
She darted forward, aiming for a paralysing blow rather than a killing one. Her last strike had been weakened due to her mis–perception of what she was striking. This one would not be. She was a trained warrior, Kats just a worker holding a pike even a master could not wield well.
Kozorr's pike seemed to move in Kats' hands. There was a flick of her wrist, and the pike knocked aside Tirivail's thrust. The warrior stepped back, eyes darkening.
"I am only a mere worker," Kats said softly, "but a warrior I knew once, and loved always, told me that it has been said that weapons can.... over time.... become moulded by their owners, guided by the spirits of those who bore the pike in times past." She smiled sadly. "A silly superstition, is it not?"
Tirivail paled. She was a warrior. A thousand years had passed since the great days of the warriors, the days of duels and glorious deaths and immortalisation in poetry. A thousand years of peace were shouting at her.... but she still believed. The old ways spoke to her, and in the depths of her heart she truly believed that her ancestors watched her always, that ghosts protected holy places.... and that weapons could be guided by the spirits of their former owners.
But Kozorr had wielded that pike less than two years. She had never heard, even in the darkest legends, of any pike becoming a spirit blade in such a short time.
She launched forward in another attack. Kats parried it. Tirivail spun on the balls of her feet and darted past Kats' guard, dancing effortlessly in a pattern of attack her clan's Sechs had developed. Kats moved slowly to match her.
Tirivail rained blows down on Kats, and each one was blocked, although with difficulty. There were.... weaknesses in Kats' defence. Tirivail could not explain this, any more than she could explain how Kats could wield the weapon at all. The guidance of Kozorr's spirit was the only possibility.
But that meant....
It meant that Kozorr did truly love this worker after all. It meant that the bravest, strongest, most noble warrior Tirivail had ever known loved a worker rather than her.
Screaming with fury, she continued to attack. Time and space continued to shift, and she was on Minbar once again, on her family's training ground, practising with the denn'bok while her father watched.
Lanniel was defending, crafting an effortless wall of movement and parry, draining every attack. Every advance broke on her wall, and finally Tirivail slumped to the ground, defeated.
No! Not this time!
Her attack smashed Kozorr's pike from Kats' hands and the force of the impact drove the worker to the floor. Eyes blind with rage, not knowing where or when she was, Tirivail lunged in for the kill.
There was a distant cry from someone she ought to know, but did not, and a blur of motion. In one terrible instant she realised what was happening and tried to reverse her attack, but instinct was too finely ingrained. Generation after generation of warrior training in her blood worked against her.
Kozorr's crippled body could move at last. He formed another shield, one Tirivail could destroy all too easily. The edge of her pike tore into his body.
There was a rush of blood, an anguished cry, and then.... silence.
She dropped her pike and sank to her knees, head bowed. She knew Kats was saying something, but she did not hear it. The words were not meant for her, after all, but for the one they both loved, the one she had just killed.
"Is he dead?" she whispered at last. It was a killing blow, she knew that. He might still live, if his will held. It might not be fatal.... yet. But she knew with a sick certainty that it would kill him eventually.
"No," came the soft reply.
"You were right. We should not be fighting each other."
There was noise and movement from the other side of the room. "Tirivail!" came a cry. It was Rastenn, the euphoria of victory in his voice. "We have prisoners, two of them."
"Let them go," she said hollowly.
"What?"
"Let them go!"
"Sinoval is waiting for you," said Kats softly. "He is in the Grey Council Hall. He is alone."
"I know where that is." Tirivail rose to her feet and picked up her pike. "We will end this, and when it is.... done.... I will come back. Kozorr, can you.... hear me?"
"I think he can."
"You.... were right. Take your pretty little worker, be with her." Her eyes shifted to meet Kats'. "I...." She tried to say something, but no words would come.
"I know," Kats whispered, tears in her eyes.
Tirivail could not hold that gaze for long. She broke away and turned to Rastenn. He had seen Kozorr's body, and his face paled. He had idolised Kozorr, dreamed of modelling himself in his pattern.
"We will find Sinoval," she said to him, and he looked at her. "We will end this."
"Yes," said Rastenn, a dark hatred in his voice. "We will end this."
* * *
There was a lesson Corwin remembered the Captain teaching him once. It was about fear, and something he claimed to have picked up from one of his earliest commanding officers.
Fear has no place during a battle. Before, yes. And after sometimes. But never during. There are two types of soldiers: the one who wants to win, and the one who is afraid to lose. Both can be good. Damned good. But in a match between the two, there's no doubt who'll win.
Don't be afraid during a battle. Think about what is. Think about what you have to return to, not about what you might lose.
The Captain had taught him a great many things, and most of them he had learned to heed. Not this one. He was afraid, but not of dying. He was afraid of living. Afraid of what was going to come out of all this.
It was not just him. There was a palpable sense of fear over the whole bridge. He could see some of the crew shaking. It wasn't just fear of battle. These were experienced soldiers, who'd been fighting almost constantly as far back as they could remember. There was something.... expectant in the air, a feeling that something very, very bad was going to happen.
Even the ship seemed to feel it. From time to time while he had been on the Agamemnon he had felt something that seemed like a heartbeat, thudding through the armrest of his chair. It could be just his imagination, but it seemed to be beating faster now.
"Are you there?" he thought to himself. "Is anyone there, or am I really losing my mind?" He had felt so many strange things about this ship, and he was not the only one. Neeoma flat out refused to come on board any more, and several members of other crews had resigned, or moved to the normal support ships. There had even been a handful of suicides.
What had those Vorlons done here? What were they willing to do for all this?
In fact, the only person who seemed unaffected by these Dark Stars was the Captain himself, but then he had changed so much in recent months anyway.
Are you there? Corwin thought to himself again as the gap in space opened and the Agamemnon swept into normal space with the rest of the fleet.
Help me!
He started, sitting forward. Had someone said something? He looked around, but none of the bridge crew was looking at him. He was sure he had heard something, but it wasn't a voice he recognised.
He shook his head, trembling. There were a million explanations. Radio interference, perhaps. Strange things happened in hyperspace. Or maybe simple stress.
Whatever it was, rational thought fled as he found himself staring at the fleet ready to oppose him. Human ships, crewed by his contemporaries, people he knew, people he had met, liked, befriended.
And next to them, the Shadow ships.
Destroy them! cried a voice, one he could not identify, and just beneath that, a soft echo came. Help me.
There were no words that needed to be spoken, no orders that needed to be given. It was as if the ships knew what they were doing and the crews were merely along for the ride.
The Dark Stars swept forward, and battle was joined.
* * *
He watched and listened as she talked, happy to let her do so. He knew something of the trauma she had recently been through. The doctors here might not be well provisioned or well paid or well supplied, but they were thorough and they knew their job. For most of them it was a calling.
She showed little sign of her grief. Although her words lacked the conviction of their previous conversation, her genuine sincerity remained.
Dexter Smith was still unable to explain, even to himself, why he was risking so much to help Delenn. A little voice in his mind, Talia's voice, said he owed Delenn nothing. She was the enemy. They had undertaken a mission to rescue her, and they had been paid for it, and that was that. Mission accomplished, job done, go home.
But another part of him pointed out that Delenn was not the enemy. She was someone who had been terribly, terribly hurt, and needed help, needed company, needed someone.
"We have talked before," she said hesitantly, after a while. "I know you...."
"Dexter Smith. Formerly Captain in Earthforce. I arrested you on Babylon Four."
She smiled in recognition. "Yes, I remember now. What happened? Why are you not with your army any more?"
"Ah.... I was asked to explain some.... things about that whole incident I really couldn't explain. I resigned to avoid a scandal, with an honourable discharge due to 'ill health'. To be honest, I just couldn't do it any more. When I joined Earthforce it was to get away from here. Then later it was a simple matter of good and evil. We were good, you were evil, and that was that.
"I saw just a bit too much and...." He sighed. "I didn't know where I was going, what I was doing.... what. So I decided to wind down a notch, come back here and try to work things out."
"Ah," she said, nodding. "A soul quest, yes. Some of our people have been known to do similar things, when they realise they are known only by their positions, by what they are, rather than who they are.
"Tell me, Captain Smith, do you know who you are now?"
"I'm getting there," he admitted. "And it's plain old Mr. Smith these days. Or Dexter even. Just not Dex."
"I apologise," she said. She made to smile, but then a look of pain crossed her face, and she began to cough. Flecks of blood stained her mouth.
"Are you all right?" said Smith, starting. "Let me get a doctor."
"No," she whispered weakly. "It is.... only to be expected.... after what has happened. I can...." She closed her eyes. "I can still hear his heart beating...." She began coughing again.
"I'm going to get a doctor," he said again, rising from his chair by her side. She tried to say something, but clearly could not. He moved quickly from her room to the adjacent corridor. To his surprise there was no one there. He took a glance in the nearest room. It was empty. And then the next one.
That was empty too.
In fact, there was no one around.
He might have retired from Earthforce but he had been a soldier for a long time, and some instincts remained. They were all screaming at him. There was the sound of movement outside, and he began to panic. Racing back to Delenn's room, he scooped up the PPG he had laid next to the chair.
"What is it?" Delenn whispered.
"Trouble," he replied softly. "Can you walk?"
"If I must."
"Trust me, you must. I think someone's discovered you're here. Come on." He reached for her and gently helped her out of the bed. She swayed against him and almost fell. "Just move as quickly as you can," he said. "We've got to get out of here."
"Where?"
"I don't know." Slowly, he began to guide her towards the back door. "I would have said Bo's, but I went to him before. Maybe he...." He shook his head. "No, I can't believe Bo would do that. But.... Damn, we've been much too careless. Doctors, helpers, anyone could have found out you're here."
"We don't know.... they.... know...."
A window exploded as a rock came flying through it. Smith started as it landed at his feet. There was the sound of angry voices outside. He could not identify words, and he did not want to.
"Oh, they know all right. There must be another way out of here."
"Why...?" She coughed again. "Why are you helping me?"
"Someone has to."
"No," she said seriously. "No one has to. I would not blame you if you chose to leave me here. I have done much to deserve that."
"Well, what can I say? I always wanted to be a hero. Look, someone has to be the good guy, and it might as well be me. In the grand scale of things my life doesn't mean much. Yours does. Now come on, we have to get out the back."
"Thank you," she whispered. "Thank you."
"Hey, don't thank me until we're out of this."
Slowly, they moved on. More windows broke, but they were all front–facing ones. Maybe they had not got round the back. Smith was thinking of places to go, places to hide. There was an alley not far away that led out to another abandoned building. They could hide there for a while. It would be hard to conceal Delenn, of course. Even apart from her headbone she was pretty conspicuous in her white hospital gown.
Still, all they had to do was get away from here. They could try to get in touch with Welles. He would be able to do something.
Smith pushed open the back door, and swore loudly.
There was a crowd waiting for them. Several people were carrying weapons, and dark glares were burning in their eyes. There were angry cries.
And standing in the front row, a look of triumph on his face, arms folded across his chest, was Trace.
He was smiling.
* * *
Klaxons continued to blare across Proxima. Wherever they were heard they aroused panic and terror. People had long memories. Some scrambled into underground blast shelters, families huddled together, reliving days they had thought were long gone. Others stumbled outside, looking up into the sky, waiting for the first sight of the alien ships descending on their world.
If anyone in the business sector had done that they would indeed have seen an alien ship descending on their world, but this was not a Minbari warship, not a Dark Star, or a Narn cruiser, or a Drazi Sunhawk, or any other Alliance ship.
It was a Shadow vessel. A ship belonging to humanity's allies, their saviours, their guardians against all the things that threatened the human race.
The dome shattered as it crashed through the glittering surface, shards raining down upon the buildings and people below. It turned and bore down on the Edgars Building, the headquarters of Interplanetary Expeditions.
It fired. Windows shattered. Walls exploded. The building began to collapse.
Somewhere beneath the building, in a hidden, reinforced underground complex, two men stood before another one. The room was shaking around them.
"How strong is this place?" asked the younger. "Can that thing blow us up?"
"Eventually, yes. There were limits to just how strong we could make this complex without alerting the Enemy. It will however take time.... and that is on our side."
"Is it ready?"
A thin smile stretched across his features. "Yes, the network is ready. The Dark Stars are here, and unknowingly they bring our salvation with them. All we have to do is open this link."
Mr. Edgars stepped forward, looking up at the still form of Byron. There was a low humming noise, which had been growing louder and louder. Lights began to sparkle around the wall, illuminating Byron's body. His eyes flicked open, and from deep within them came a brighter and brighter–glowing light.
"Mr. Byron," said Edgars, stepping back and breathing in sharply. "This is your wake–up call."
Above them all, the Shadow ship continued to fire.
* * *
Smith moved first, instincts honed by back–alley brawls and Earthforce training. He darted in front of Delenn as the first rock was thrown. She stumbled as he pushed her back, but the rock missed her.
"It is her!" cried one voice.
"I told you so," said Trace. "It's her. He's the one that hid her here."
Some of the crowd moved forward, and Smith gently tried to push Delenn back into the doorway. She would not move.
"Stop this!" Smith cried. "This isn't...."
"Oh, but it is!" snapped Trace. "She's Minbari. She's Delenn herself. We all know who she is, what she's done! You're trying to protect her!" He turned to face the crowd. "The big war hero here would rather protect the Minbari than fight them!"
There was another forward surge, and another projectile was thrown. It struck Smith on the shoulder, and he grunted. "Go," he said to Delenn. "I'll try and hold them off.... as much as I can."
"No," she said softly.
"What? They'll kill you, for God's sake. Just go!"
"I know," she said. Gently she pushed him aside, and he stumbled. She walked forward and stood to face the crowd. They stopped, puzzled. "I am sorry," she said to them simply. "I am sorry."
"Sorry?" cried one. "Sorry?" said another. "That ain't enough!" "Not by half!"
"I know," she said again. "Words can never undo what has been done. They cannot restore the dead to your side, nor erase all the years of grief. The past can never be changed.
"But the future can be healed. The past can be remembered, and honoured, and still we can look to the future. I came here to this world, to say this. To say I am sorry."
There was a stunned silence. Smith turned to look at Trace, and saw confusion in the man's eyes. For a moment, all was still. For one moment the entire crowd paused, and history took a breath.
And then God blinked.
Someone threw a stone. It hit Delenn squarely on the leg, and she stumbled. With that, another projectile was launched, a bottle, rocks, cans, rubbish. Smith tried to intervene, but he could do nothing. Delenn fell to the ground as more and more was hurled at her. Countless cuts bled.
"Wait a minute!" Trace said at last, and the people stopped. Slowly, Delenn tried to rise. Smith went to her and offered her his arm. She leant on him, and for one moment looked into his eyes. Then she bowed her head.
"Wait a minute," said Trace again. "The Government were going to give her a trial, so they said. Do things proper and by the book, and so should we.
"But our justice isn't their justice. They've got lawyers, and fancy defences, and diplomatic concerns. We've got none of that here. We've got three–o–one justice, and we'll do this fairly.... but we'll do it our way. Anyone here want to, say, put the evidence for the prosecution, as it were?"
There was a pause, and Delenn was visibly shaking against Smith. He tried to shepherd her back towards the door, but she would not move.
"I'll say some things," said someone. The crowd parted, and an old man hobbled forward. Trace's eyes narrowed. Smith turned to look at the emerging figure and made to say something, but the words failed.
His gait was twisted, one leg dragging along, withered and bent. There were dark burn marks down the side of his face, and one eye was a mass of black scar tissue.
"You don't know who I am, do you?" he said to Delenn. She said nothing in reply. "Name's Duncan," he said after a while. "Wasn't a soldier, wasn't a scientist or a big fancy diplomat. Just a man who carved things and sold them in the market.
"Was on a passenger ship, me, my wife, my daughter. Wasn't military or nothing. Your people attacked us, blew it up good and then left us floating in space. Me.... I was lucky, maybe. I got out alive, after all. Only three of us did. Wife and daughter.... well.... That was nine years ago. Been living here ever since, just.... I don't know. Just remembering.
"Don't hate you or nothing. Just.... wanted to know. Why? Why did you do it all?"
"It...." Delenn breathed out. "It was a...." She shook. "It was a mistake."
"Ah," said Duncan. He nodded, and then turned and hobbled back towards the crowd.
"See!" said Trace. "A mistake? What kind of justification is that? Is that any way to explain all the dead, all the injured, all the lives lost? That's no excuse in my book." He looked at Smith, and the dark light of triumph burned in his eyes.
"Now, not that I see the point, but these things must be done fairly, I suppose. Does anyone want to speak for her?"
Smith moved, but Delenn reached out to touch his chest, and he fell back. "I will speak," she coughed. She stepped forward. "I.... am sorry. For everything. For those who died, for those who were hurt, for those who lost their lives and their loves and their souls.
"And I am sorry for all of you, for all those who have been lost, for those who have walked through the last sixteen years alone and afraid and in darkness.
"What we did was wrong, and I am sorry. But our people have known loss and grief and darkness just as yours have. They have learned to hate, just like you. This cycle cannot continue. Unless it is ended, both our races will be destroyed. And if it takes one more death to end this.... then that is what must be paid."
She stepped forward and spread her arms wide. "I came here for many reasons. To explain, to say I was sorry.... but most importantly to end this cycle, to set aside finally the ways of hate and death that have engulfed us all for sixteen years. And if I must die to do that.... then I will die."
"No!" cried Smith.
"Then I will die," she said again.
There was a whispered hush over the crowd. Some shook their heads, some spoke in soft tones to their friends. Some moved forward, brandishing weapons.
It was Trace who was the first to speak aloud. "Yeah," he said. "You'll die. That's what you deserve, after all. What all your kind deserve."
"Me, perhaps," she replied. "But not all Minbari. If any of you learn anything from today, learn this. The sins of the one do not carry through to the many."
"I think we should kill her now," he said. "Just so we don't have to listen to any more Minbari philosophy." There was nervous laughter. Smith moved forward. "And there's just the person to do it," Trace said. "Our executioner, so kindly come forward. Well.... you are going to accept this offer, aren't you? Or are you going to take her part over that of your own people?"
"No!" Smith cried. "This isn't right."
"It is right," Delenn said. "I came here to touch people. Maybe I have reached you.... If so, then my death will not be a waste. If just one person takes something good away from this...."
"I can't do it."
"You must.... or they will kill you as well, and then my death will not mean anything. You cannot protect me from everything. You have done more than enough for me already, and I thank you for it.... but this you must do."
"I...."
"I do not blame you."
"I'm.... I'm.... sorry."
"And so am I."
"Here you are," said Trace, tossing over a PPG. "That'll do it nicely. A bit quick, but then I forgot to bring the nails for a crucifixion, so this will have to do."
"Damn you," he hissed.
"Never gonna happen. Why? I'm the good guy, remember. After everything she's done, I can't help but be the good guy. That's a nice feeling. I'll have to be the good guy again."
"Do it!" cried someone from the crowd. There was half–hearted encouragement, but the fury seemed to have gone out of them.
"Yes," Trace said, sensing this. "Do it."
"Go on," Delenn said. "I am not afraid. If you see John.... No. He knows. I will meet him again."
"Do it!" cried Trace again.
Smith raised the weapon.
Delenn closed her eyes.
"Do it!"
He fired.
Delenn's body fell.



Chapter 5


In almost a hundred and fifty years, since telepathy was discovered amongst humans, a wide range of tests had been carried out to determine the extent of the powers, skills and abilities telepaths could possess. The first human encounter with aliens and the discovery that they had telepaths too only heightened the urgency.
One early theory was that a network of telepaths could be set up to provide completely secret, near–instant communication between any number of strategic locations. Experiments were marginally successful, but the limitation of most telepaths to line–of–sight range ultimately proved too problematic. Similar ideas were later broached regarding telepathic communication in space, when it was discovered that hyperspace extended telepathic range. Here, however, it was lack of knowledge regarding hyperspace itself that caused the problems.
There were secret reports filed in certain places speculating that certain alien races might be able to utilise telepaths in this fashion. Psi Corps managed to obtain most of these reports.
William Edgars was no scientist, but he had always possessed a quick mind and a willingness to accept ideas that others would regard as.... unusual, or even impossible. He was also more than willing to listen when it was explained exactly what would be needed of him.
Telepathic signals did travel better through hyperspace due to the strange properties of that other universe, properties not even the Vorlons understood well. The Vorlons did understand telepaths, however, very well indeed. They understood enough for their purposes.
All that was needed was a powerful telepath, of any race, at certain key locations in the galaxy, bound to a machine. Vorlon technology was organic, and so better able to siphon and direct telepathic powers than the cold harshness of machinery. Then hyperspace corridors were created, linking these nodes to each other, direct links from one to another, focussed in little pockets. Human technology could not do this, nor could most other races.
But the Vorlons had the knowledge, the power and the cold–hearted will to do whatever was necessary. They had created telepaths as weapons, and it was as weapons they would be used.
The effect of this network was to allow telepaths to draw on the powers of other telepaths, building exponentially, the whole far greater than the sum of its parts. With a little proper direction.... the effects could be devastating. Much of Vorlon space had been protected in this manner, but never before had the network been extended outside Vorlon territory.
Never until now.
Byron's eyes opened. Light filled him, filled his mind. He had no consciousness now, save a little voice that might once have been his, screaming, a tiny echo in a mass of other screams.
His body shook as the hyperspace conduit opened behind him, in front of him, all around him. He was the gateway between the two worlds, the minds of a billion telepaths forming the telekinetic shield that protected against the gravity distortion.
His every muscle burned, stretched beyond breaking–point. His bones shook and were shattered by the stress. His blood boiled. None of that mattered. His mind was all that was important, his body was just a vessel, and now that he had been welcomed into the network, the network itself would be a ready vessel.
Edgars and Morden watched this, the older man smiling, the younger marvelling.
"You know what to do," Edgars said.
Byron did not, but the network did.
A scream left his mouth, one too high for the humans to hear. But the Vorlons heard it. The Shadows heard it.
And the Shadows began to die.
* * *
It was the Shadow ship that had shattered the dome that felt the wave first. The Shadows had known about their vulnerability to telepaths for a long time and had tried various strategies to counteract this weakness. They had had limited success with some forms of shielding, but they had decided by far the best approach was caution and stealth, and to use force only when absolutely necessary.
The destruction of the Edgars Building had been absolutely necessary, but unfortunately for the Shadows, and indeed for all humanity, the shields and fortifications had held just long enough.
The Shadow ship screamed as the full force of the telepathic network tore through it. Its organic shielding was shattered before the sheer power of a million telepathic minds working as one. Every living thing on the ship was driven mad in one terrifying instant, and it fell from the sky.
Buildings were smashed to mere piles of rubble as the Shadow ship crashed through them. The Edgars Building was already all but destroyed, and as the ship crashed through it the remains were utterly ruined. Again, however, the bunkers held.
And the telepathic power expanded outwards, tearing up through the skies of Proxima, sensing and targeting the other vessels of the hated Enemy. Byron might have been the focal point for the network in this area, but there were a good number of lesser nodes, points of focus and direction.
The wave swept onwards, enhanced and directed and shaped.
And with it came madness and chaos and destruction....
.... and death.
* * *
Captain Bethany Tikopai of the De'Molay caught the feeling that something was very wrong the instant before her ship began to fall apart. There was a brief flicker of light flashing before her eyes, and she blinked, a nagging itch suddenly developing inside her brain.
She opened her mouth to say something, but was not sure what.
Then everything collapsed about her. There was a scream, coming from the walls around her, from the floor beneath her feet, from the ceiling above her head. It tore through her mind and her soul and she recoiled from the sheer pain carried within it.
A terminal mere feet from her exploded, throwing the technician backwards. His body was burned and charred by the time it hit the floor. The lights on the bridge shattered one by one, as more and more terminals tore apart. In the weapons bay all the crew died in one instant of shock, not even realising what was happening as the targeting systems exploded around them and the hull was ripped open as though it were paper.
The engines were blown apart. The transport tubes collapsed around each other. The navigation systems were filled with white noise and a golden light.
Captain Tikopai was thrown forward as the ship rocked beneath her. Her head struck the floor and she heard the ship screaming once more before she blacked out.
The De'Molay hung dead in space.
* * *
Her eyes were closed. She might have been sleeping, but it was clear to everyone that she wasn't. She was dead, she must be. Human or Minbari, no one could take a PPG shot at point–blank range to the chest and survive.
For a moment everyone was still and silent. This was not what any of them had expected. They had come here for revenge on the monster who had killed their families, their friends, their homeworld. They had found a woman who had spoken earnestly of forgiveness and peace and sorrow, and who had gone to her death willingly.
Smith looked up from Delenn's body, and the only thing he could see was Trace. He was standing back, his arms folded high on his chest, a smug smile on his face. He had won. He had proved his power. He had ended a life that meant nothing to him, and destroyed that of a person he hated.
"It's good being the hero, i'n't it?" he said. "This must be how you felt, before you threw it all over and decided to become the champion of the down–and–outs."
"Shut up," Smith hissed. "You don't know anything."
"No? I know more than you think. I know about power, and about pain, and how anyone will do anything you want of them, if you just push them right. They all wanted her dead, all these people here, and I'm the one who helped them with that.
"I'm their hero."
"Oh?" said Smith. "I don't think you know them as well as you think."
Trace prepared to say something, but then he stopped and looked up. There were no warning systems here in the Pit. Why should there be, when no one cared who lived or died here?
But there were certain instincts, ancient and primaeval, that spoke within all humanity - ancient genetic memories. They spoke of danger.
"Oh hell," Trace said softly, all the colour draining from his face.
A good many things happened at once. There were cries of terror from the crowd, angry panic from Trace, and a desperate scuffle to escape, to get away from here, away from the invaders who would surely seek revenge on those who had murdered their leader. There were pleas for forgiveness, prayers to Gods worshipped and Gods ignored.
The crowd surged forward, trying to move somewhere, anywhere. Smith threw himself on Delenn's body, desperate to protect her now as he had not before. A sharp pain exploded in his leg as someone trod on it. He tried to raise his arms to protect his head, but a foot slammed into the side of his skull, and he was thrown into a world where all he knew was his nightmares.
* * *
The Dark Stars had always been slightly.... unusual ships. They were of Vorlon design and manufacture of course, with their systems crafted to be useable by many of the younger races. There were some who were uncomfortable being in them, and some, such as Flight–lieutenant Neeoma Connally, who refused to set foot on one unless absolutely necessary.
Many however, were beginning to find an odd sense of peace on board a Dark Star. Captain John Sheridan hardly left his flagship at all these days.
A probable cause of this was the sheer effectiveness of the Dark Stars in combat against the previously superior Shadow ships. Advanced jamming and shielding techniques coupled with powerful weapons systems made the fight much more even.
But the Dark Stars still held mysteries, and they had certainly never done this before.
"What the hell?" whispered Corwin.
For one instant, a mere handful of seconds after Byron began to scream, a brilliant light filled every room of the Dark Star 3 - the Agamemnon. The entire ship was bathed in a pure and perfect rejection of the darkness, and somewhere, in a lost and forgotten place, another scream was added, a slight and almost imperceptible echo of Byron's own. And then another, and then another. But no one heard them.
The light soon faded, but Corwin's attention was quickly drawn away from the unusual phenomenon, as he mentally filed it at the top of a very long list of unusual phenomena.
"Captain," said the tech. "Something.... something's happened."
"What?"
"The Earthforce ships.... they've.... stopped."
"Stopped what?"
"No, Captain. Just stopped dead. They're not moving, not powering weapons. Nothing. The De'Molay and the Dark Thunder might as well be floating hulks. The Morningstar is just turning in circles, and the Saint–Germain looks to be operating at about quarter–strength."
"What about the Shadow ships?"
"Some are paralysed, a few others are moving sluggishly. Some of them are still advancing."
"He knew this would be too easy," muttered Corwin. "Whatever's happened.... he knew about it."
"Sorry, Captain? What are your orders?"
"Hit the Shadow ships that are still moving. Do not fire on Earthforce ships unless they pose a threat to us."
"Aye, sir."
Corwin sat back, feeling something throbbing beneath him, above him, all around him. He did not know what had happened, but he had a very uncomfortable and unpleasant feeling.
For one brief instant he thought he heard a scream, coming from somewhere far, far away.
* * *
In a place far from the fates of men and nations being decided at Proxima, Sinoval, Primarch Majestus et Conclavus, was talking to people who had been dead for ten centuries.
"I wonder if he understood," he was saying, walking slowly around the first Hall of the Grey Council. Memories of the terrible bloodshed and torture that had occurred in the second Hall still touched him, as did the vision of his death in this place. He was thinking about Kats, and her part in his vision.
He was thinking about Sonovar.
"I wonder if he understood why they betrayed him. I would think not. Marrain and Parlonn were warriors, raised in a different culture, a different world from him. I have no idea what the Vorlons put into his mind, but hypnosis, subliminal influence, years of lessons.... all of these are no match for a lifetime of training. Marrain and Parlonn were born warriors, in the days when the word meant something, when you served your lord unto death, to the last breath, to the last whisper.
"Whatever else Valen was, he could not be a warrior like that. The histories show it. He abolished the Morr'dechai, elevated the workers, ended the rite of denn'cha. His coming was a hurricane of change. And still.... I wonder if he truly understood why they betrayed him. I certainly did not know why I was betrayed.
"Until now, anyway.
"Love is a strange thing, would you not agree? I have never understood it myself, but then I am told that those who have experienced it themselves rarely understand it either. Hatred is something I do understand, all too well. That is where Valen mis–stepped. He understood love, but not hatred.... and it doomed him. It also doomed Marrain and Parlonn."
Stormbringer tapped slowly against the side of his leg as he walked around the circle. "How many of you understood? How many of my Grey Council would understand? The religious caste have always made a show of not understanding, and claiming that they are wiser in doing so than are we who claim to comprehend. It is possible they are right, although this is the first time I have ever accepted that as a possibility."
Slowly, he walked into the centre of the circle. The ghosts of nine Councillors watched him with silent eyes.
And one moment later, one of the columns was no longer occupied by a ghost of the past, but by a harbinger of the future. And then another. And another. And another.
And that was all.
Eyes darkening, Sinoval glanced quickly around the circle. Four. Only four. He could not see Kats' body, and that was welcome. Maybe Lanniel and the others had managed to save her. He hoped so.
But then he could not see Sonovar either. Or Kozorr.
He did not like this. He had seen the future, and known it for what it was. Had his careful manipulations come to nothing, or was this just a simple.... flux?
"I was expecting more of you," he said softly.
"We will be enough," said the first warrior. He recognised her, although by reputation only. Lanniel's sister, the daughter of Takier of the Storm Dancers clan. Tirivail, that was her name. Takier had been the most influential surviving lord to ally with Sonovar. He was not here either.
"Where is Sonovar?"
"Lord Sonovar thought this beneath his attention."
Now Sinoval was confused. His careful efforts to force the truth of his vision did not seem to have worked. Or maybe they had been about to.... and someone, or something else had interfered.
"And Kozorr?" he asked, casually.
Tirivail extended her pike. "No more words," she said.
They charged forward. The columns of light went out.
* * *
"Scorched Earth." Welles laughed, a sound entirely devoid of humour. "Scorched Earth, but who's going to do the scorching, hmm? Him, or you?"
David Sheridan did not reply. He was still holding the piece of paper in his hand, looking at it, trying to think. The Vorlons were based in the IPX headquarters. If the building could be destroyed, then so would they. And Clark if he was there.
But what was their plan? They couldn't do this directly. They would want to blame the Shadows for this. For one terrible moment, Sheridan wondered if he had not done exactly what Clark had wanted. The destruction of an entire dome at the hands of the Shadows would be a powerful tool.
But then he calmed himself. No. Clark had said humanity needed to be taught a lesson, as a punishment for choosing the wrong side. There had been something in his words that had implied.... more....
Much more.
"Scorched Earth," Welles said again.
"Will you stop staying that?" snapped Sheridan. "Do you have any idea what it means, or are you just trying to drive me crazy?"
"It's.... I don't know. It's a bit familiar. Clark's.... what is Clark up to?"
"He and the Vorlons want to punish humanity. They want to teach us all a lesson for choosing the Shadows instead of them."
"I wasn't aware we had a choice."
"Then you try explaining that to them. The Vorlons don't care about fair. They only care about what's right.... what's right by their twisted logic anyway. Anyway, they were going to punish humanity, and try to blame it on us."
"How long do you think they have had control of Clark?"
"A few years at least. I've been noticing.... unusual behaviour in him for a while, things that weren't connected to.... what we were doing to him. He was obsessed with Sinoval, if you remember, and eager to push for war with the Alliance, to bring things to this point."
"The Alliance, yes. This timing can't be a coincidence. The attack on Proxima was rushed. He wanted it to happen now. Just when he was ready. The attack is a distraction, something to draw all the Shadow ships away, all our ships away.
"Why?
"Because what he's doing is going to be public, and not instantaneous. There would be time for someone to stop it, if they weren't distracted." Sheridan started, and Welles smiled. "Clark isn't going to lay the blame on the Shadows. You're an abstract. This isn't about you, or me, or the Alliance. It's about the man in the street, and to him the Shadows are just our alien protectors, powerful, but distant. How many of them have even seen a Shadow?
"But Clark.... He's real. He's known, and he's our leader, someone who's been behind the alliance with the Shadows from day one. He's going to take all the blame on himself, and he's left that note as proof.
"He's going to turn the defence grid inwards. To the planet."
"They wouldn't," Sheridan breathed.
"If what you've told me is true.... then they definitely would. They...." Welles stopped, and paused.
There was a sudden shriek, and the air around them shimmered. The remaining Shadow flickered into view, screaming alien sounds, its alien body thrashing. Sheridan stumbled, moaning, pain tearing through his mind. He shrank to his knees as the Shadow fell, bone and joint torn apart.
Welles went to Sheridan's side and helped him up.
"I think we'd better hurry," he said, his voice deadly serious.
* * *
To His Most August Majesty Emperor Mollari II of the Centauri Republic, Keeper of the Four Gates of the Temple, Master of the Starless Sky, Bearer of the Purple Shroud;
From the Council of the United Alliance of Kazomi Seven, authorised by Ministers Lethke zum Bartrando, Kullenbrok, Taan Churok, Vizhak, Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar, and, in absentia, Captain John Sheridan.
Evidence has reached this Council of an alliance between the military forces of the Centauri Republic and the race of First Ones called the Shadows, with whom we are currently at war. We have studied this evidence in some detail and found it to be entirely convincing. We therefore have no hesitation in dismissing your application for a Centauri embassy on Kazomi Seven.
In addition, all ambassadorial staff on Kazomi Seven have been exiled. No Centauri trading vessels, military ships or diplomatic envoys will be permitted to pass through space controlled by the Alliance or any of our races. Any ships that break this blockade will be fired upon.
Furthermore, should the Centauri Republic employ the assistance of the Shadows in any further engagements with the Narn Regime, we will come instantly to the defence of the Narn Regime and assist them against you in any way possible. Any Centauri assault on Alliance ships, stations or territories will be considered an act of war.
If you can provide conclusive proof before this body that your alliance with the Shadows is over and permit such observations and investigations as are necessary to confirm this, and agree to a substantial Alliance military presence in Centauri space and certain restrictions on the size and use of the Centauri military, we will end the blockade and exile and resume diplomatic relations.
Signed and authorised this day by the members of the Council of the United Alliance of Kazomi Seven.
The more Londo read the contents of the message, the less he believed them. What were they thinking? He looked at the names at the top of the page and found it impossible to credit that any of them could have written that. By the Maker, he had helped rebuild Kazomi 7 after the Drakh invasion. He had promised any assistance they might require as soon as he was in a position to give it. He had been one of their most loyal supporters.
And now this. Lethke, Vizhak, G'Kar! That they would believe.... this! That he would make a deal with....
He had been one of the first of G'Kar's Rangers. His bodyguard was one of G'Kar's Rangers.
He had known anger in his life. He had known sorrow and loss and determination to do what must be done. He had never known all four simultaneously, as he did now.
Lethke's face appeared on the viewscreen. Finally.
"Emperor Mollari," the Brakiri said. "This is.... not a good moment."
"Not a good moment?" Londo replied. "Not a good moment?" He held up the message, the contents of the diplomatic pouch. "Tell me, Lethke, when would be a good moment for all my friends to turn on me?"
"Emperor Mollari, we have seen...."
"You have seen? Oh well, then everything is all right! Yes, you have seen some pathetic amateur forgery created by the people we are at war with, and that is enough to convince you to turn against me! How long have we known each other, Lethke? How long have G'Kar and I been working together against the Shadows?
"By the Great Maker, do you honestly think I would authorise something like this?"
"The evidence is.... irrefutable, Emperor Mollari," Lethke replied uncomfortably. "It is not a fake, not a forgery. The Shadows assisted your ships in a battle against the Narns."
"It is a lie!"
"It is no lie."
"I saw what their servants did at Kazomi Seven. Do you think I would...?"
"What I think does not matter. I am one voice among many. We are at war with the Shadows, and that war will continue until they are destroyed and gone. By whatever Gods you worship, please.... don't make us go to war with you as well."
"War? Why not, Lethke? Join with your good friends the Narns and come and invade us. We have the homeworld left, you know. And maybe Immolan. Perhaps a few other worlds you can divide up between yourself and the Narns."
"That is unjustified."
"And this is not?! We are a free and sovereign race. We have made no deals with the Shadows, and any evidence that says otherwise is a lie. If any Alliance ships come into our space, we will not hesitate to deal with them, understand? We have fought the Narns for long enough. We will fight you as well if we have to."
"You know our conditions, Emperor Mollari. Do not talk to me again unless you are willing to agree to them." The screen went blank and Londo let out a great roar of anger and fury. He staggered away from it and hurled the diplomatic pouch into the far corner of the room. Moving swiftly, a shadow emerging from the darkness, Lennier stepped into view and caught it effortlessly.
Londo frequently forgot his bodyguard was there. Lennier was developing a habit of not being noticed.
"You heard all that?" Lennier nodded. "Once word gets out, and it will.... it may not be.... safe for you to be here. Perhaps you should go back to Kazomi Seven. I will have to expel all Alliance personnel from our space anyway. I can do no less in view of their actions. I would rather you left.... voluntarily."
Slowly, silently, Lennier removed his sunburst badge and laid it on a table. "I am your bodyguard," he said with absolute conviction. "I would not be doing my duty if I abandoned you in a moment of difficulty."
"Then you believe me? I swear I did not do what they think I did."
"I believe you."
Londo smiled. "I thank the Maker someone does! When is Marrago due back from Tolonius? I would not be surprised if you were present when he contacted me."
"I believe he said.... before nineteen hundred hours tonight. He was going to be leaving your nephew in charge of the area and returning here to provide a full briefing."
"Good. I will have to contact him and let him know I am calling a full meeting of the Government. I do not like the way this is developing. Someone.... someone is playing a very large trick on us, and when I find out who...."
Londo suddenly stopped, and looked at his companion. "Do you know, I have not heard you speak so much in months?"
Lennier smiled and bowed his head. Londo laughed, but it was one laugh, and no more.
* * *
Trace was not sure of the exact moment he realised everything was truly over, the instant he discovered at last that his mysterious patron had his own agenda. It did not really matter. He had risen this far not through the efforts of others, but by his own will.
"There is one thing that makes us winners," he said slowly. "It isn't talent. It isn't strength, or intelligence, or guts. It's the willpower to do what the other guys won't."
He was not sure exactly who he was speaking to. There was no one here who was not dead or unconscious. The crowd had fled as soon as news had come of the attack. How it had got here Trace did not know, but he was willing to believe in primaeval instincts of survival. He had always trusted his instincts.
Plus, of course, everyone had fled to escape from the place where Delenn had died. Their guilt and horror had been clear in all their eyes, even the eyes of people Trace had thought he could have trusted. They had come here hoping to execute an alien freak war criminal and murderess and instead they had found.... something else.
Trace looked at Delenn's still body. There was.... peace there. Her dying expression had been one of acceptance. He chuckled. She could be as peaceful and accepting as she liked. She was still dead. He spat on her and walked slowly over to the far wall, leaning against it, arms folded.
People didn't understand. They just didn't understand anything. People were stupid, that was their problem. They saw what they wanted to see, and when they were confronted with the truth their minds became a little.... dazed. They had always thought of Delenn as one thing, but then they had seen her as something else, and they weren't sure which was true. The attack had distracted them from thinking about this, but in the next few days a consensus of sorts would be reached. Delenn would either be a murderous war criminal justly killed by a righteous population or a near–saint murdered by callous, unfeeling monsters.
Trace chuckled again. The final decision would be reached by following the lead from above, and for these people, that meant him. Assuming he survived all this, and he had every confidence in Earthforce's ships, he would ensure which judgement prevailed.
It wasn't as if he even cared about Delenn one way or the other. She was a political tool of the leaders, and a woman mildly pretty in an alien sort of way, and that was that. He had only got involved with this to prove a point, to justify his own beliefs about humanity.
Oh, yes.... and for one other reason.
He looked over at Smith. He was still out. Trace really hoped he would wake up soon. Smith had interfered in his business, broken into his property, killed Nelson. Now Nelson had been a true friend. He would never have run away to some antiquated shelter to hide from the sky, like these idiots Trace had working for him these days.
But more than that, Smith believed there was something good and selfless in humanity. Trace had just proven him wrong, and himself right, and if there was one thing Mr. Trace wanted, it was always to be right.
Smith moved and coughed, turning over. He had taken a nasty blow to the head, painful yes, but nowhere near fatal.
Yet. Trace moved forward and waited until Smith raised himself to his knees. His foot came down hard on Smith's back. Smith fell and rolled over, looking up with gummed–up eyes, seeing through a maze of stars and dots and memories.
"Howdy," said Trace. "I think we have some unfinished business."
* * *
You are a fool.
This is not the time for this.
No, this is the time.
The flames were licking around him, scalding his skin, blackening and burning his soul. Marrain could feel himself burning, hear his own dying screams, remember the sheer.... relief.
It was over. Thank everything that moved and breathed, it was over!
But it wasn't. He would burn forever. He was still burning now, a thousand years on. He was still burning.
They murdered innocents! The Yolu would not support us, it was true. And why? Did you think about that? Did they think about that?
The Yolu are cowards!
No! They are afraid. Fear and cowardice are not the same. I am afraid. Every single day, I am afraid. There is no shame in fear.
You are not a warrior.
The warrior's code. We fear only failure. That was the code. Marrain had felt fear, and not of failure. He had never feared death, never once, but at the end, as the flames of his own creation consumed him, he had feared life.
The Yolu are not as powerful as we are. They are not as strong, they have less military might. And no, they are not as brave as we are. They are not to be hated for that. They are not to be reviled! Do you not see, Marrain? For what do we fight, if not to protect those who cannot protect themselves? What is the point of the strong, if they do not protect the weak? We should defend the Yolu, not attack them.
Zarwin did not understand that.
And do you? If you do.... then this will all have been worthwhile. He will understand in time, whether today, or in a thousand years. But do you understand today, Marrain?
There had been a moment.... one single moment's pause, when something had touched him, something had touched his mind, some hint of.... comprehension.
But it was there for only a moment, and then it was gone, and all the old ways returned.
He had seen his eyes reflected in Valen's own, and there had been a great darkness in them. As a child, he had once dreamed about being pursued by a horrible monster, a creature so much taller and stronger than him. The instant before he woke he had looked into that monster's eyes.... and now he saw that sight again, an adult, not a child. He saw his own eyes, reflected in those of a friend, a mentor, a leader.... a friend.
No. I do not understand.
And Valen had turned away.
The flames died, and Marrain sank to the floor. A dull, echoing noise ceased, and he realised it had been his own laughter. He looked up, and thought for a moment he saw Zarwin, across the ages, but then he realised it was Vhixarion.
"We have seen the Z'ondar," Vhixarion said. "We have seen him and Zarwin, the first Sah'thai.... He who Atoned. Zarwin did not understand...."
"Valen said he would," Marrain whispered. How wise had he been? Just how much had he known?
"We have not a tenth of Zarwin's wisdom. We have not a hundredth of the Z'ondar's wisdom. You knew them both. You are he who stood at the right hand of the Z'ondar, returned to us through the chariot of ages.
"Tell us.... Help us to understand."
"I do not understand," Marrain whispered. "I am not a God, not a prophet. I am just a man. I do not understand." He met the alien's eyes, and saw Zarwin in him once again. There had been one moment when Zarwin had teetered on the edge of comprehension.... just one moment. It had faded quickly, but it had been there.
"But together.... perhaps.... we can."
He held out his hand.
* * *
It is a strange habit of many races to want to name and record battles. The reasons for this vary. The Narns grimly remember those who died and speak their names with vengeance and dark determination, recalling often their ancestors or family or friends who fell at this battle, or at that siege. The Centauri constantly recount vainglorious tales of long–distant glories and great deeds of the past, distancing themselves from the smell of blood, the pitiful cries of the dying and the grieving relatives.
The humans.... they like history. They like to study it, record it, remember it. To study anything it must be recorded, and so the battles need names, dates, generals.
Humans like history, but they very rarely learn anything from it.
Immediately after the battle some scholars suggested the title of the Third Line, echoing of course the First Line at Earth and the Second Line at Proxima. That name fell out of use in a few years, when it became apparent that the Alliance used the name 'Third Line' to refer to an engagement at Epsilon 3 the year before.
A rival school preferred the Siege of Proxima, but that never gained widespread acceptance. Some pro–Alliance historians suggested the Battle to Reclaim Humanity, but for too many that title was too ironic and painful.
Finally, after some fifty years or so, the Battle of Proxima was accepted, giving rise to considerable disappointment at such a boring name for such an eventful occasion. But that was fifty years in the future.
And this is the present.
Most of the Dark Stars were puzzled by the sudden near–collapse of the enemy ships, but their captains reacted swiftly enough to the sight of a few Shadow ships still operating. Captain Sheridan was the first, leading from the front as always, but Captains Corwin, Daro and Kulomani were also quick to move.
The engagement was still difficult, but much less so than if the Shadows had been at full strength. Without the support of their Earthforce allies they were unable to hold the gateway to the Proxima system, and mounted a cautious retreat. The Alliance ships moved nearer and nearer to Proxima 3 itself, knowing the defence grid was waiting for them.
Of the four capital Earthforce ships, the Saint–Germain possessed limited capabilities and the Morningstar was struggling to regain some sort of combat readiness. For the Dark Thunder and the De'Molay , however, the damage was much more comprehensive.
* * *
The captain of the De'Molay could hear a million voices screaming as one, coming from a far–distant place. Beneath them she could dimly detect the hissing agony that came from around her.
And above them all, behind the screams, were the triumphant whispers of an ancient race she had never met.
Then all she could hear was her name.
Her eyes opened and she stirred, wincing at the pain in her head and side. Her second, Commander Paul Telleride, was beside her, shaking her gently.
"It's all right," she whispered, blinking past the pain and looking up at him. There was a long deep crimson gash across his forehead. "I'm awake. What the hell happened to us?"
"Your guess is as good as mine," he replied, stepping back and awkwardly helping her up. "We're floating here. Jaiena in Engineering is doing what she can, but...."
"Damn." Bethany activated her link, patching in the signal. "Engineering," she said. "Jaiena, can you hear me?"
The familiar voice of the Chief Engineer answered a moment later, through a confused and patchwork signal. "Captain.... Engi... ing.... here."
"What's our status, Jaiena? Please tell me we can do something!"
"Ship–to–sh.... comm.... active.... Engines are.... dead. Weapons.... dead. Navigation.... We're working on...."
"Ship–to–ship comm is active?" Bethany looked up at Paul, who was bent over one of the panels, frantically working at something. "Do what you can, Jaiena. Tikopai out." She hobbled over to her second, wincing with every step. Her bridge was in complete chaos, covered in debris, small fires still burning, smoke filling the air.
And with each step, the ship itself seemed to cry with its suffering.
"Can we get through to any of the others? Are they in any better condition than we are?"
"I'm trying," muttered Paul. "Our last sensor reading was of the Dark Thunder practically falling apart, but as for the others, we.... Hallelujah!"
"Didn't know you were a religious man," she observed, and then her humour faded as she heard a clipped, precise voice.
"Saint–Germain to De'Molay. Anyone there, De'Molay?"
"This is De'Molay. What is your status, Saint–Germain?"
"Good to hear from you, Captain. We are changing coding signals every three seconds, so keep up."
"If we can."
"We are operational. Whatever hit us seems to have affected the Saint–Germain less than the rest of you. However, our enhanced jump engines, superior sensor array and all the other engine enhancements are inoperational. Our targeting systems and hull integrity are also not good. Our weapons systems are completely off–line."
Tikopai stood back, trying to think. The Saint–Germain's weapons systems had never been over–powerful in any case. It was a sign of desperation that the ship was here at all. What weapons they had were special Shadowtech dispersion fire, designed to distract and hinder pursuing forces while the ship fled. It was a scouting and reconnaissance vessel after all....
Tikopai paused, a dark thought rising.
A scouting vessel, designed with enhancements to the normal jump engines enabling it to enter hyperspace much more quickly and efficiently than normal Earthforce ships. With a superior Shadowtech sensor array, aimed to scan at much greater distances. With considerable Shadowtech engine enhancements designed for greater speed and manoeuverability.
"Good God," she whispered. "It's the Shadowtech. Whatever they hit us with has paralysed all the Shadowtech in our ships."
"How on earth...?" asked Paul.
"I've no idea. DeClercq, did you hear that?"
"Confirmed."
"Can you get through to Ryan and the Morningstar?"
"Negative."
"Damn! What are the Alliance up to? We're sitting blind over here."
"As far as we can tell from normal sensor functions, the Shadows are beginning to pull back. Some of the Alliance ships are heading for Proxima itself. Our normal jump engines should be on–line again soon according to the engineers. We will follow them."
"And what are you going to do when you get there? The defence grid should still be operational. It was only enhanced with Shadowtech, like the Saint–Germain, not completely built from it as we were. Oh God, let's just hope it holds. Keep trying to get through to the Morningstar and the Dark Thunder. We're going to get as much back on–line as we can. De'Molay out."
Bethany stepped back and activated her link.
"Yes?" came Jaiena's voice.
"You'd better hurry down there. I think we're going to have even less time than we thought."
* * *
Captain David Corwin had been fighting the Shadows for over two years, starting with their first appearance here, defending the Proxima system from the Minbari attackers. Now he had returned, and once again the Shadows were defending Proxima, but this time he was in the attacking force.
And this time the Shadows were being defeated.
He didn't know how or why this was happening, and that annoyed him. He had a very unpleasant feeling about all this, but he knew his duty. Whatever had hit the Shadows, seemingly focussed through the Dark Star ships, had not paralysed them completely as it had the Earthforce ships. They were still moving sluggishly; weakened, but still deadly. The Shadows were ancient and fell, their lives dedicated to warfare.
But, slowly, they were being beaten back. Clearly they were less willing to relinquish Proxima than they had been to concede other defeats, but inexorably they were being forced back.
And the Dark Stars followed them.
Corwin turned to the viewscreen and saw the face of the Brakiri there, Kulomani. "Captain," Corwin said, puzzled as to why the captain of the Dark Star 4 should contact him.
"Captain Corwin. Our battle plan has.... as Captain Daro put it, fallen completely apart. Are we to move on Proxima Three itself as originally planned?"
"Why haven't you asked Captain Sheridan about this?"
"We have.... or to be more precise, we have tried. There is no response from Dark Star One."
Corwin swore to himself. Captain Sheridan was his oldest and dearest friend, but he had changed in recent months, and not for the better. If he wanted to ignore his allies, then so be it. They had a mission here, and that was to save humanity from the consequences of their bargains.
Just why the other captains had elected him as the one to turn to, he had no idea.
"Yes, we move on Proxima Three, as per the original plan. Destroy any Shadow ships there, disable any further Earthforce ships, take out the defence grid, and then.... hopefully by then, Captain Sheridan will be able to proceed."
"And what about these four Earthforce ships here?"
"Leave them. They are disabled and dead. God alone knows what happened to them, but they're no threat to us. Proxima Three is our target, Captain. Let's go for it."
And the Dark Stars moved closer to Proxima 3.
* * *
Power in the Centauri Royal Court was a fragile and temporary thing at best. With an advancement system heavily and unofficially based on dead men's purple boots, assassination, blackmail, poison, bribery and so forth were all common. During the brief reign of Emperor Refa I and the following months, the Court had been in a state of near civil war. For almost a year, things had been quiet.
Oh, there were still the usual manoeuvrings, a few notable disappearances and various minor power struggles, but the first year of the reign of Emperor Mollari II had been marked more by struggles against alien threats than internal ones.
A false sense of security had settled over the Court. All it took was one message to revive the sense of paranoia and mistrust that had gripped them for years.
Lord–General Marrago was the last to arrive at the meeting of the Emperor's Government Council, and no one could deny he was an imposing figure. For centuries his family had protected the Centarum and the Throne. Few families boasted such an honourable and eventful past, and Marrago's own career had been distinguished in plenty.
He nodded briefly at the few of the Council he was on good terms with and then took his seat at the left hand of the Emperor. The others were of course already here, and Marrago cast his gaze across at them. First, there were those Londo trusted implicitly: the First Consort Lady Timov, Minister of Resource Procurement; Vir Cotto, Minister of Foreign Policy; Durano, Minister of Intelligence. Somewhere at the back of the room was Lennier, the Imperial Bodyguard. And there was Marrago himself, the Lord–General and Minister of War.
Then there were the others, men Marrago neither liked nor respected, but who were here by the demands of politics. He despised men of politics, and the feeling was largely mutual. No one ever forgot, or allowed him to forget, that it had been a member of his family who had murdered and deposed an Emperor.
"I take it," said Minister Vitari slowly, "that the occupation of Tolonius is proceeding as planned?" He was a precise man, of few words, and always carefully chosen. News of the victory there had come through already.
"It is," said the Emperor quickly, not allowing his Lord–General time to speak. "Lord–General Marrago and I have spoken and I have received his full report. However there is a more urgent matter to discuss. A few hours ago I received a message from the United Alliance Council, and communicated with Minister Lethke of that body.
"Our emissaries have been expelled from Kazomi Seven, our embassy is rejected, all our ships and personnel are ordered to leave Alliance space and we are not to enter their territory. There are various other matters, but the fact is, the Alliance and this Republic are now no longer allies. They may even join with the Narns in their war with us."
There was pandemonium among the lesser Ministers, but Vitari managed to break in. "If such an event occurs, can we defeat both the Narns and the Alliance?"
"No," said Marrago simply, his face shrouded with concern. "As it stands, our war with the Narns is far from a sure thing. They are currently over–extended, and weakened as a result, and this is allowing us to punch holes in their lines and reclaim our captured colonies. However, with the support of the Alliance behind them, they will be able to hold the lines and advance on the homeworld once more. I have also heard some things about the Alliance Dark Star ships. I am convinced they are more than a match for an equal number of our capital warships."
"The Narns were beaten back easily enough when they attacked here," boasted one of the junior Ministers. "We can surely defeat them again, and the Alliance with them."
"The Narns were beaten because they underestimated us," Marrago replied smoothly. "They did not bring enough ships, thinking no doubt we were still in the state of chaos we were in some months earlier, before Emperor Mollari's ascension. They underestimated us and overextended their own resources. They will not make such mistakes again."
"What reasons has the Alliance given for breaking off diplomatic relations?" asked Durano, a thoughtful expression on his face. The Minister of Intelligence was known for being coolly calculating, with a kutari–sharp mind. He was also renowned for being politically impartial, which was why he had survived the troubles.


"The Kha'Ri have fabricated evidence to suggest we are allied with the Shadows. The Alliance Council is convinced of the truth of this." Emperor Mollari shook his head. "As the Alliance is at war with the Shadows at present, they obviously cannot maintain relations with someone allied with their enemies.
"But of course we are not. I have made no deal with the Shadows, and I am convinced that no one here would do such a thing. This is a lie by the Kha'Ri, or a trick by the Shadows to cast doubt on us."
"Lord–General," said Durano, looking directly at Marrago. "Is there any truth that the Shadows assisted your forces at Tolonius?"
The Lord–General shifted uncomfortably in his seat. "There were some.... anomalous forces present. Some Narn ships were destroyed in.... unusual circumstances. Whatever these forces were, our scanners could not accurately detect them. It is possible they were Shadow vessels."
"And you did not try to ascertain what these.... 'anomalous forces' were?"
"Enough, Durano!" snapped the Emperor. "The Lord–General is not under interrogation here. The Shadows have rarely acted openly, if this is indeed them. They are many thousands of years in advance of us. When a few of our ships fought them at the Battle of the Second Line, there were scanning problems then."
"Well then," said Durano, enunciating clearly and obviously deep in thought. "There are three options. Firstly, this evidence concerning the Shadow involvement is a forgery by the Kha'Ri or others, and this may or may not be known to the Alliance. They may be taken in by the forgery, or they may be in league with the forgers.
"Secondly, the Shadows may be intervening here, not to assist us in any way, but to sow discord and mistrust between ourselves and the Alliance.
"And thirdly, someone has made such an alliance with the Shadows, without the knowledge or consent of this body. This alliance may have been made as part of a personal quest for power, possibly a legacy of the Shadow Criers, or may be for purely altruistic reasons, a genuine desire to help our people."
"Have we been able to examine this evidence?" asked the Empress Timov in her clipped tones. There were several who looked at her uncomfortably. No woman had sat in government for centuries, and she had a most unpleasant habit of saying exactly what she thought.
"The Alliance have.... ah.... refused to forward us a copy," said Foreign Minister Vir Cotto. "I hope to be able to discuss matters with Ha'Corarm'ah G'Kar and other members of the Council, with the aim of obtaining one."
"Are they willing to help us uncover the truth behind this?" asked Vitari. "We have been closely linked with them since your ascension, Majesty. Surely there are some there who trust you."
"There are some there, I believe, who trust me. However, reasons of politics prevent them from working with us except under certain conditions. They desire a military presence in Centauri space, observation teams and various other means of assuring no such alliance exists. I will not under any circumstances compromise our security or our sovereignty, even to people who are meant to be our allies."
"Then what do you recommend, Majesty?" asked Durano.
The Emperor looked directly at him. "Durano.... find the truth here. Do whatever you must, talk to whomever you wish. Uncover the truth behind this. Marrago, our plans for further expansion into Narn–held territories will have to be curtailed. The homeworld, Tolonius and Immolan must be defended. Vir, you will have to try to talk some sense into the Alliance.... and Timov, my dear.... trade will be vastly diminished by this. We will have to find another way to provide the necessary income."
"No problem, Londo darling," she said airily. "Maybe I can sell my internal organs on the black market?"
He did not laugh. "This meeting is over. These matters are our highest priority. The Centauri people need us all.
"We must not fail them."
Marrago's eyes were dark.
* * *
"We should have brought some Security along."
"And told them what?" Welles snapped. It was dark here. It was meant to be, of course. This way it was less likely that anyone would be able to follow Clark's trail. "'Hi, remember me? I'm the one who was arrested a week or so ago for breaking Delenn out of prison. We're going to find the President who's trying to blow up half the planet.' Besides, none of the guards here are my men any longer. Clark will have had a purge, no doubt. And...." He paused.
"And what?"
"I've seen how careless you are with other people's lives. The fewer people you have a chance to send to their deaths, the better."
"You actually believe that, don't you? You're just a child. I don't believe it! Behind all that darkened cynicism, you're a political child. You have no idea how the universe works."
"Oh, I understand how the universe works all too well. I've just got tired of playing along. Everything's falling apart here quite nicely without my help."
"Then why are you helping me?"
"Because.... what Clark's doing is based on a lie. I don't like lies."
"There's something else, isn't there?"
"You could say that. There are.... two people who would want me to do something."
Ambassador Sheridan made as if to say something, but then fell silent. None of this really mattered. It was an intellectual exercise that was irrelevant at the moment. In a way, Welles represented the Shadows' viewpoint - he faced trials and ordeals and emerged strengthened as a result. He would be stronger still if he survived this. He might even recognise the irony in that.
The darkened corridors continued to loom around him, and he wondered at the manufacture of these escape tunnels. He had never even known of their existence, yet Welles navigated through them with clear precision, despite not being able to see where they were going.
He felt very alone. For the first time he could recall, he was without his Shadow companions. Clark and his pet Vorlon had killed one, and the other had been destroyed by whatever weapon the Vorlons had unleashed. Even now, Sheridan's head was still pounding with the telepathic scream that rang in his ears. He wondered what they had done, but realised this was not the time for questions. He trusted and believed in his alien allies, and this was how he served them.
"Here we are," Welles said, stopping by a part of the wall that looked to Sheridan in the dim light to be exactly like the rest of it.
"How are you so sure?"
"One of the many wonders of a near–perfect memory. As Security chief I had access to all these maps and studied them very carefully. Unfortunately I don't have the access codes to deactivate the defence grid, although I may be able to delay it for a bit." He paused again, thinking. "Clark knows all this of course. I wouldn't be surprised if he was expecting me to show up."
Welles touched a small pad and a doorway swung open. A dead body fell out to meet him. The Security officer's face was filled with blood, and a million things crunched inside his body.
"Of course I've been expecting you," said a voice from inside the room. It was light in there, and as Welles and Sheridan stepped through, Clark was visible, sitting comfortably on the one chair in the room. A mass of bodies decorated the floor. Every one had been cut apart.
"Was all that necessary?" Welles snarled as he stepped inside.
"Well, it wouldn't have been if they had agreed to my doing what I have to do. For some reason they were.... not receptive. The security guard even tried drawing a weapon on me.... his President. They all became casualties of war I'm afraid, but it won't matter. Shortly no one will even notice."
"So.... when were you planning on activating the defence grid?" Welles asked, stepping forward to confront Clark. Sheridan sidled slowly into the corner.
Clark laughed. "How stupid do you think I am? Do you think I would just be sitting here if there were things still undone? I activated everything seven minutes ago. Oh, I understand you may still be able to delay it, maybe get word to the Alliance ships who will arrive just in time to watch the last act of a falling dictator, turning weapons of destruction on his helpless people. They might even be able to do something, but they'll be too late for anything significant."
Clark rose to his feet and walked around the desk. "I am a dead man, a walking corpse. Once the Alliance got hold of me.... but no. I have to die here. My new friends have promised me that it will be for a good cause, and I even agree with them. I just wish I could stay behind to watch what all this will achieve. I really would like to see the aftermath of this, but.... ah.... such is life, I suppose.
"There is just one more thing I have to do." Clark stopped directly in front of Welles. Sheridan began to move slowly towards him.
"And that is?" asked Welles.
"Say goodbye."
There was a sound like a million hearts beating as one, and then a blaze of light. Clark's body literally exploded, and Sheridan heard a million voices shouting in his mind. It took him a moment to realise that they were all Clark screaming. A gust of air strong enough to shatter empires tore into his body and threw him back against the wall. A million things inside his body shattered, and his last sight before unconsciousness was of Welles being similarly broken.
And in his mind as darkness took him was the mocking, triumphant voice of the Vorlon.
* * *
Death. There was a time when Sinoval would have liked nothing better than to die in battle, surrounded by an army of his enemies, his weapon raised high, his ancestors watching. He had believed he had been born into the wrong time. He belonged in the old days, the days before Valen. He could have been a warlord, a general, a hero. Instead, he tried to restore something of the old days to the new days.
And now he realised just how wrong that was.
He swivelled on the balls of his feet and darted back out of reach of a thrust. One of his attackers was trying to creep up behind him, another to flank his other side, while the other two, including Tirivail, came at him from the front. They were all good, all well–trained and skilled.
Had there been nine, as he had foreseen, he would probably have fallen, and that had been his plan. This whole fight did not matter. He was nothing but a distraction. He had intended to draw Sonovar and his allies away to let Marrain talk to the Tak'cha. Then Sonovar's military might would collapse, and this would be as it always should have been: Minbari against Minbari.
Stormbringer moved with a sentience of its own, a weapon crafted to reflect its bearer, a personification of the dark side of Sinoval's own personality. His dark side now isolated and drawn apart, Stormbringer moved fluidly and smoothly.
One of his attackers went down, his pike smashed aside. He was not dead. Sinoval would not kill his own. Not again.
Minbari did things in threes. Sinoval had killed his own kind twice: Shakiri and Sherann. He would not do so a third time.
There was a burst of pain in his side, and he shifted his bearing to confront the one who had flanked him. In the darkness neither of them could see the other, but Sinoval had a lifetime's instinct moving him. There were noises and smells and.... a sense of where his attackers were. Two blows and the warrior fell. Spinning and leaping back, Sinoval narrowly dodged a clever thrust by one of the remaining attackers. Not Tirivail - it was the young warrior, Rastenn.
As part of his training, Sinoval had been blindfolded and forced to fight against foes he could not see. Minbari had notoriously poor dark vision, but warriors were trained to compensate. They should not fear the dark after all, for they had sworn to follow Valen into it.
Stormbringer parried Rastenn's attack and Sinoval darted in on the offensive. A savage blow against the middle of Rastenn's pike was followed by another, and another. The third tore it from Rastenn's hands, and the follow–up sent him down.
There was an explosion in the small of Sinoval's back and he fell. Tirivail's foot descended on his hand, and he lost his grasp on his blade. Stormbringer was kicked clear.
There was a column of light, and Tirivail became visible above him. The bodies of Rastenn and the other two could be seen also. None of them was dead.
Tirivail rested her pike on Sinoval's throat. His eyes met hers.
* * *
President William Morgan Clark is dead, his body torn apart by the explosive emergence of the alien that has lived within him for over two years. For two years he has been guided, helped and protected by the Vorlons, fulfilling their work under the noses of his Government.
His last work is done. Now he can rest, although his dying wish was to be able to observe the aftermath of his actions. Not enough is left of his head to be sure, but there had been a smile on his face as he died.
They all thought him a nonentity, a nothing. Now they would know otherwise. All their plans had been sent tumbling down around their ears.
There were a number of bodies in the room with him. There was also a large hole where one body should be. Of Ambassador David Sheridan, there was no sign.
But from one of the bodies there was a hint of movement. Welles' fingers twitched briefly, and his eyes opened.
Far above his head the satellites of the Proxima 3 defence grid began to turn slowly and inexorably towards the planet they had been created to defend, and towards all the helpless people cowering there.
Somewhere, in whatever realm his soul has ascended to, President William Morgan Clark is laughing.
* * *
The Agamemnon, the Dark Star 3, under Captain David Corwin, moved forward, pursuing the withdrawing Shadow ships.
He moved nearer and nearer to Proxima 3.
The unwitting lives of millions of humans moved with him.



Chapter 6


Humanity is doomed. The sins of the past have caught up with the present as once again alien ships appear in the skies above the world of humanity. There are still many who remember the fate of Earth, still many who fear.
That fear is justified, but misplaced.
The alien ships in the skies above Proxima are humanity's saviours, or they would be. And those who have doomed humanity are those they had trusted, even loved. A coalition of human and alien has moved, acting silently, behind shadows, for years.
And now their plans are realised. In a secure bunker beneath the ruined remains of the Edgars Building, two men wait, safe in the knowledge that they will survive the firestorm soon to engulf Proxima 3. There is another man there, a man whose mind has been filled with a great, unholy light. All he can do is scream.
There is another secret room where lies the torn body of the man who initiated this holocaust. President William Clark died with a smile on his face.
But where are humanity's saviours, the cry arises. They are here, hidden perhaps, in unlikely places, but they are here.
There is a man standing silently on the bridge of his dead ship, paralysed by an unknown force, a scream that has torn many of the Saint–Germain's systems to shreds. For years he has been reviled as a coward, even as a traitor.
"Captain!" cried a voice. "We've got word. Engines are back on line."
"What about the others?"
"We still can't get through to the Dark Thunder. Damage to the De'Molay seems almost total, but they're working hard on the Morningstar."
"It's just us, then."
"Yes.... looks that way."
"What about weapons?"
"That's a no. Well, not yet anyway."
"Where are the attacking ships?"
"Some are still here, but most have moved on to Proxima. Our allies are pulling back."
"Get us to the planet, as fast as possible."
"But, Captain...." The Saint–Germain has no weapons, the hull integrity is almost nothing, the enhanced engines are out of commission. It was designed for scouting and reconnaissance, not as a battleship.
"I know, but Proxima Three has nothing between the Alliance fleet and all those people but the defence grid. And us. We're going."
Such is the nature of heroism. The man who has been called a coward for over a decade, Captain Francis Xavier DeClercq, brings his ship to the defence of his world.
Another ship is already there. Captain David Corwin looks at the defence grid beginning to activate, beginning to turn inwards, and his eyes widen.
And in a room with the dead body of the former President, Mr. Welles opens his eyes, and realisation comes to him instantly.
* * *
There are things moving inside him that definitely should not be moving. He is not a doctor, but he was married to one for seven years, and he has always had a good memory. With enough time to sit and think he could probably diagnose what is broken. The force that threw him against the wall was awesome.
But he does not have time. Humanity does not have time.
All the comm systems in the defence grid operating room are dead of course, destroyed by Clark. Whether that was before or after he killed all the crew there, Welles does not know. He can see their bodies in his mind's eye, and he can also see a great many more.
He cannot walk. His left knee is twisted almost one hundred and eighty degrees, and the bone in his left shin is little more than shards. So he crawls, dragging himself along the smooth floor, leaving a long, sinuous trail of blood behind him, tacky and dark. His right arm is more or less all right, and his left is pressed in close against his chest, feeling his pulse desperately. It seems so fast. It feels so loud.
He tries to remember which way to take. There is a labyrinth of passages here, none of them known to the public. He thinks he knows the way, but there is so much he cannot recall now. When he tries, all he can see is Clark's body exploding, and the light throwing him against the wall.
Finally he falls outwards and finds himself in a room. He does not know where. There are people there, starting at the sight of him. They recognise him of course. He supposes he is underground somewhere, buried in the deep, dark heart of the Government building.
And he can see a commpanel.
He keeps his eyes open, and spits out a gobbet of blood.
There is no time.
* * *
"I think we have some unfinished business."
The words came to former Earthforce Captain Dexter Smith from the middle of a haze of darkness and stars. He remembered hearing a voice talking to him, a softly accented alien voice, a woman who was telling him to kill her, as well as saying she forgave him.
Then there came pain, and an awakening. And then more pain, and another voice. One that spoke not just in his dreams, but in reality.
"Look at you now," said Trace's voice. "The big hero. Lying in the dirt and the mud. You came from here, didn't you? Sure you did, just like I did. We've both moved on since we emerged from the dirt, but here we are.... back here."
There was a sharp kick to his side, and the sound of something cracking.
"But that's where the difference is. I'll be leaving here, moving up and out. I won't be in Sector Three–o–one forever, you know. I think my backers up–sector just had a little.... crisis of conscience, but ah, what the hell! Nothing lasts forever. I used my money wisely. I've got friends up there, more friends than you know. I know where too many bodies are buried, you see. I'm moving up in the world."
"Alli.... ance." The words would not come easily. Even thinking them gave Smith a headache. He needed time to think, time to catch his wind. He knew full well that Trace intended to kill him, and this time Talia was not going to materialise to help.
"Them? Heh, they aren't going to win. We've got those Shadows on our side, not to mention the defence grid and the new Earthforce ships. Nah, Proxima's safe enough. In any case, even if they do win, they aren't going to slag the planet. They're going to want their precious Delenn back, and that'll take time.... time I can use getting away from here. I've got friends all over this galaxy."
"Del.... enn."
"I didn't hear that. Were you saying something?" More pain.
"Killed her. You.... killed.... her."
"No, not me. That was you, in case you've forgotten. Wonderful thing, i'n't it? Anyone can do anything at all, with just the right motivation. You killed her, not me. I won't shed any tears. What do I care about some alien bitch? But you did."
Everything seemed to move around him, and Smith realised Trace had seized his collar and pulled him up. There was a hard slam against the wall, and his body shook.
"You killed her. You shot and killed an unarmed woman you cared about. See? You're just like all the rest of us. That means I've won. You're nothing now. Nothing but a dead man." Smith's vision focussed on something mere inches from his eye. A PPG. "Hey, maybe I'll go looking for that telepath of yours. My backers might not be after her kind any more, but I'm sure there's a use for her somewhere. I hear telepaths are great in the sack."
"Kill.... you...."
"No. No, I don't think you will." Trace smiled. "Say goodbye to the...."
"Freeze!" barked a voice from nowhere. All Smith could see was the weapon just in front of his face. The voice echoed in his mind. Small wonder he couldn't recognise it. "Security!"
"What the...?" barked Trace. He pulled back his weapon and stepped away from the wall. Smith slid down and felt the impact on the ground. "Allan! For God's sake, it's me. What are you doing here? Thought you'd be hiding under your desk or something." Trace was chuckling. "Anyway, gimme a moment and then you and I can go somewhere safe and ride out this attack."
"Drop your weapon."
"What?"
"I said drop your weapon."
"Allan.... that is you? Not some alien shapeshifter or something in disguise? It's me, remember, the guy paying you a fortune to keep off his back."
"I can't let you kill someone in cold blood, Trace. You know that."
"Then turn round. It'll only take a moment."
"No. Drop your weapon and leave the area."
"Oh, for the love of.... Why did you wait until now to develop a social conscience? You never had one before."
"Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe I just remembered what this uniform and this badge used to mean. Now drop the weapon."
"Allan, believe it or not, you're something of a friend, so I'll say something to you that I wouldn't say to anyone else. This attack is obviously rattling you. So, head over to my club, get yourself a few drinks on the house. I'll join you shortly, we'll play some cards and everything'll be back to normal, right?"
"No. I've had enough of being a joke. Drop your weapon. I won't say that again."
"Dammit, Allan. I tell you what. I'll make sure you get a real nice headstone, okay?"
There was a blur of movement, the sound of a PPG firing, and then of a body falling to the ground. Smith shook his head and opened his eyes. Zack Allan looked directly at him.
"Yeah?" he said. "What? Have I got something on my nose?" He shook his head. "Damn, I don't believe I just did that. Holy...."
"Why.... did.... you?"
"We got a report in about the Alliance attack. We were ordered here to keep things quiet, get people off the streets and so on. Yeah, so we didn't do a very good job, what the hell do you expect? Most of the other guys stayed at the base drinking themselves silly."
"Why.... you.... here?"
"Ah, this is nuts. I had a dream, okay! A bloody dream! She was in it, and I don't know.... I just knew I had to come here and something.... good would happen. Like I bloody deserve anything good happening to me at the moment. Ah, come on, get up."
Leaning on Allan, Smith managed to rise slowly. There was pain all over his body, his head was pounding and his vision was blurred, but he could stand, and he would not fall.
"Trace?" he asked.
"Dead. Drawing a weapon on a Security officer of Proxima Three. Damn, he shoulda listened to me. What about.... you know.... her?"
Smith turned to look at Delenn. Her face was so.... calm. He saw a gobbet of spittle on her cheek, and anger flared within him. Limping heavily, he managed to move over to her side and knelt down, wincing. Gently, he reached out and wiped the spittle from her face.
"I'm sorry," he whispered. "I'm...."
Her eyes opened.
* * *
There was no breath, no sound, no thought. Nothing disturbed the silent, still power of the tableau. Sinoval had not seen this in his vision, but then the whole series of events had run contrary to what he had seen.
So he was forced to.... improvise.
"You can kill me easily enough," he observed, his dark eyes peering directly up at Tirivail.
"Minbari do not kill Minbari," she said, an automatic reflex.
"That is a priestling concept. We did kill each other. In the old days it was all we ever did, a test of courage and skill. That was all our lives were. In the days before Valen. The days, no doubt, Sonovar is trying to restore."
"I am a warrior. I serve my lord."
"And if your lord is wrong?"
"That is not for me to say."
"It was for Sonovar. I was his lord, and he betrayed me. He thought I was wrong."
"You betrayed us! You were one of us, a warrior, and you made alliances with the enemy, with the Shagh Toth. You abandoned Minbar, you...."
"I followed the path I set for myself, nothing more. I was wrong, Tirivail daughter of Takier, and I admit that. But the past cannot be altered. It simply is. We guide the future."
"Lord Sonovar said...." She paused.
"What did he say?"
"A great many things," she whispered, the words hollow. "He said a great many things."
"Where is Kozorr?"
"Dead," she whispered. "Or dying. I.... I killed him. He would rather I killed him than his worker. I don't.... what sort of warrior is he? What sort of warrior would give his life to save a worker?"
"You don't understand."
"No. No, of course I don't. How can I?"
"Well? Are you going to kill me?"
She stepped back. "No," she said bitterly, replacing her pike by her side. "I don't know what my future demands of me, but I will not kill my own people."
Sinoval smiled and rose slowly to his feet. "You have chosen well." He paused. "Do you know.... I had a vision, a year ago. I saw myself here, in this place, surrounded by nine of my enemies. I knew I would probably die here.... but someone else told me I would not. I have another destiny."
"But still you came."
"Yes. You see.... I like to clean up my own messes. Are you going to return to Sonovar?"
"He is my lord. I have to obey him."
"When you do, tell him this from me. If he is willing to talk, then I am ready to listen. Minbari should not be fighting Minbari."
"And that is why you came here?"
"No, at least not wholly. I hoped Sonovar would be here, and we could.... settle things. As it is, the resolution will have to wait. But remember to tell him. I am willing to listen."
"I will do so."
"Then all is not lost. Go, daughter of Takier, take your companions and leave." So saying, he picked up Stormbringer and departed from the place of his death.
* * *
"What the hell is happening?"
Captain David Corwin had seen some strange and inexplicable things in his life, and a sense of paranoia had built up as a result. He could not believe this was really happening. There was a trick here. This was some sort of deception, some subtle plan, something.
That conviction was part paranoia, but more than that it sprang from the core of idealism he still cherished in his heart even after all he had seen. Who could possibly turn the defence grid on humanity? These mysterious allies of Captain Sheridan's.... they wouldn't do this, surely.
"There's no doubt about it, sir. The defence grid is turning on Proxima and preparing to fire."
"No, that.... that doesn't make any sense. That...."
"Captain, we're picking up a message. It's going out to all frequencies."
"Put it on."
This is an emergency message....
* * *
.... to any ships in Proxima space. I don't care if you are human or alien or whatever. The defence grid has been turned inwards, towards Proxima. President Clark is dead, but before he died he turned the grid inwards. This was all.... all a.... plot.
Whoever's out there. Do something. For God's sake, do something!
Welles coughed. He did not know how long things would take. He had wasted time trying to convince the staff here of the situation. Too much time.
He hunched up nearer the commpanel, biting back the pain. He had no time to hurt.
This is an emergency message to.... to....
He coughed again. There was more blood.
This is an emergency message to....
He had no time to pass out.
* * *
Welles had had more success than he might have envisaged. Not only had Corwin heard his desperate warning, listening with greater and greater incredulity with every word, but others had received it as well. On the Saint–Germain, Captain DeClercq listened with horror and tried to wring even more speed from a near–crippled ship. General Ryan caught a few words only, and raged in his helplessness. Captains Tikopai and Barnes could not hear it, which was probably just as well.
The Agamemnon was the first of the Dark Star ships to arrive within reach of Proxima 3 itself, but only just. Captains Daro and Kulomani were right behind.
"Captain Corwin," said Kulomani. "We have received this message. It could be a trick."
"No, I don't.... think so. He sounded genuine, but.... Where's Captain Sheridan?"
"Chasing down the few remaining Enemy ships." Kulomani was scornful. "He is not here, and we cannot contact him. What are your orders, Captain?"
In other circumstances Corwin might have wondered just why everyone was coming to him, but he did not have time to wonder.
"Destroy the defence grid. Take it apart. Completely."
"As you say."
Corwin turned to his bridge crew. "Well, you have your orders," he snapped. "Target and destroy the defence grid."
One of the techs looked up. "Uh, Captain.... we have a problem."
* * *
In all his life Lord–General Marrago had known true love for only two things: the Republic, and his daughter, by adoption if not by blood. Lyndisty was the only living being he loved, and the only living being he had been able to bring himself to love. A poet had written once that the only true love was that between parent and child, and Marrago had understood that since the first moment he had held Lyndisty in his arms.
He found himself thinking about her true father, dead these past two and a half decades. A good friend, a fine soldier, whose untimely death had left behind a wife and young child. Marrago had promised to take care of them, and had promptly married Drusella and adopted Lyndisty. He had never truly come to care for Drusella, perhaps because his heart had been lost at his first sight of his daughter.
And now he had possibly doomed them both.
He looked around him, noticing the minor blooms of colour in the dark ravages of his garden. The consequences of too many years without being cared for could not be erased by a few hours work here and there. He had had many dreams of a rich, bright, shining garden, of sitting at peace and growing old and watching his grandchildren grow.
But he knew he could never do that. His first love, the Republic, was a demanding mistress, consuming all his time and energy. And now it would perhaps consume his daughter.
He smelled the soft vapour of her perfume and heard the gentle sound of her footfall. He smiled. She was trying to sneak up on him. She was improving, too. Evidently she had taken his lessons to heart.
"I know you are there," he said softly, smiling.
"I've been watching you for ten minutes," she said, walking round into view and kneeling down on the dull grass in front of him. She was smiling, and he couldn't help smiling as well. Something about it was contagious.
"Ah." He truly hadn't noticed her standing there for that long. He told her so.
"You are joking, surely? You must have known I was there all the time. You are the best."
"I wish that were so. I'm getting old." He looked at her, drinking in her radiant beauty. He would do anything for her, anything at all. Then he noticed something, and sat forward. There was a lump and a bruise on the side of her head. "What happened?"
"Oh? This?" She reached a hand to the bruise. "It is nothing, Father. It...."
"Lyndisty! What happened?"
"I was struck by a rock. I was attacked by some ruffians while delivering your package."
A slow fear gripped him. So, the first part of his bargain with the Shadows had been paid. How dare they endanger his daughter like this! It was he who had made the bargain with them, not Lyndisty. They had no business involving her.
"Are.... are you all right?"
"Yes, father. I killed two, and the person the package was meant for came and helped me with the others. I gave it to him, and left. Your.... friend was waiting for me when I got back. He was.... strange. I didn't like him."
"He's not my friend, Lyndisty. He's just an.... associate. Our business is now done." He knew that for a lie the instant he said it, and regretted the necessity. He had never lied to Lyndisty before. But she had to believe this. She must have nothing more to do with the Drakh and their Dark Masters. "Have nothing more to do with him."
"Are you all right, father? You sound.... worried."
"I am fine. I.... was just upset to hear you were hurt. How is your mother?" As a feeble attempt to change the subject it would not have fooled the greenest courtier, but then Marrago had never been a courtier, and nor was Lyndisty.
"She is well. She sent me a list of eligible men a few days ago. I am far too old to remain unmarried."
Marrago laughed. "How many names were on this list?"
"Sixty–three, although I have managed to whittle away some thirty or so. As for the others.... some further study may be necessary."
She smiled, and Marrago laughed again. Drusella was a true creature of the Court and she had made repeated efforts to drag Lyndisty into that life, ignoring the fact that she preferred to follow the lifestyle of her father. No true daughter of the Court would rather spend her time on spaceships surrounded by soldiers, or training with kutari and maurestii.
"Follow your heart," he said softly. "Marry for love, not because anyone tells you to."
"A strange idea. Have you ever been in love, father?"
"Not in the way you mean. But I have known happiness in my life, and I will know greater for seeing you wed to a fine man who will love you and look after you."
"Or me look after him."
"Or that. Always follow your heart, Lyndisty." He paused, and then smiled. "But do it quickly, or I'll be too old to spoil my grandchildren properly."
"Oh, father. You'll still be fit and healthy to spoil my grandchildren."
"Oh–hoh. Are you planning any then? Do any of those thirty or so young men catch your eye?"
"Well, Minister Cotto is attractive enough.... in a very shy sort of way. And he is gaining power and influence. He might be a good match."
"I know Vir.... a little. A good man. You could do much worse. He...." Lyndisty's head suddenly snapped up as she looked over his shoulder. Marrago strained to listen and he heard the soft footsteps of his chief servant. He hadn't heard them at first. He sighed. He truly was getting old.
"Your pardon, Lord–General, Lady. Minister Durano is here to see you, Lord–General."
"Ah. Send him to my private study. See that he was a glass of water, lightly chilled." Durano did not drink brivare. He always said he preferred his mind clear and unmuddled. "I will be with him shortly."
"Yes, Lord–General."
Lyndisty waited until the butler had gone, and then her eyes began to sparkle. "Secret matters of state?" she said. "You will tell me what he's here for, won't you, father?"
"If it is not too secret," he said. It was however very difficult to keep secrets from Lyndisty.
"Actually, Minister Durano was also on the list mother sent me."
"What? He's twenty years too old for you. At least."
"Ah, but he's not married. He hasn't taken even one wife. And he has a large estate, and a high–ranking post with a lot of influence. And he's very rich. Maybe a little.... unexciting."
Marrago shook his head, smiling, and rose to his feet. An old knee injury pulled at him and he winced. "Do as you wish, Lyndisty. I will always support you. Do you want to come inside? I think it is getting a little cold out here."
"It's not cold. Besides, I like it out here."
"So do I. I will not be long, I hope." He turned to begin the walk back to his house. It was usually a short walk, but today it felt very long.
Durano was known for many things, among them his complete political neutrality. He was also fearless, keen–minded and fully capable of obeying Londo's orders.
Marrago hoped he would not have to kill him.
* * *
"We just.... can't target any of the satellites."
Corwin had long ago all but stopped breathing. His head was pounding, blood rushing in his ears. He could see the millions of people on Proxima, and he could see the defence grid. He could see a million deaths.
And he could see himself, sitting here, unable to stop it.
"What do you mean? Is it some sort of stealth tech, like the Minbari had?" That was a stretch, certainly. For years the Minbari ships could not be targeted by Earthforce vessels due to vastly superior technology. But the Dark Stars were not Earthforce ships, they had been crafted by one of the oldest races alive. Could humanity, even aided by the Shadows and their servants, produce a defence grid that the Vorlons could not target?
"No, sir. We can.... we can sense them. We know where they are. We can set the automatic targetting for the weapon systems, but.... I don't get it! If I didn't know better, I'd say the ship doesn't want to attack the grid."
Corwin closed his eyes. The ship didn't want to. "Get me through to Kulomani, to Daro, to anyone." He had a feeling this was no mere malfunction.
Vorlons had organic technology. Everyone knew that.
The Dark Stars were.... strange.
At times he had heard strange sounds. His crew had unusual dreams. There were distant screams. There had been that blaze of light.
The ship did not want to target the defence grid.
The Dark Star was alive. Was it so far–fetched for it to be sentient, even intelligent?
"They're having the same problem, sir."
The Dark Stars remained still, watching, as Proxima 3 came closer to annihilation.
* * *
He was dying, his blood leaching away slowly, one drop at a time. He could hear the sound of her tears, feel the waves of her sorrow. He wanted to reach out to her, but he could not seem to find the energy.
He wanted to tell her he loved her, and he was sorry.... but he could not do that either.
And then he became aware of another presence, and anger filled him. No! Not like this! Sinoval should not see him die like this. He should not.... He wanted to stand, to die as a warrior should, but he could not move. Not even to bid his love farewell.
He had regrets, too many. There were so many things he wished he could do, he wished he could have done.
He wished he could have told her.
There was a conversation, quick and urgent. He couldn't hear the words, but he could sense the voices. He could feel the presence of those nearby. There were three of them.... three, appropriate. Love, friend, enemy.
He could feel the rising anger of his love, hear the soft wind chimes of her voice. He could feel Kats curse the universe for this.
He could feel the regrets voiced by his former lord, hear the intense emotion in his voice. He could feel Sinoval choose to defy the universe for this.
And.... standing alone and silent, watching.... there was the calm grief of his friend. Tirivail was watching a warrior die a death no warrior should endure. He wished he could tell her not to grieve for him, not to seek revenge. He had a feeling Kats would speak of such things.
And then something hot and burning splashed onto his eyes. His blurred vision was filled with searing crimson, a scalding flood of pain and memories and loss and.... and life.
The universe seemed to turn around him. He could hear souls cry out, see once again the awe–inspiring majesty of the Well of Souls, the billion voices in one calling him the Traitor Knight. And he heard the voices again.
Yes. We will permit this.
His eyes opened and he blinked away the remains of Sinoval's blood. He could move. He could see.
The first thing he saw was Kats. And the first words he heard were Sinoval's.
"I have been told there are other ways to do that. But I am not a First One, and blood, it seems, is the only language a warrior understands."
"I.... feel...." He did not know what to say. It was strange. A mere instant before, he had been willing to give anything for a last chance to talk to Kats, to Tirivail.... and now that he could talk, he did not know what to say. "Am I going to die?"
"We are all going to die," Sinoval replied. "But in your case.... not today. It is a.... trick the Soul Hunters have, a power derived from their ancestors, and one it seems I have inherited. A little transfer of life from the Well of Souls, through me, to you. You will live."
"Why did you do this?" he asked. "I betrayed you. I betrayed...."
"I have learned something recently. Everyone deserves a second chance. And in some cases a third. I suggest you think quickly as to what you plan to do with yours." He left, moving with the silence of a shadow on glass, and the determination of a man who knows his future.
Kozorr turned to Tirivail. She looked at him, then bowed her head. She too left.
And then he turned to Kats. "Well?" she said. "You have your second chance at life. What are you to do with it?"
"What can I do?" he said harshly. "I.... swore to serve Sonovar. I have betrayed one lord already.... for what I knew.... what I thought.... was right. I cannot betray another."
"You do not see it, do you? There is only one person you can ever betray, and it is not Sinoval, it is not Sonovar. It is not me.
"It is yourself. What does your heart tell you to do?"
He turned to look at her, and bowed his head, weeping unashamedly. "I love you, my lady," he whispered through his tears.
She knelt beside him, placed her arms around him, and kissed him once, gently. Then she laid her head on his chest.
"And I love you, Kozorr."
* * *
"Listen to me! Dammit, listen!
"I don't know if there's anyone there. I don't know if you've got a personality, a mind.... anything. Oh, God, I must be mad. I'm talking to my chair.
"But if there is anyone here, anything at all.... will you at least listen to me? Whatever's stopping you targeting the defence grid.... we have to do it. There are people on Proxima. A lot of people. They are going to die.
"Can you hear me?"
There was nothing, and Corwin bowed his head, sinking to his knees. He did not know if there was anyone in the Agamemnon, but the screams, the whispers, the cries.... they had to come from something.
A long shot at best. What did he know about Vorlon technology? For all he knew he had imagined everything. Maybe he was mad. He had been shouting at his chair, after all. The crew weren't looking at him. He knew what they were thinking.
He sat back down. "Is the defence grid still readying itself?"
"Yes, sir. We estimate four minutes only before it fires."
"And it's still targeting the planet?"
"Yes."
"And we still can't fire on it?"
"No."
"Nor can the other ships?"
"No."
"And there are no support ships near enough?"
"No."
Corwin sat back down on the chair he had been shouting at. There was no one he could talk to, nothing he could do now. He had nothing left to give save one thing only.
He knew what to do.
"Target the nearest satellite. Ram it." Maybe there would be enough of the ship left afterwards to attack another satellite, although he wasn't sure. He had no idea how durable the Vorlon ship could be.
"Yes, sir."
David.
The voice came from nowhere, from inside his mind, and he started. "Lyta?" he whispered. "Guerra, belay that."
There is someone here, David. I can help you talk to her.
"Where is she?"
And then there was only darkness.
* * *
The Saint–Germain was moving slowly, too slowly for DeClercq's comfort. He could hear once again the message of doom for humanity. He had met President Clark only twice, but he was not surprised by what Clark had now done. There had been something glinting at the back of the President's eyes.
"What are we going to do when we get there?" asked Ensign Morgan. "We still haven't got the weapons on–line."
"We will do.... what we have to," DeClercq replied. "What we have to."
* * *
They were nowhere. A void, a black and lonely place. At first Corwin was alone, but then there was a shimmering light and Lyta stood beside him, light flashing around her, embracing, protecting her.
"Where are we?" he asked. "How did you...?"
"Your body is still where it was. Our minds.... we are inside the Agamemnon, inside its dark heart. She is here."
"Who? Lyta, we don't have much time. Who are you talking about?"
"You can't see her yet. Are you sure you wish to do this? It will.... not be easy."
"Yes, I'm sure."
Gently, Lyta took his hand. She was surprisingly warm to the touch.
A great light appeared before them, wings of fire flickering and dancing. At the centre of the ever–changing pattern was a woman, her mouth open in a silent scream, the flames crackling around her body. She was trapped in an orb, no, a column, a lantern.... an infinity of shapes, each one trapping and binding her.
And elsewhere, all around them, above, below, in front, behind, there were tiny pin–pricks of light. Corwin could dimly see others, some near, some impossibly far.
"Who is she?" he asked, Proxima momentarily forgotten beside the majesty and terror of the scene before him.
"She is the power source of your ship. There is one like her in every ship in the Dark Star fleet, and others spread throughout the galaxy. There is one on Proxima. I can.... feel him. All telepaths, every one of them. This is.... the network, as we see it.
"Her name is Carolyn. Carolyn Sanderson."
"Can she hear me?"
"Yes."
"Carolyn," he said, softly at first, but he repeated the name more loudly. She turned, and in her eyes he saw a reflection of the scene around him, an infinite pool with a million sparkling lights. And a million reflected screams. "Can you hear me, Carolyn?"
"Keep saying her name," Lyta whispered, the words hoarse and pained. "She must remember who she was."
--Help.... me--
"What do you want me to do, Carolyn?"
--Free.... us--
"We will try," said Lyta. "We.... will.... try. But, first.... we need your help."
"The Proxima defence grid is being trained on the planet. There are millions of people there. They are going to die. We have to destroy the defence grid, but we can't...."
--Cannot.... Light will not.... let.... us--
"Light?" Corwin whispered. Then came understanding. "The Vorlons. They want this to happen."
"A tragedy," Lyta said. "A disaster they plan to spin and weave, creating a world of dead souls to cry out in revenge and set all worlds against the Enemy. Hurry, David.... I can't.... maintain this.... much longer. They will.... find.... me."
"Carolyn. Please. Help me here, and I promise. I will free you. All of you. I give you my word."
--Free.... us? - -
"Yes."
--We can.... give you.... time.... little... - -
Corwin's heart leapt. "It'll be enough. Thank you, Carolyn."
--Light.... strong--
"I will help you," said Lyta. "David, come and see me afterwards. You must. Don't let anyone stop you."
"I promise."
Lyta stepped forward and reached out her hand. Carolyn turned to face her and stretched out one arm. Lyta's hand passed through the flames of light and an expression of great pain crossed her features. Then she touched Carolyn, and the pain ceased.
The flames died down. Lyta turned back to Corwin. "Remember.... come and see me...."
"I will," he replied. Lyta's hand slipped from his, and the void faded.
Corwin sat bolt upright in his chair. "Captain. We can...."
"I know," he said. "Take the grid out. As fast as we can."
Was there enough time? Proxima held its breath.
* * *
Somewhere on Proxima, in a hidden, underground world, a trapped telepath's screams grew less for a moment, and his head bowed.
"Dare I ask?" said Morden.
"It seems the network is being disrupted," said the old man pensively. "Temporarily, only, I am sure, but.... I do not like this."
* * *
On a passenger freighter somewhere away from Proxima, Mrs. Tamara Winter woke from a troubled sleep, holding the blanket tight around her. For long minutes she trembled, hearing once again the voices speaking to her, begging her for help. This time, however, there seemed to be a hint of hope in them.
Her sleep was troubled.
* * *
Marrago felt the reassuring weight of the maurestii in a secret pouch by his leg. Many scorned the maurestii as a weapon for women and children, but it had certain advantages over the kutari, not least that it was much easier to conceal. Of course many courtiers would not dream of hiding their noble weapons, but then they tended to be the sort who visited taverns and waved their unbloodied blades around to gain mock renown. True soldiers knew that survival was always better than honour.
Besides, Durano would notice a kutari. He might not notice a maurestii.
The Minister for Intelligence was standing quite still in the corner of the study. Marrago had to admire his patience. Another man might have feigned interest in a painting, or a book, or a statue, but not Durano. His glass of water was on the table before him, completely untouched.
"It is not poisoned, you know," Marrago observed, gesturing at the drink.
"I never thought it was," replied Durano in his natural, dry monotone. "Poison is not your way. However, it is more that I am not thirsty."
"Ah. Well, welcome to my estate. I do not think you have been here before."
"I did not think I would be welcome."
"All friends of the Republic are welcome here."
"I have always been a loyal servant of the Republic."
"As am I."
Durano sighed. "Lord–General.... let us eschew this banter. We both know why I am here. You have left a trail a blind man could follow, would he dare but look."
"What are you referring to?"
"Please, Lord–General, do not insult my intelligence. You remember the meeting with the Emperor and his Council. You remember, I am sure, the situation with the alien Shadows. I am equally sure you remember the three possibilities we discussed. The documentation given to us by the United Alliance is a forgery; the Shadows are involving themselves in our affairs with the Narns for the purpose of spreading dissent; or someone has requested their aid."
"I remember."
"As I said, Lord–General, you have left a trail a blind man could follow. It is fortunate for you, perhaps, and unfortunate for many others, that our Court is filled with blind men these days, the Emperor among them. Who would be better able to co–ordinate our battle plans and to arrange for the assistance of these Shadows than our Lord–General? I have spoken with your captains, reviewed evidence about the Narn assault here last year....
"In short, you are the one who made this alliance. Am I correct?"
"It is.... a theory." Marrago's hand clenched in his pocket, feeling the cold hilt of his knife.
"We both know it is more than that."
"Well, what are you going to do now?"
"The Emperor demanded that I uncover the truth of this. Now I have done so, I should report to him. However.... you are his friend, and have been a longtime servant of the Republic. Also, I know you did not do this for personal gain, for power or pride. Your motives were altruistic I am sure, but as you see, the consequences of your deeds are more far–reaching than we could have envisaged.
"The Emperor must know of this, but who will tell him? I, or you?"
"You spoke to my captains, you said?"
"Yes. I think most of them suspected, but none said as much aloud. You have a most loyal...."
"Did you look into their eyes?"
"Their eyes?"
"I know the names of every crew member on every ship in my command. I try to talk to as many of them as possible whenever we go into battle. I look into their eyes when I do so, and in each and every one I see fear. And when the battle is over, I talk to them again, and look into their eyes once more, and I see joy, relief.... triumph.
"All of those men have things to live for. They have wives, lovers, children, parents, hopes, aspirations, dreams. We could have fought the Narns alone.... and maybe they would have won, and maybe we would have won, but either way, so many of those soldiers, those hopes, those aspirations, those dreams.... they would all be floating dead in space, lifeless husks.
"But because of my actions, they are alive. There are people here, on this world, who are still alive, who still have their loved ones.
"So go back and talk to my captains, Durano. And talk to their crew and their families. Look into all those eyes....
"And then come back and dare to tell me that what I did was wrong!"
Durano took a momentary step back, but then he recovered, his mask slipping only for an instant. "You have forgotten something," he said harshly. "It is not my place to say what is right and what is wrong. I serve the Emperor, and I do as he bids."
"Ah.... well, there is the difference between us. You serve the Emperor. I serve the Republic."
"I see. I will not go to him directly. I leave the matter in your hands, Lord–General. You may tell him yourself, or you may, if you wish, choose another route. The same route taken by Lord Valo."
Durano moved forward, his eyes directly meeting Marrago's. He brushed past the Lord–General and went to the door. Then he turned, and Marrago turned to meet him.
"You were wrong. I did look into all their eyes, and I saw all the things you said. But I also look into the eyes of everyone I meet, including those here, those not soldiers.
"And I saw almost three billion dead bodies if the Alliance turns against us and joins the Narns.
"Think about that, Lord–General.... but do not take too long."
* * *
It was unprecedented, unheard of. Never before in the long history of the Vorlon race had a part of their network broken away and become severed. It was fortunate perhaps that the Shadow ships had fled Proxima, abandoning their allies, and the few that remained were being chased down and attacked by a handful of the Dark Star fleet.
As it was, the Vorlons noticed this, and were curious. And they were angry.
The Dark Stars were little more than mobile nodes of the network, controlled by it, but also controlling the minds and powers of the telepaths sealed within them. Somehow, through unknown means, the telepath bound within the Dark Star 3 had broken free of the network, and the shock of that had caused the transient severing of the links with the nearest permanent node, Byron. Thus the links to the remainder of the Dark Star fleet were severed. All this was only temporary, and as the battle had already been won, it would not be fatal.
It was however a great inconvenience. It was unlikely the planned and long–awaited punishment of Proxima would now go ahead. It was also possible, though unlikely, that their part in all this would be detected. Clark was dead, Ambassador Sheridan missing and Welles could be dealt with. Clark had turned the defence grid inwards, the final act of a cowardly loser, preferring death to defeat. It was doubtful if the true architects would be discovered.
However, it was still an inconvenience. It would take some time for the Vorlons to trace the exact cause of the disruption to the network, the exact point at which it originated.
When they did, their anger would be manifest, although perhaps not immediately.
Unlike wizards or technomages, Vorlons are seldom quick to anger, but like both they are subtle, and once angered the results are terrible.
* * *
Freed from the strange impediment preventing their actions, the Dark Star ships now launched themselves on the defence grid. Captain Corwin in particular was filled with both a great fury and a determination to triumph here. He had been to Proxima, spent many years there. It was not his home, but it was a place he knew. He would not let it be destroyed.
The others, the aliens, acted perhaps a little more slowly. Proxima was their enemies' world. What matter if one of their enemies chose to exact revenge on his own people? However, there were some who still remembered the horror that had engulfed Kazomi 7, and had resolved not to let the same thing happen to another world, even to an enemy.
But there were many satellites, and the Dark Star ships were limited.
One satellite, far away from the others, far away from the ships, prepared to fire. It was nothing but a soulless piece of machinery. It did not care that it had been designed to protect those same people it would now be destroying. It had no heart, no susceptibility to pleas for mercy, to compassion, to forgiveness.
A minute before it was ready Corwin saw it, and made a desperate effort to get within range, knowing he could not. The Agamemnon was too far away. It had all been for nothing.
But then a ship came into view.
* * *
DeClercq had been following the situation as much as he could with the limited sensors available on the Saint–Germain. Something unusual had happened only a few minutes earlier, and a hurried consultation with Engineering had revealed that whatever had been paralysing the ship was now gone. It would, however, still take time to repair the damage.
"Any word on the weapons?" he asked again. His heart was beating so fast, he felt it might tear itself from his chest. He knew what had to be done. He had received the message warning them all of what was going to happen to Proxima. He had not expected the Alliance fleet to do anything about it, and was pleasantly surprised to see that they were.
However, he too had seen the one isolated satellite, ready to fire.
"Weapons still inoperational," said Morgan.
It hardly mattered anyway. The Saint–Germain's weapons systems were little better than standard for an Earthforce capital ship. Her purpose had been to flee rather than go into battle.
It was a task perfectly suited for Francis Xavier DeClercq, the coward.
"Uh, Captain?" said Ensign Morgan. "The satellite's about to fire."
"I know," he said with perfect equanimity. Even had the Saint–Germain's weapons been operational, they would not have been able to destroy the defence satellite soon enough. The Dark Stars were ships of war, designed for this sort of thing. The Saint–Germain was not.
"What are your orders, Captain?"
"Ram it," said Francis Xavier DeClercq, the coward.
"Oh, boy. Setting ramming speed. Uh, Captain.... what if we ram too fast? I mean, is there meant to be a proper speed for this sort of thing? They didn't really let us carry out trials on this in training."
DeClercq did not answer. The joke was Morgan's way of facing the end. DeClercq wished he could find relief in humour, but as it was he closed his eyes and saw the Minbari sweeping forward, devils from the dark skies, lightning from the clouds of heaven. He saw himself fleeing from them, and his friends and colleagues dying in the cold vastness of space, a million miles from home.
"I will not fail again," he had promised himself on taking command of the Saint–Germain.
And he had not.
He did not open his eyes.
* * *


The final satellite was destroyed. The entire defence grid was destroyed. Proxima lived a little longer.
* * *
Her eyes were green, an endless pool shining and whirling, countless stars burning within, the knowledge and memories of a lifetime enshrined there. In them Dexter Smith could see his own soul, his own deeds, the longing of the past, the promise of the future.
Delenn blinked, and the image was shattered, but the memory would stay with him always.
"You're alive," he whispered. In a clearer mindset he would admit that was not the most profound observation he had ever made. Her eyes were open, she was breathing, she was moving, her soft skin was warm. Of course she was alive. He had never known anyone more alive.
"But I.... I saw you...."
She shook her head weakly, resting close to him. He gently took her hand and felt for a pulse, wondering belatedly if she even had a pulse any more. She did, strong and vital. The wound of the PPG blast had faded, as if it had never been there.
"I thought she was dead," Allan said.
"She.... she was."
Yes, said a voice, an alien voice, one filled with the wisdom of the ages. She was dead.
Still resting close to Smith, Delenn looked up, over his shoulder. He followed her gaze and saw the ghostly shadow of an alien, a member of a race he had never seen before. He was tall and aristocratic, great wisdom and understanding in his eyes.
"Lorien," Delenn whispered. "You.... said...."
I told you of the two paths before you. I told of the darkness through which you would walk, and the terrible sadness you would encounter.
"Yes, you did."
And because of your sacrifice.... good has been done. A tiny feather on the scales at the moment, but it will grow until it weighs more than all the grief and loss in the galaxy.
"She was dead?" Smith said. "I.... I killed her...."
She was dead, but her soul had not fully passed beyond. Something kept it here, grief and great loss. The Soul Hunters know the potential in such things. I cannot create life, that is the prerogative of the universe alone, but sometimes the universe rewards those who deserve it.
Your life is your own once more, Delenn of Mir. The struggle is not yet over, and none of us can see the ending of it.... but today there has been a small victory.
And for you, Dexter Smith, and you, Zack Allan, remember what you have seen this day. Remember, understand and learn. Your lives also begin anew this day.
The alien smiled and nodded once, briefly. Then he was gone, as if he had never been there.
"Was it just me," Zack asked, "or did no one understand a word of that?"
"I think we've been given a second chance," said Smith slowly. "We should go somewhere safe. Delenn, can you walk?" She nodded. Gently, tenderly, he helped her to her feet. "Where can we go?"
"Well," Zack said, "there's a few places around here she might be safe. We've got Security patrolling the sector after all. I think I know somewhere. Come on."
"Thank you," Delenn said, looking at both of them. Once more Smith was lost in her eyes. He nodded once, smiling sadly. Then, unable to think of anything to say, he followed Zack towards the safe place. And it was the safer for them being there together.
* * *
This is General Edward Ryan, of the Resistance Government of Humanity.
President Clark is confirmed dead. Ambassador David Sheridan has fled. Security Chief Welles is injured and detained in hospital. For the moment, Proxima is under my control.
We surrender to the forces of the United Alliance of Kazomi Seven. We stand down all ships, all arms and all military forces. I have issued this order.
We surrender.
* * *
A victory of sorts. Sinoval stood around, staring out into the depths of space. He could see a million stars, and it brought home to him in considerable measure his own insignificance. He understood Valen had come here often, to this.... observation post. He could understand why.
"What do you see?" he asked his companion thoughtfully. She had been silent all this time.
"Stars," Tirivail said. She sounded.... preoccupied, as if she had been deep in thought. "A lot of stars."
"Stars, yes. But there is something else. It is the entire universe. Everything is out there. Everything. We are nothing but a tiny part, a cosmic insignificance, all of us. We are nothing. We live, we die.... all unnoticed by the universe itself."
"That is.... not exactly what the religious caste tell us."
"I have been seeing things with a new perspective recently. Mortal lives are.... short. Cherish them while they are here. Make mistakes certainly, for that is a part of life.... but grasp every chance of redemption that comes your way. Some will have the courage to do so.... others will not.
"Which are you, daughter of Takier? Which do you think is Sonovar?"
"Kozorr.... he will live?"
"He will live."
"Then surely death is not the end. You brought him back to life. You saved him. You can do that to everyone, over and over again, surely...."
"I never said death was the end. I also never said there would be no price for his return.... but that is not your concern for the moment. Do you often think about death?"
"I.... sometimes."
"I used to think about it all the time. I used to dream of an honourable and glorious death.... last survivor on the battlefield, surrounded by my enemies, my blade held high, running, roaring to the path of my noble end." He shook his head sadly. "We rarely get that which we desire most.... which is why it should be grasped all the more tightly when the chance comes."
"Does he love her?"
"Kats? I believe so. She certainly loves him."
"How? How can he love a worker?"
"You have seen her for yourself. Maybe you can answer your own question. As for me.... I cannot. Love is beyond my knowledge, for it is beyond my experience. But I doubt that even he could answer you to your satisfaction. You do not understand him?"
"No."
"How well can any of us understand another? You will be returning to Sonovar?"
"He is my lord. I swore to serve him. Something in my life must make sense. If not my duties, then what?"
"What, indeed? Tell him what I have told you.... and good fortune follow you. I think.... I think you are destined for great things. And if you are not.... then do great things anyway. Destiny can be rewritten."
"I thought I would find you here." Sinoval recognised the voice, and he turned, a soft smile on his face. Tirivail did not, and she reached for her pike. Her eyes darkened at the sight of the unfamiliar warrior. "Valen came here often. He said he liked the...." He noticed Tirivail, and his eyes widened. "Berevain," he whispered. "No...." he said a moment later. "But the likeness.... you have her eyes."
Tirivail looked shocked. "How do you...? Who...?"
"I am Marrain, my lady. You saved my life once, remember? At Ashinagachi. I never repaid you."
Tirivail stumbled back. "You are dead. You...." She turned to Sinoval. "I will give Lord Sonovar your message." Then she left the room, her movements swift, but uncertain.
"I think more has survived than you may have thought," Sinoval observed. "How did...?"
"We will be leaving. I will not be returning to Cathedral, and the Tak'cha will not be going back to Sonovar. We have.... some.... understandings to reach."
"Good fortune. Then the Tak'cha will leave this war?" Marrain nodded. "Then it will just be Minbari against Minbari.... as it should be. Or so I hope."
"What are you saying?"
"I had a vision. There should have been nine warriors here to fight me, Sonovar amongst them. But there were only four. Sonovar did not come. Someone, or something stopped him. I do not know why.... and I do not like mysteries."
"Valen told me something once. The universe will resolve all mysteries for us before the end."
"But will we like the answers? It does not matter. The answers will come whether we like them or not." He fell silent, and stared out into space.
"I assume the temporal devices have been switched off again?" Marrain added conversationally.
"Yes, I.... How did you know about them?"
"Valen had them all deactivated soon after his arrival. Some of them had been.... malfunctioning, and some of us were seeing ghosts, and flashes.... images. He showed Parlonn and me where they all were."
"There is no temporal rift here, so the station cannot travel through time, but perhaps time can travel through it. The devices were built into the station by its architect. I merely.... modified them for my own purposes. Were the visions.... instructive?"
"Very."
"Then they served their purpose."
"Then all went as you planned? Apart from the mysterious involvement of some.... others?"
"All? No. Kozorr was badly wounded, almost to death. I healed him, through the Well of Souls. But nothing comes free. I cannot create life. It can merely be extended, suitably. A similar ritual was used on me once.... and my soul and the Well are now as one. I live by its sufferance. While it lives, so shall I. That was not possible for Kozorr. He received merely enough for a brief resurgence. Soon it will expire, and so will he."
"How soon?"
"Months.... less than a year."
"I see. Will you tell him about this? Or his pretty worker?"
Sinoval gazed deep into space and then turned, heading for the door. As he reached it he looked back at Marrain, and spoke a single word before leaving.
"No."
* * *
There were moments, brief and golden, when Lyta Alexander could close her eyes and see a brilliant light, warm and inviting, that tingled in her mind and whispered gentle wind chimes in her ears. It is a saying that nothing is truly appreciated until it is gone, and Lyta had not truly appreciated the being who had shared her soul for two years, not until he was gone and another lay in his place.
But somewhere, a part of Kosh still lived. The memory of his actions, his words, his wisdom still existed. Soft, fragile, but meaningful threads linked her to others Kosh had touched. Her bond to Delenn had been almost severed, plunging her into near despair, but now it was renewed, stronger than ever. She could feel a terrible sadness in her friend, perhaps her only friend, but she could also sense hope.
And somewhere also, although trapped and muddied and dank, there was a thread to Captain Sheridan, one she could sense but not use. She had tried to talk to him as she had to Delenn, to sense his feelings.... but she had failed. This connection had been a shimmering mirage at the edge of her perception since the Third Line, but by the time she had tracked down its source the thread was too murky to use. Something corrupted the golden beauty. Something inside Sheridan twisted the bond.
But there were other bonds than those of the soul. With Delenn and Sheridan both unavailable to her, she had been forced to find others, and to her surprise one had appeared.
There was a chime at the door and she gently probed outwards. She knew almost instantly who it was. He had come after all, although a little late. She had managed to hide herself briefly from Ulkesh, and for the moment the Vorlon had other concerns, but she did not know when he would turn back to her.
"Come in." It was Corwin, a haunted look in his eyes. A telepath far less powerful than Lyta would have had no problem recognising the chaos in his soul, the conflicting loyalties and tormented convictions. There was a brief flash of light when he saw her, but it soon faded.
"I'm sorry I'm a little late," he said. "I came as soon as I could, but.... we were clearing up some of the mess. We found Clark's body.... or what was left of it.... God, he was.... torn apart. The Shadows must have killed him, but...." He shook his head. "And what happened to Captain DeClercq...."
"Did you know him?" Lyta had heard about the last act of the Coward of Vega 7.
"No, not really. I knew of him of course, but we'd never met. It's just.... Anyway. I think you promised me some answers."
"Yes, I did. What do you want to know?"
"Well, for starters, what on earth happened? You know a bit more about this than you're saying."
"I wish I didn't, but yes, you're right. It wasn't the Shadows who turned the defence grid on Proxima. It wasn't even Clark, at least not really. It was the Vorlons, a faction of them, working through Clark."
"Okay.... why?"
"Any number of reasons. A beaten, battered humanity would be less likely to ally with the Shadows again, especially if they were the ones who caused all that carnage. It would be easier to force them into the Alliance, to rule from the ashes. But mostly I think it was a punishment."
"Punishment. What for?"
"Choosing the wrong side. The Shadows."
"Then.... Oh God. Then this is all our fault. We're the ones who set the Government up with the Shadows. We...."
"No!" she snapped firmly. "A deal would have been made eventually, if not through you and Captain Sheridan, then others. Humanity couldn't stay out of this war forever. Unfortunately they were brought into it on the.... wrong side. So they had to be punished."
"But it's not as if we even knew...."
"It doesn't matter. Not to the Vorlons. To them this isn't a war of weapons, it isn't about military strength. It's about being right, about ideology. Humanity chose the wrong ideology, and that's why they must be punished."
"But the Vorlons failed."
"Thanks to you."
"And you. And Captain DeClercq. And.... others. Are they going to try again?"
"I think the punishment is going to be more subtle, more long–term. They can't really use the Shadows as scapegoats again."
"Oh God, this is crazy. I just don't believe it.... It's as if everything's just turned around and muddled up so it makes no sense whatsoever. Shadows, Vorlons, ideology.... And then there's Carolyn."
"Ah."
"Yes. I can still see her when I close my eyes. Lyta, who was she? Was she real, just an illusion, what?"
"She was real, alive. Somewhere in the heart of your Dark Star is a chamber, a sort of living instrument. She's trapped there, her mind fused with every part of the ship. Every Dark Star has one. Some of them are human, others alien."
"The Vorlons did that? That's monstrous!"
"Yes," she said. "It is. Kosh.... never liked it. It was originally used as a defence network around parts of Vorlon space. It was.... necessary. There were too many secrets the other races must not be allowed to uncover, and the network was.... one of the best ways of keeping them out. It.... didn't have to destroy people, you see. It could be used to misdirect and confuse. It was never designed for outright destruction."
"Until now."
"Yes. Until now."
"Fine. Where is this chamber exactly? There's a lot of space in the Dark Stars that we haven't been told anything about, other than not to go there. Engineering stuff. I'll find this chamber and...."
"And what? Destroy it? Break her free?"
"Yes! Of course. God, I can't leave her in there any longer, after what they're doing to her."
"You can't do that. Oh, you can free her body, yes.... but her mind is attuned to every part of the ship. Take her body away from the chamber and all you do is sever the link between body and mind. There'll be nowhere for her mind to return to if we ever could free her totally."
"Can you.... undo this link?" She shook her head. "Then how long is she going to stay there?"
"If the ship is not destroyed.... forever. There are certain.... rejuvenation effects in the technology holding her. Her body will not decay, her systems will not break down. She will live forever."
"We have to stop this!"
"Yes, we do.... but we cannot do it yet. The Vorlons have been preparing for this for millennia. They are going to destroy the Shadows once and for all, not merely defeat them but humiliate them utterly, break them apart and drive them from this galaxy."
"Then what can we do?"
"Watch, learn, wait. For now, the Vorlons want to use this to defeat the Shadows. They are our enemy too. So.... is the enemy of my enemy my friend?"
"Not when they're doing stuff like this! The Shadows weren't our friends just because we were both enemies of the Minbari, and the Vorlons certainly aren't our friends now.... not when they're doing things like this. It's.... God, I've never seen anything more wrong!"
"Nor have I, but David, listen to me. What can we do at the moment? We must try to defeat them in their own way."
"What do you want me to do?"
"Captain Sheridan is important to them. They've been trying to mould him to be their perfect general, their instrument of order. They think they need to purge him of anything else that might influence him, anything or anyone to whom he will listen other than them. You are his oldest friend, and they are trying to drive the two of you apart. Stay close to him, remain his friend, and make him find Delenn."
"Delenn? She is still alive?"
"Yes. I can.... feel her. I don't know where, but...."
"It doesn't matter. I'll find her. I knew it! I knew she was still alive!"
"Keep an eye on her. They may try to kill her.... and you."
"Don't worry. Now I know what's going on, I'm not going to let them win. Wait! What about Carolyn? Is there anything I can do for her?"
"Talk to her. Speak her name as often as you can. Remind her that she is still alive, still a person. Perhaps later we will be able to free her, and she will need still to be sane when that happens. Apart from that.... there is nothing."
He shook his head. "What about you? Won't you get in trouble for telling me all this?"
"For now they need me. Besides, I can.... obscure my involvement in this.... for a while at least. Afterwards.... I have no illusions about what they are going to do to me."
"No!" he said, his eyes flashing. "I won't let them put you in one of those ships."
"We may not have a choice. But I'm not planning on staying around. After the war is over I'm going to leave and find Sinoval. He can fight them, if anyone can. Don't worry." She reached out and gently took his hand. "I'm going to be fine."
"If you say so. Who.... who else here knows about this?"
"No one. There's no one else here I can trust. When I'm gone, it'll be up to you to tell someone you can trust. Not Captain Sheridan. They've touched him too strongly. And not Delenn. She's too connected to him. But anyone else."
She took back her hand. "You have to go now. We shouldn't be seen together. The less reason they have to be suspicious of you the better."
"I understand." He made for the door, and then turned. "Can we beat them?"
"I don't know," she said honestly. "I really don't know."
* * *
It was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen in his life. He had not been sure exactly what he had been expecting it to look like, but never in his dreams had he imagined it would be like this.
It was a flower, a shimmering, starry, living jewel of silky darkness and velvet shadows. There was a bright red bulb beneath the delicate, slender petals. It was hard, and yet transparent. There was something inside it, a tiny spark of life, curled up tightly.
Lord Kiro knew what the flower was, and what it did, and how to use it. He had seen it in his dreams for the last two weeks. He had seen an ancient civilisation, proud and wise, possessed of wings that had carried them across the stars, until they finally settled on an isolated, idyllic world. He had seen the passing comet that had left behind a spoor, and the flowers that had grown from that seed. He had seen the madness spreading as the flowers bloomed, and the massacres that came when the things inside them broke free.
And then he had seen the dark ships in the sky, the Dark Masters that came to claim the last, devolved, shattered refuse of the once proud race.
The thing within the flower was not ready to live yet. It would need to be nourished, and fed. But soon, weeks, maybe months. What did it matter? It would come soon enough.
"Here it is," he said, looking directly at the emissary of the Dark Masters. He did not care about the others who would hear. They were all his. They had all drunk deeply of the enlightenment that had swept Centauri Prime the last time these flowers had seeded. Tiny spores had settled in their minds, and their eyes had been opened.
"As you promised, but I have one question. Why did you not give it to me yourself? Why involve the noblewoman in this? She is not one of us." Kiro no longer thought of himself as a nobleman. Nobility, merchants, peasants, it did not matter any more. There were simply those enlightened, and those not, and former titles meant nothing.
"She is.... special."
"Ah," said Kiro. "Yes. She will be mine, yes? She will be the womb from which comes...."
"The future."
"Yes. Yes, the future. The fire."
"Yes."
He looked at the flower once again. The thing inside it looked so small. It would grow, but for that, it needed something else. "Mariel!" he called, and was rewarded by the slow shuffling that announced her presence.
She had been many things. She had been the wife of the man who was now Emperor, the lover of the man who had been First Minister. She had been one of those who had broken into Kiro's estate, and tortured and mutilated him.
None of that mattered now. Now she was his, a Shadow Crier, a servant of the Dark Masters. Everything that had been hers was now his, for the greater glory of the Dark Masters.
She held out her left arm, her right hanging limply at her side. Kiro could still smell the cooking of her flesh as she had bathed in the purifying flames. He could still hear her screams.
Once she had been beautiful, but what was beauty compared to devotion to the Dark Masters? The trial had been necessary to prove her loyalty to them. The flame had purified her, burned away all that had been her past.
Kiro took her hand roughly, pulling her forward. Her one remaining eye showed reluctance and fear. Could she not see this was serving the Dark Masters? Perhaps the flame had not purged enough of her former self. She would have to be chastised further.
He drew his knife and held it up for the emissary to examine. There was a brief pause, and then a nod. The blade was satisfactory. It was his own, consecrated in the name of his new crusade.
Mariel's blood began to drip on to the flower, running towards the bulb in the centre. The thing there began to stir. Mariel did not scream as the knife cut deeper and deeper into her arm.
Kiro looked up at the emissary, and the Drakh nodded again, obviously pleased.
* * *
All wounds heal. With time. Some wounds take longer than others.
It soon became clear that Proxima's wounds would take longer to heal than anyone had foreseen. The news of Clark's betrayal and the Shadows' flight was badly received by the people, who decried the lies and propaganda of the invading aliens and the traitors. There were riots, which were savagely put down by the ground troops of the Alliance. General Ryan tried to plead for calm, but he was largely ignored. He was a coward after all, the one who had issued the order to surrender.
Captains Tikopai and Barns managed to repair enough of the damage to their ships to escape in the confusion following the battle. Sheridan ordered Dark Stars to hunt them down, but it was a low priority. They were only two ships. They were little threat.
Prominent politicians, scientists and diplomats accused of involvement with the Shadows were arrested and questioned. Many were released without charge. A few had known about and helped to arrange Clark's 'scorched Earth' plan, and were to be put on trial. The subtle hand of William Edgars behind this was not detected.
Welles was found and placed in a secure military hospital. He survived the first few weeks, and looked to be recovering some of his strength. He was not yet fit to be questioned, however.
A provisional Government was formed from a handful of politicians. The Earth Senate was restored, and democratic elections were promised. Few people believed they would happen. The Alliance remained, as always, above Proxima, above humanity, aliens come not to destroy, but to enslave.
Sector 301 was peaceful. A shrine appeared in a quiet corner, a place people went to pray, to seek guidance from the one who had died and lived again, the one who had spoken of peace and died for her words.
News of the miracle soon travelled, and not just within the Pit.
Corwin had wanted to wait until he was sure, and now he was. There was only one more thing that needed to be done, and while he could do that alone, it was hardly right that he did. Someone else should be there.
"The General will see you now."
The General. So Sheridan was the General now. The Alliance Council had officially ratified his position as leader of the Dark Star fleet for the duration of the Shadow War, and as long after that as the fleet might be necessary. Corwin had not liked the sound of that.
He still dreamed about Carolyn, trapped in her globe of light. When he was on the ship he tried to speak to her as much as possible, with no idea whether she could hear him. He had not spoken to Lyta since their last meeting.
The Capt.... the General was sitting at a desk in an office that had clearly once been Ryan's. Ryan had been arrested, but then exonerated of any wrongdoing. He had resigned afterwards, and disappeared.
"Hmm? Oh, Captain," said the General. He looked terrible, as if he had not slept in months. He probably hadn't. "I'm sorry. I didn't hear you come in. I've just been.... reading the reports from some of Clark's former Ministers. I guess time ran away from me."
"Aren't there people to do those sort of things?"
"Well.... yes. But you know me. I like to keep my hand in. So, what is your business, Captain? I was told it was urgent."
"Yes, it is. Captain.... General...." A pause. "John.... I've found Delenn."
Something flared in the back of Sheridan's eyes and he looked down quickly at the notes. "Captain Corwin, I'm very busy. I don't have time for wild goose chases or shaggy dog stories. Delenn is...."
"Alive."
"Dead! Delenn is dead! Accept that, and stop chasing her down!"
"John, I am telling you...."
"You are dismissed, Captain."
"I spoke to Welles. I've spoken to a few others. I've...."
"Mr. Welles is in secure confinement."
"I managed to see him. He was very.... talkative. Listen, John.... I know how to find her. Welles had her broken out of prison here. His agents took her to Sector Three–o–one. He thinks he knows where. Now we can go in.... we can find her and get her out."
"Delenn is dead! Now get out of here!"
Corwin sighed, and walked up to the desk. "I'm sorry. I don't know you any more. I know you've been through a lot. I don't know how I'd cope in such circumstances, but this isn't just about you any more. Delenn needs you. I know she does. Who do you think should be there when she's found? Me - or you?"
"You are dismissed, Captain!" Sheridan leapt to his feet, eyes flashing. "Now get out of here, or I'll have you court–martialled!"
Corwin shook his head. "I didn't want to do this. I'm sorry."
The punch took Sheridan completely by surprise, throwing him backwards across the desk. Corwin immediately followed up with another, which knocked the older man down. Grabbing the General's shirt, he pulled him up and slammed him hard against the wall.
"If this is the only way I can get you to see sense, then this is what I'll do," he snapped, his face inches from Sheridan's own. "So, go ahead. Court–martial me! Do whatever you damned well like, but for God's sake.... go and get Delenn!"
"You don't.... You don't...." Corwin let go of his friend. He had never heard so much despair in Sheridan's voice. The General sank to the floor, tears and blood streaming down his face. "You don't understand," he whispered, his voice hoarse and racked.
"She has to be dead. She has to be.... If she isn't.... if she's still alive, then I left her there.... I left her on Z'ha'dum.... with them. I was so sure they'd killed her. It was instinct.... I've acted on instinct a hundred times. A thousand. I was never wrong before.
"I was so sure. So sure.
"If she's not dead.... how could she bear to look at me, if I left her there? She has to be dead, because.... Oh God, she has to be dead."
"She isn't," Corwin said softly. "She's alive, and she needs you. I know she is. You made a mistake. It's in the past.... and this is now.
"Come on.... let's go get her."
The door opened and a security guard rushed in, weapon raised. He took in Sheridan's bleeding face and Corwin's bruised knuckles. "General.... is everything all right?"
"Yes," Sheridan whispered. He smiled. "Everything's fine now. Everything's going to be fine...."
* * *
There were three words, short and simple. They were lit by a faint whisper of candlelight. It was not clear who had placed the candles there, or the flowers that covered the floor. It was not clear who had written the words.
The Blessed Delenn.
"What happened here?" Sheridan whispered. "What happened...?"
"Some people realised a lot of things," Corwin said. Smith's directions had been perfect. He should be here soon.
"She's dead. This is a.... shrine."
"She's not dead. I've been telling you that for a while."
"But this place?"
"If what I've been told is correct.... and I don't pretend to understand a word of it, you know.... she died here.... and then got better."
"But...."
He fell silent and looked behind Corwin at the figure who came slowly into view, a mirage, an illusion, a creation of light and mirrors. She walked slowly, her eyes filled with life, a soft, gentle smile on her face. Sheridan swayed, and almost fell against the wall.
"Told you," Corwin said, but his words were not heard.
Sheridan moved towards her, still unable to believe what his eyes told him. Only when his fingers touched hers did he realise at last that she was here. She was alive.
Then he wrapped his arms around her tightly, in the sure and certain knowledge that he would never let her go again.



Part 6 : The Disassembly of Shadows.



In the aftermath of the Battle of Proxima there is a brief moment of respite - a chance to rest, to heal, to forgive, and to remember.  A dying man's confession speaks of the past to one who looks to the future; and for two old friends there is a reconciliation, and a night dedicated to facing unpleasant news and dark choices.


Surrounded by machinery, trapped by tubes and wires, the dying man is content to wait. All his life he has been at the mercy of time, a prisoner of the vagaries of events taking place in other rooms, in other cities, on other worlds. All his life he has been the watcher, never the actor.
Except once. On one occasion, he acted. It cost him a lot. It cost him almost everything, but had he not acted, it would have cost him his soul.
Now he is content neither to watch nor to act, but to wait. Around him the world is turning, a continuing cycle of change and rebirth. New leaders, new rulers, new policies, new wars to fight. None of those things has anything to do with him any more. Let them revolve. He is content here, alone in his single room.
Except he is not truly alone. Of course there are the guards outside, people set to watch him, to ensure he remains here, until.... the time is right. People set to prevent him escaping, or being rescued.
He smiles through a broken mouth. Those guards are his men. He knows their names, their children's names, their dates of birth, their favourite foods. If he chose he could be out of this room in a heartbeat, but let those above him believe they are in charge. Let them dream their little dreams. He is done with dreaming now, and he is happy here, in a room he is content to die in.
That does not mean he is not averse to calling in a few favours.
The nurse arrives. He knows her name too. In fact, he helped her out with a little matter a few years ago. She was never actually a friend, but someone who owed him a favour. It is good to have people owe you favours. It is just a pity he will never be able to call them all in before the end, but, well.... such is life.
He has previously asked two things of her, with suitable promises that she will be blamed for neither. She accepted.
"She is coming here now," she says, and he smiles.
"Good. Thank you." The words hurt the back of his throat, but he ignores the pain. It is a transitory thing after all, and he will be doing a lot of talking soon. "And the.... other matter? There are still no problems there?"
"No. Just.... just call me when you're ready. Are.... are you sure this is...?"
"I'm sure. Trust me. It's all for the best. So much.... easier this way."
There is the sound of footsteps, and he looks up past the nurse to see the figure who has appeared at the door. A slow, sad smile crosses his features. The nurse, recognising that she is no longer necessary, nods and leaves.
He looks at the new arrival, remembering back to the first time he saw her, over three years ago. She had looked very different then, obviously. But he was different now as well. She had changed him, awakening something that had been dead for many years.
"I wasn't sure if you'd come," he says. She would have plenty of reason not to, after all. She owes him no favours, nothing of kindness, certainly.
"Of course I would," she replies, moving towards the bed. Her motion is.... slow, and a little awkward, but that is hardly surprising. Few people would even be walking after what she has been through. Most people, if he has heard everything right, would not even be moving. He does not try to pretend he understands what truly saved her, but a part of him long silent chalks it up to a miracle, which is as good an explanation as any.
"How are you?" he asks on instinct, and then an ironic chuckle escapes him. The laugh hurts, but there is no other reaction possible. "'How are you?'" he repeats, mocking himself. "I don't believe I just asked that. I'm sorry."
"Do not apologise," she says, in her strange, welcoming accent. "I am.... better. The doctors here wish to keep me longer to.... observe me, but I do not think there is much more they can do for me. They had no idea how my system worked even before I.... died. I think they have even less idea now."
"What about...?"
"Ah. They do not think I will ever be able to have children again. They may be wrong, of course. They said as much.... but they said the damage was too severe. There are some things Lorien could not heal."
The dying man closes his eyes, and something dies all the sooner within him. "I.... Sorry is just such a worthless thing to say. I could say it for a thousand years, and it still wouldn't undo...."
"It is done. I came here of my own will, knowing there would be a price to pay, and knowing that my sacrifice would bring about a reward. It has done so. This world is saved, and on the road to salvation. There were some here who listened to me, not many, it is true.... but even one would be enough."
"Then it was worth it? All you went through?"
"Oh, yes. Definitely. And you?"
"Me? I went through hardly anything." A sigh leaves his mouth. "Anyway, that's not why I asked you to come here. I have.... I need to ask you to do something. I know you have every right to say no and walk out of here, and I wouldn't blame you if you did, but I thought.... this would be.... appropriate."
"I will not leave here. What do you wish of me?"
"You are a religious leader of sorts, aren't you?"
"I am.... was.... am.... of the religious caste of my people. And I was highly placed in my caste, yes."
"I.... used to be religious. I belonged to an order called the Roman Catholics, a very old one by our standards. I'm.... extremely lapsed now. I really stopped believing in anything a long time ago.... but there's one practice I want to bring back.
"It was called a confession. We would go before a priest, and confess our sins, and we would be forgiven, and granted absolution. I want to.... confess all the things I did wrong, and.... remember the things I did that were right. It won't be a standard confession, not at all.... but if I could talk to someone....
"And you're the only real religious figure I know. It's a different religion, yes.... but aren't all faces of God the same in the end?"
"I.... I would be honoured," she whispers, sincerity shining in her eyes.
"Then bless me, Fath.... Bless me, Mother, for I have sinned. It has been.... years since my last confession." He looks at her. "There's a chair around here somewhere. You might want to sit down. This could take a while."
She finds it and pulls it to the side of his bed, sitting down beside him, waiting patiently.
Arthur Lee Welles looks into the deep green eyes of Delenn of Mir for a long moment. "Are you comfortable?" She nods. "Then I'll begin...."
* * *
There was an old saying that David Corwin had once been told by someone he had loved very much. You can't ever go home again. It had been typical of Susan Ivanova's pessimism, but it was only now he was beginning to see the truth.
He hadn't thought about Susan in months. He didn't even know where she was. He had mentioned her during his conversation with Welles a few weeks before, surprising himself with his own question, only to learn that Proxima's Master of Information knew nothing at all.
"Ambassador Sheridan took her with him when he went to Z'ha'dum. I don't know why. I don't even know if she's still alive. If she is, that'll be where."
And Ambassador Sheridan himself. That was another cause for concern.
"He took the same blast I did," Welles had commented. "It probably killed him."
"We never found a body."
"Ah."
It was funny the things Corwin found himself thinking about. He supposed anything was better than the image that touched on his dreams: the image of a glowing, trapped person, imprisoned somewhere within his ship. The thought of one just like her inside every Dark Star.
He had not been sleeping well lately, and so he had so many more waking hours to fill with mindless thoughts. He remembered Susan, Ambassador Sheridan, he thought about Delenn, about Lyta — about Lyta a lot.... and about the future. That, too.
What sort of future was there? Would this war ever be over? And when it was, what then? Another long and bloody war, just as pointless? Or a peace ruled by the Vorlons?
These thoughts disturbed him, and so he had taken, on his time off, to going for long walks, revisiting areas of Proxima he had known before. He saw a park he had gone walking in with Susan. He saw a shop where he had bought food and newspapers. He saw countless little landmarks, each one sparking off another memory.
And he saw the devastation of so much of the business sector, destroyed by a Shadow ship, although there was some debate as to whether the destruction had been a deliberate attack or a consequence of the Shadow vessel falling from the sky. Either way the damage was colossal, the cost to Proxima's fragile economy devastating. The death toll was still unknown.
But most of all he saw the people. Not the soldiers, or the leaders, or the diplomats — the ordinary people. He saw the bakers, the shopkeepers, the secretaries, the people in the street, the parents, the children, the old, the young. He saw the fear in their eyes, the resentment. He had seen those things in the days before the Second Line, in the long, hard years of perpetual terror that the Minbari would arrive any moment.
He also took time to speak to them. Some would have nothing to do with him, whether he was in or out of uniform. Some were afraid of being overheard, or detected.
Most expressed admiration for President Clark, and complete disbelief that he would ever do such a thing. Many blamed the Shadows, who had deceived the greatest leader humanity had ever known. Some put it all down to the Alliance, who would willingly have massacred all life on Proxima, and would have succeeded had it not been for the sacrifice of Captain DeClercq, whom almost everyone was calling a hero.
Corwin listened to these things with the taste of ashes in his mouth.
Some whispered conspiratorially of help coming. Captains Tikopai and Barns would find help, build an army, come back and save Proxima, drive away the Alliance. Corwin spoke to some people who claimed to be hiding Tikopai's teenage daughter, keeping her safe from people who would use her to attack her mother. Corwin knew full well that Julia Tikopai was missing, but then so were many on Proxima these days.
The members of Clark's Government were spoken of in varying tones. Some saw Welles as a great patriot for his broadcast about what had happened to the defence grid, others called him a knowing ally of the Alliance plot, spreading false reports of Clark's actions. Some even said he had murdered Clark.
Ryan was seen as a coward by many, but as a loyal man doing what he thought was right by others, many of whom had the bearing of soldiers. Clark had been working on a massive programme to increase the size of Earthforce. That had now been suspended, and there were many former soldiers trying to hide, but something in their voices and bearing always gave them away.
Everywhere he went, however, he heard about Delenn. There were hushed whispers about the miracle of her rebirth, by many who claimed to have been there. If they were all telling the truth, about half of Proxima must have seen her come back to life. There were reports of other miracles, of the blind suddenly seeing, of a crippled war veteran being able to walk. Some said it was her sacrifice that had prevented the defence grid from firing for long enough.
Her shrine became filled with people. Delenn herself had not been seen in public since her 'death'. Corwin knew where she was, resting in hospital. He had not had a chance to talk with her, and he was not sure he wanted to. What could he say?
And so, as the days passed, he wandered through a beaten and resentful Proxima, a world that had once been his own, and day by day, the feeble remains of his pride, the part of him that said 'I am doing the right thing'.... it all evaporated, lifeless dust on the barren winds of his hopes.
"I am doing the right thing," he said, again and again, but the more he said it, the less he believed it.
* * *
I was doing the right thing.
Everything I did was right, all of it. So I thought. It was.... easy to rationalise. I was working for the Government of Humanity, the last hope of our people. These were desperate times, dark times. Some.... liberties had to be taken, some rights had to be quietly sidelined. It was all for the good of the people, wasn't it? No one could be allowed to rock the boat, to disrupt things.
I was Chief of Security, and also the Spymaster. All information came to me eventually, through one way or another, very few of them legitimate. I passed that information on, and it was used.... appropriately.
People disappeared. People died. Crimes went unpunished and the innocent went unprotected. I played a part in the deal with the Narns that gave them more or less complete control over our outlying colonies. I played a part in selling half the human race into slavery.
I'm sorry. I'm getting ahead of myself. I was.... no one important before. My parents both worked for EarthGov in minor capacities, my mother a Senator's aide and my father in the Ministry of Agriculture. I had no brothers or sisters, very few friends.
My mother died when I was about twenty, a random victim of an assassination attempt by one terrorist group or another. Free Mars probably, but it could have been anyone. I used to tell people that was why I used my psychology degree from Cambridge to get me into the Intelligence Services, but that was a lie.
You see, the thing is, I've always been able to tell when other people are lying. I've always been able to read people, to know their secrets, their delusions, everything. I never really liked people. They all seemed so.... stupid, so ignorant. No one ever just stopped and thought about things for a minute.
So, after my mother died, I went into the Intelligence Service. I rose.... respectably, although not rapidly. I think I scared a few people slightly. Ah, well. I hit a sort of glass ceiling eventually, no more room for promotion, the work of a few of my colleagues who were jealous and afraid. They tried to hide it, but I could see it in them.
I was lucky to be on Mars when you came to Earth. There was no grand plan there, it was just luck. I was on a sort of holiday with my wife, Victoria. No, not a holiday at all. I was trying to get her to leave the solar system and get somewhere safe. She wasn't having any of it. As it happened, you came a little early, and both of us just managed to get out alive. Most of the rest of the Government was blasted, the Chief Ministers and the Senate practically wiped out. EarthGov had shifted base to Mars when it became apparent that Earth was under threat, but even so the attack was pretty bad. If it hadn't been for a very timely arrival by half our fleet, we'd all have been killed there.
Anyway, with the Intelligence Service collapsed around our ears and all our files gone, I suddenly became invaluable. I've always had a good memory, you see. Not quite perfect, but pretty good. I managed to recreate most of our files, and that made me indispensable to the new administration. I got promoted to Head pretty fast, and I took over the Security job as well, sort of folding Intelligence and Security together.
That was when I became involved in the dirty tricks, and, well.... came close to losing my soul.
* * *
There was a bottle of whisky on the table, opened, but untouched. Next to it there was a glass. It was empty.
And behind them both, looking at them the way a thirsty man in a desert looks at a single drop of water, was General John Sheridan, leader of the Dark Star fleets of the United Alliance of Kazomi 7. He had not touched the drink yet, but that was mostly for the memory of his wife Anna, and what drinking had done to her.
Corwin did not quite have Mr. Welles' powers of observation, and so he missed the bottle at first. He had been called to the General's private quarters, and so he had gone, albeit with some trepidation. They had not spoken for a while, not since they had found Delenn, not since the fight. Sheridan had been busy with countless administrative matters, and trying to co-ordinate the search for the missing Earthforce ships. Corwin had also been busy, after a fashion, discovering all that had been done to Proxima.
"You called me?" he said softly, adding a belated "General." He was not sure what to expect. Sheridan had not been.... himself for months now, ever since he had come out of his paralysis. He had seemed to return to near normality after finding Delenn, but.... he did not look well. His eyes were hollow and haunted.
Also, it was late at night. Very late. What business could Sheridan have with him at this time of night? At least the meeting was on Proxima, and not on the General's Dark Star. Corwin walked very uneasily on Dark Stars these days.
He wondered about the name of the telepath bound within Sheridan's ship.
"David," the General said. "Thank you for coming. I know it's late, and short notice, but...." He fell silent.
"That's fine, General. I'm at your disposal."
"General.... yes. I didn't call you here as a leader, as your superior officer. I asked you here because.... I need a friend, and you were the only person I could think of. I've.... burned a fair few bridges over the last few months."
Corwin should have been pleased about this. After all that had happened, John still considered him a friend. But he wasn't happy. The tone of voice was.... dark. The General was disturbed about something.
Then he noticed the bottle.
"Oh, this? I found it in Clark's office. Completely untouched. The trappings of power, hmm? Anna would have killed for a glass of this. The proper stuff. I haven't drunk any yet.... not that I haven't wanted to, but....
"My Dad said once that there were a number of solutions to every problem. You could pretend it never existed, which is what this stuff does. It'll work for a while, but not nearly long enough. Or you can talk to someone. That won't make it go away either.... but it won't sound as bad. That's what he said.... He was rarely wrong about anything else.
"Have we found his body?"
"No."
"Maybe he's not dead, then. I don't know.... I just think it would be easier if.... if he was. I so wanted to think it was all a dream, when I saw him on Kazomi Seven, and then at Z'ha'dum. It wasn't a dream. I don't know why my father went and worked for those.... murderers, but....
"I need to know. Oh, what the hell, that's not why I asked you here.
"I need a friend. I need someone to talk to. I've.... discovered something, and I've no idea how I should react to it. Someone to talk to might be a start. A friend.... if you still consider yourself my friend...."
"Of course I am."
"Oh.... good. Sit down, and let's have a drink. Another thing my Dad used to tell me.... never drink alone. It's always a bad idea."
"A wise man, your father."
"Oh, yes.... Oh, yes."
* * *
You've been in love, haven't you? You know what it's like.
Her name was Victoria. I'd met her at university. She was a student, a year younger than I was. She was studying medicine. She wanted to be a doctor. She saw sick people and wanted to make them better. Especially children. She couldn't stand to see sick or dying children. She loved them. I didn't, I hated them. Children were even more stupid than adults were.
I'd never been able to read her, not at all. She could lie to me and I'd never know. She could keep everything she knew a secret and I'd never suspect. She didn't.... at least, I don't think she did, but she could have done.
I remember the first time I saw her. I was sitting by a river bank in the rain when she passed by, on a boat. I always liked the rain. She hated it. She turned to look at me, evidently having sensed me staring at her. I caught her eyes for one brief moment and.... there was a connection. You could call it love at first sight, I suppose. For me anyway. I don't know how she reacted.
We met up again while I was working in Intelligence. She'd become a doctor by then. She got involved in one of our operations quite by accident. She'd stumbled across a survivor of a team sent by rogue extremists to assassinate the President. He'd been wounded in a shoot-out, but had managed to escape.
I wasn't assigned to that mission. At that stage I had no real responsibilities at all. Even making the coffee was a little too technical for me then. I wanted advancement. I wanted promotion and I resented being held back by jealous and inferior people.
I wasn't a terribly nice person then. You may have gathered. I'm not a very nice person now either, but there was a time.... when I was with her, when I was different. She made me want to be a nicer person, a better person.
Anyway, she got the would-be assassin admitted to an underground clinic. I came across it on my private investigations, and ran into her. Somehow.... I still don't know how.... she talked me out of reporting it. She made a speech about compassion, about fear, about the quality of mercy.... I believed it.... coming from her, I believed it.
I didn't get my promotion.... that time. I moved up a little eventually, as I said. I used my free time to find out everything I could about the clinic, and about her. It turned out she was running it, a place for people who'd fallen between the cracks, who couldn't afford medical care, for the lost, the damned, the lonely.... I could have reported it, but I didn't.
We were two completely different people, you see. I couldn't stand humanity. I'd spent my whole life watching them, uncovering all their dark little secrets, the petty lies they sought to keep concealed. She thought that there was some good in everyone, that everyone deserved a second chance, and usually a third and fourth. I'd begun to doubt there was any good in anyone before I met her.
Somehow she convinced me. There may not have been good in everyone, but there was definitely good in her.
I asked her out over a year after I'd met up with her again. I asked her to marry me almost three years after that. We were married the day of first contact with your people.
We never had children, and eight years later she was dead.
Resources were.... tight, very tight after we lost Earth. A good number of things had to be de-prioritised. Everything we could spare went on defence, and after that food and interstellar relations. Medical care for non-essential personnel was quite a way down. Vicky couldn't bear to see this and opened another of her underground clinics, treating people who weren't considered important enough to get treatment in the few hospitals that were open.
She didn't have enough medicine, or people, or time to treat everyone. She couldn't possibly. Not everyone saw it that way.
There were numerous gangs in the underworld in those days. Well, there still are. One of the many petty criminal gang members had been injured in a shoot-out with Security and went to Vicky's clinic for treatment. She'd run out of medicine for him, and couldn't do anything. Still, she tried. She did all she could, in circumstances where most people would have washed their hands and said 'there's no point'. She didn't. She tried, but failed. She'd done all she could.
His companions didn't see it quite that way, and they shot her, point-blank.
As she went, so went my soul. I didn't even bother hunting down the people responsible.... what would be the point? I didn't even take time off for the funeral. My work consumed me.
And bit by bit I watched any hint of ethics or morality fall away from me, until all that was left was despair, and the realisation that things would never get better, but that we would tear down all of Proxima before we let them get any worse.
* * *
"How are things out there?"
Corwin hesitated, truly unsure of how to answer. Very little about this meeting felt right, and the Captain.... the General.... John.... did not sound himself. Well, he sounded more like himself than he had in almost a year, but that was still not much. He had been insulated from the real world in his Dark Star for months, a ship built around an imprisoned and probably insane telepath.
Could he handle the truth? The way things really were?
"There's no need to think hard, David," the General said wryly. "I know how I must look, but.... I need to know. You're right. I've been insulated from the real world too long. I need to know."
Corwin started, his heart beating faster. He hadn't said those words aloud, had he? But the near exactness of phrasing.... He coughed, and tried to order his thoughts. He had known General John Sheridan for years, and been his best — sometimes only — friend for so long. If he could not trust him, whom could he trust?
(An unbidden image of Lyta crossed his mind.)
"They're bad," he said. "Possibly worse than I can ever remember."
"Exaggerating, surely? You do remember the years after Orion, don't you?"
Oh, yes, he remembered. The Orion colony destroyed in a single night by a Minbari war fleet. The death toll had been relatively low.... that night, even if the General's daughter had been among them.
But the months afterwards, that long and terrible winter. Corwin could see again the people starving in the streets of Proxima, the riots, the prison break-outs, the near-anarchy. But the thing he remembered most was the complete despair. Before Orion there had been a slow and steady increase in hope, a growing belief that humanity had seen the worst the universe could offer, and had survived. After Orion, there had been nothing.
He did not hesitate in replying. "Yes," he said, simply. "It's worse."
The General didn't say anything, and a heavy and uncomfortable silence fell across the room. Corwin shivered, seeing a momentary flash of light appear above the General's head. A halo.... or a chain?
Or just a figment of his imagination?
"At least then we all knew who the enemy was," he said finally, desperate to fill the silence, to explain his feelings, just to get some reaction from his oldest friend. "The Minbari were the enemies. We could see them, we could identify them. There was absolutely no doubt at all. But now...." He sighed.
"People are being told so many things. Strange as it sounds, they liked Clark. Really, really liked him. Most of them are saying that he wasn't responsible for the turning of the defence grid. Some say the Shadows were responsible, others that we were. And none of them like us. We're the humans who sold our race out to the aliens, remember. We're the people who swore to defend Proxima and then came back with an alien fleet and Minbari allies."
(An alien fleet built around enslaved telepaths, some of them human.) If he concentrated hard enough, Corwin could just about shut out their screaming.
"Nobody really knows who to believe out there. There's a lot of anger and fear and hate and.... I've never seen Proxima this bad. Never."
"There'll be free elections soon. We'll have a war crimes tribunal, put a few people on trial, reform the Senate. There'll be an elected Government by this time next year, if not sooner."
"And who are they going to vote for? Nobody is going to believe the elections are free anyway. I don't think we can put together twenty people in this whole planet who actually want to lead it at the moment."
"You could."
Corwin did not know what to say. He almost fell from his chair. "Me? But.... that's crazy. I'm a soldier, just a soldier. Why don't you...?"
"I couldn't.... not any more. Anyway, I'll be going back to Kazomi Seven once this war is over, going back there with...."
"With Delenn."
"Yes.... with Delenn." The General's eyes darkened, and he suddenly picked up the bottle and raised it to his lips. "Cheers," he said, taking a long draught.
"Cheers."
* * *
I did.... we did a lot of horrible things over the years. We had to, or at least that was what we told ourselves. The survival of the race mattered. All of humanity was resting on our shoulders. We had to be strong enough to bear that burden, to do what was necessary.
Me, Clark, President Crane, General Hague, Takashima.... a few others. We would go down in history as the saviours of humanity.... or as the final, pathetic lost: Oedipus twisting and turning to avoid his fate, Lear raging vainly against the storm.
We had to win. There was no other choice. We would do whatever was necessary. Sell out half our race to the Narns? If they'd protect the other half, then fine! Make deals with a man who saw us all as microbes and was relishing the chance to assert the superiority of his race over ours? If he'd help, then of course. Institute laws that all but banned freedom of speech, of assembly, that let criminals run free and the innocent suffer? If we had to.
Ally ourselves with an alien race of whom we knew nothing but that they wanted to help us? Did we even need to think about that one?
I was never on very good terms with any of them. Well, I was never on very good terms with anyone other than Vicky. When she was alive, I at least had something to focus on. A reason to want to save humanity. In her smile I saw something worth redeeming, worth saving. When she was gone.... there was no longer the dream of survival, only a game.
I didn't even hate the people who'd killed her. I caught them, eventually, and they were punished just as if they'd murdered anyone who wasn't my wife. I didn't glory in it, though. There was no sense of revenge. I doubt they even knew it was my wife they'd killed. What was the point in taking revenge on them? They were just like the rest of humanity, right?
So, it became a game. Pitting my wits against yours, against everyone. I studied the Narn ambassadors who came to patronise and mock us. I gathered blackmail information on all of them. I never used it, it was just an intellectual exercise. I studied the records of your people. I gathered as much information as I could. Oh, it was woefully incomplete, at least it was until we captured you, but.... I didn't care what we did with it.
Every night I went home to my dead apartment, and slept in the bed that still smelled like her. Sometimes I went for long walks, unable to sleep, unable to care. I saw people, I saw humanity, and I wondered why we bothered trying to save them at all. Let your ships come. Let them blow us apart. What did it matter?
I began to wonder just why my companions in the Government were bothering. It didn't take me long to find out. Crane had been elected before the war had even begun, and still in some sense believed she was leading the same people as she had then. Hague was fighting because it was all he knew how to do and because he knew he couldn't turn that burden over to anyone else. Takashima.... well, all my opinions on her were wrong. At the time I thought she was the only idealistic and genuine person among us, but a couple of years ago I found out she had a secondary personality and was doing whatever Bester told her to.
Ah.... strange as it sounds, I like being wrong sometimes. It adds variety. But most of the time, it's just annoying.
And Clark.... He took it all as a personal insult. He was ambitious, and always had been. He wanted power to.... well.... to put things right. That's according to his definition of 'right', of course. There's a blanket assumption that all dictators are evil, megalomaniacal madmen who just want power for its own sake. I've never met or heard of anyone like that. Most of them, I think, just want to put things right.
Take your Sinoval, for example. Not that I've ever met him, but from my reports....
Sorry, digressing again.
Clark had been in politics all his life. Ever since he was a child he'd dreamed of gaining power, of using it wisely, of being so much smarter, so much more adept than the people in charge at the time. In a very scary way he might have been me, except I didn't care, and he did.
And then you came along, just when he was beginning to get somewhere. He could have been right at the top in ten years, maybe fifteen. But then you came, and threw everything upside down. He shot up faster than he'd planned, but not because he was smarter, or better, or more astute, or more popular. He shot up because most of the people above him were dead. Anyone can rise that way. What kind of intelligence does that require?
You'd made it easy for him, and that cheapened him in some way. Also, it sort of undervalued his position. When he finally did get to power, it was by poisoning Crane, by the way. Oh yes, I knew all about that. When he did get to be President, what was the point? He couldn't fix anything, because it would take him his whole lifetime just to clean up the mess you'd left him. Oh, he enjoyed doing what he could.... you should have seen him blackmail the Narns.... but that wasn't the way he'd dreamed of it happening. He wasn't the leader of a powerful young race, ready to take its place in the galaxy. He was the last leader of a pathetic people, clinging on to survival by their fingernails, with half of them ready to let go and drop into the abyss.
He blamed you for all of that, and after a while he blamed us as well.
Until the Vorlons came along. That, I didn't know. I knew he was acting strangely, but by that time I wasn't thinking straight. Just like all those years ago, when I first saw Vicky, my life had been turned upside down — although just like with Vicky, I wasn't to realise it for some time, almost too long.
That was meeting you, of course.
* * *
Corwin knew he should have moved forward, should have done something, but he didn't. There was nothing to do, nothing to say, nothing even to think.
Delenn.
He had not seen her much since she had been found in Sector 301, at the place where she had died and been reborn, a place that had become a shrine to her, in a way he found both disturbing and strangely comforting. It was ironic, perhaps, but Sector 301 seemed to be coming out of the chaos better than anywhere else on Proxima. Perhaps the Shrine of the Blessed Delenn had something to do with that, but Corwin put it down to human industry and endeavour.
Then.... he didn't want to think about that now. He wanted to think about his friend.
The General put down the bottle and sighed. "I was so sure," he whispered. "I was so goddamned sure. I mean, I'm a soldier. It seems I've been a soldier forever. A soldier lives off his instincts.... you know that. I've acted on instinct thousands of times, and never been wrong before.
"But there.... I was just so sure." He shook his head. "How could I have been so wrong?"
Corwin had a theory of his own, but he did not want to put it into words. He was having enough difficulty coming to terms with recent revelations concerning the Vorlons without having to voice them to another, least of all someone in a condition as.... fraught as the General's.
"It doesn't matter now," Corwin said finally. "Delenn's here. She's alive. She's safe. You're.... you're together. It doesn't matter any more."
The General chuckled, the mirthless laugh of someone who knows the joke everyone else is laughing at isn't funny. "Doesn't matter? Oh.... yes it does. It matters a lot. If I hadn't left her there....
"She was pregnant. My baby. Our baby.
"They killed him. The people here killed our baby."
"What?" Corwin breathed out and almost choked. He'd never heard.... he hadn't known.... Good Lord! Surely people couldn't have done that to her.... to an unborn child. "How.... Why? Why, for God's sake?"
"Some.... political game, I think. I don't know. Probably just because they could. They did it badly, too, really messed her up. Hell, they damn near killed her, even before that mess in three-o-one. She's not going to be able to have any more children."
"Oh, God...." There really was nothing to say.
"She's tried to tell me otherwise, but we both know the truth.... It's my fault. I should never have left her there...."
"No, it's not your fault."
"Yes, it damned well is, and you know it!" Corwin shrank back, momentarily surprised by the sheer anger in the General's voice. The light surged up around him, blazing and flashing, tendrils of lightning shooting from his eyes. "Of course it's my fault!
"It's my fault for daring to think I could do something other than fight a war! For deluding myself there was anything else I could do other than kill people! It's so easy to take lives, isn't it? So damned easy, especially when you rationalise it to yourself. I'm a soldier. This is war. It doesn't matter who they are.
"Delenn's seen that. She's done that, and she managed to break free. So why the hell can't I? Face it, I'm not a soldier, I'm a murderer, and I just murdered my unborn son!"
"It's not your fault," Corwin said again, desperately trying to get through. Where was this coming from? John had seemed.... better recently. Changed. The discovery that Delenn was alive....
"No? If not mine, then whose? The people who did it? I don't know who they are. Besides, they were only following orders. You can't blame anyone for just following orders, no more than you can blame yourself or your crew for doing what I tell you to.
"Welles? He was just doing what he thought was right, and he's on some damned life support machinery now. Clark? He's dead. My father? My own father?
"I'm telling you, if I can't blame myself there's only one other person I can blame, and I'd much rather blame myself than her."
"What?"
"Forget it." He sighed, and buried his head in his hands. "I don't want to. God.... I know it wasn't her fault, but.... could she have done something? Anything? God.... I don't want to blame her.... but somewhere.... somewhere right at the back of my mind....
"I do."
He lifted his head, and his eyes were filled with a dark madness, a truly terrible sight.
"God help me, David.... what kind of person am I?"
* * *
Breath came more slowly now. His throat hurt. He could not remember the last time he had spoken so much, the last time he had said so many things he had not wanted to say.
"There's.... there's an old saying," he said, struggling to keep his eyes open. He should not have stayed awake this long. He should have let the drugs and the painkillers slide him into unconsciousness, but he could not do that. He had to finish, and if not now, then he never would.
"It comes from one of our philosophers. It goes...." He breathed in, and sharp bursts of pain triggered across his shattered ribs. Ignoring the pain was becoming harder and harder.
"It goes.... 'If you gaze into the abyss.... the abyss....
"the abyss gazes back....
"at you.'
"That was me. I gazed into the abyss for years.... and it changed me. Then I saw you....
"just as I'd seen....
"Vicky
"for the first time
"I looked at you....
"and you looked back at me.
"And you changed me.
"It just took me.... so
"long.
"So long to see it.
"Delenn.
"I'm sorry!"
She reached out, and he felt her cool, soft hand touch his. "There is nothing to say," she whispered. "You have already said it all, if not with your words, then by your deeds and with your eyes. I will accept your forgiveness.... and I pray you can accept mine."
There was a harsh moment of laughter. "Yes," he said. "Of course."
"I wish I had known your Vicky."
"You would.... have liked each other.... Delenn.... Do you think.... I will see her again.... after.... I die?"
"I do not know," she said simply. "If there is any justice.... then you will. But justice may be.... in short supply." Her eyes suddenly widened as she caught something in his tone. "But I thought.... your injuries were not fatal."
He smiled. "No," he rasped. "No, they aren't. I could be.... out of this bed.... in a few months.... walking around in a year.... and in two years or so.... I'd have no sign but a very.... distinguished.... limp.
"Of course.... that doesn't matter. I'll be put on trial.... convicted.... and shot in the street like a dog.... No.... I know the means.... of manipulating the public. If.... the new Government.... wants me as its villain.... then so be it. As long as.... one person knows.... the truth."
"I know," she said, firmly. "And I will not let that happen."
He shook his head. "Doesn't matter.... Doesn't.... matter.... at all.... Sorry, Delenn.... can't.... stay.... awake."
"I understand." She rose, the sheer grace of her presence undoing the awkwardness of her movements. "We will talk again. You must let me finish your confession."
"Yes," he whispered, his eyes closed. "Mother.... what is my penance?"
"I do not think you need one," she said. "You have made penance enough for any number of sins."
"Ah." He smiled again. "Ah."
Her fingers brushed his gently, and then she left. He was now ready to face his end, his final destiny.
* * *
There was not much for Corwin to say after that. What was there for him to say? Sheridan certainly didn't want to say anything after that revelation. His self-loathing practically radiated from him, and Corwin could feel the air become thick with pain.
He tried not to think about what Delenn had gone through. He tried not to think about what it must have cost her to tell him.
And what it must have cost Sheridan to comfort her, to love her, even through his own suffering.
"I love her," came a whispered voice. The provisional leader of humanity, the General of the Dark Star fleet, the legendary Shadowkiller, was resting his head on his arms, harsh sobs racking his body, anguished words filling the room with his sorrow. "I do.... Oh, God.... why do I feel like this? It's not her fault. I know it's not her fault. How can it be? But...."
What could he say to reply to that? He knew there was no way Delenn could be blamed for what had happened. For one dark moment he suspected the Vorlons of manipulating Sheridan again, of pushing him and Delenn apart, of removing any emotional link to peace and happines in the creation of their 'Shadowkiller'.
But then he realised the truth. The Vorlons needed no control, no manipulation, nothing. They needed nothing more than the darkness within one man's soul, the legacy of a daughter taken too young, and a son butchered before he even had a chance to exist.
There is no evil greater than that which humanity does to itself.
Tomorrow, things would return to normal. Corwin would resume his search for the missing Captains Barns and Tikopai. Sheridan would become the General again, guiding his forces towards a war that was becoming more and more costly. Delenn would rest in the hospital, making contact with the Alliance Council on Kazomi 7 and trying to heal her body and her soul.
And the war would continue. More people would die. More people would suffer. More people would grieve.
And for what?
David did not know.
The sobs coming from John's body lessened, as he finally fell asleep. David rose and walked to the window, looking out across the buildings and streets and people of Proxima's Main Dome.
We fought for all of you. We'll continue to fight for all of you.
But let it be over soon, please. Oh God, let it be over soon.
He sighed, and shook his head, recognising the futile lies in his hopes. It would never be over.
Never.
* * *
He was ready now, at last. He had made his confession, he had said what needed to be said. He was ready to face the infinite.
"Are you sure?" asked the nurse again. "Are you...?"
"Yes. There is no other way. Do not worry. You will not get into trouble for this."
"I wasn't. It was just.... No, it doesn't matter. Goodbye, sir."
"Goodbye. And thank you."
She left him alone. Alone, as he had always been. His fingers gently caressed the pad in his hand. It controlled the level of his life support, the amount of the painkilling drugs he was receiving, his entire treatment programme. He was definitely not meant to have it, but the fact that he had acquired it somehow should not surprise anyone.
Besides, no one would be unhappy with the use to which he would put it.
He began moving through the instructions on the pad. It was security coded of course, but that took him all of five minutes to break. He would have done it sooner, but his swollen fingers had trouble inputting some of the codes.
He began flicking through the options, settling on the one he wanted. He was not a doctor, but he had been married to one for eight years, and his memory had always been near perfect. Medical advancement had been limited since Vicky had died, and he was more than capable of adjusting the dose of his medicines to a lethal level.
It was so much easier this way. No show trial. No interrogations. He would not be forced to the same ordeal he had put so many through. He would be gone and forgotten, surviving only in curses and nightmares. Let him be the monster of Clark's rule. One person knew the truth now, and that was enough.
It was over. Gone, and forgotten. All of it.
Except Vicky. He had kept her alive all these years in his memory, never fully letting her go. Now another knew her. He could not pass beyond into whatever Heaven or Hell awaited him without ensuring that Vicky's memory would survive.


He closed his eyes, and felt everything begin to slip away. The end called to him, and he answered.



Part 7 : That Which Man Hath Brought Together...



For millennia the Shadows have walked above the younger races, dark Gods of chaos, spreading anarchy and death where they passed.  Their day is nearly done.  Beaten back almost to their homeworld they prepare for the end, for a final act of revenge on the races that scorned their ideology.  An agent prepares a dark revenge on Proxima.  Kazomi 7 is engulfed by a fell and terrible cloud.  On Centauri Prime, the Shadow Criers ready for the ascension of their mad lord preaching his creed of fire.  Sinoval sets forth for the final meeting with his enemy  Sonovar, and takes the first step towards his greater destiny.  And a fleet, vaster and more powerful than any before assembled by the younger races, makes for Z'ha'dum.





Chapter 1


"It is over."
"Yes. It is over."
"We have won."
"Yes. You have won."
* * *
The war for Proxima is over, has been over these past four weeks. The evil, corrupt Government of President Clark is finished, Clark himself is dead. His accomplices and associates are for the most part dealt with - dead, such as the feared Chief of Security, Mr. Welles, or imprisoned and awaiting trial, such as the leader of the Earthforce fleet, General Ryan.
This war is over, the greater war continues. The villains were defeated, the heroes were victorious.
Of course, that all depends on your point of view.
Captain Bethany Tikopai of the EAS De'Molay was tired, had been tired for the past four weeks. She did not want to be here. She wanted to be anywhere but here. She wanted a proper shower with proper water. She wanted a real cup of coffee. She wanted a decent night's sleep. And she wanted to be with her daughter.
She had always known a soldier's life would involve sacrifices, putting aside personal desires for the good of others, doing what was right for the many and not the few. She had always known she would have to fight for the good of her people.
She had just never thought she would have to fight her own people.
It was hot here, very hot. The floor, the walls, the ceiling, it all pulsed with heat. It was cooler now than it had been, but at one point the soles of her boots had been almost melting in the heat from the floor. Sweat covered her completely like a second skin, and her long dark hair, strands coming loose from her braid, was lumpy and sodden.
An absurd thought had come to her a few days ago, when she was lying in bed desperately trying to snatch even a few hours sleep, but unable to rest for the heat and the worry. She remembered years ago, when Julia had been ill with a fever. Her skin had felt so hot to the touch, almost burning. Was that what was happening to the De'Molay? Was the ship ill?
It was crazy, but no crazier than the events of the past four weeks. There had been something strange about this ship ever since it had been launched, and after it had been hit by that strange blast at Proxima nothing had gone right. It had taken a great deal of effort from Jaiena in Engineering even to get the De'Molay moving again. The constant running and fighting since then had only made things worse. Jaiena was probably the only person on the whole ship getting even less sleep than Bethany was.
Except after today it would all probably be academic. Captain Barns and his Dark Thunder had been run to ground and captured three days ago, and with him had gone any hope of an effective fight–back. It was over, and the three Dark Star ships surrounding the De'Molay proved it.
Still, while there was life, there was hope.
"How long for jump engines?" she asked, knowing it was pointless. The last time they had fled, the Dark Stars had been able to follow them into hyperspace and actually begin an engagement there. Only some incredibly stylish manoeuvring had got them away from that one. DeClercq's Saint–Germain could have run rings around them in hyperspace and had them chasing their own tails, but that was academic too. DeClercq was dead, his Saint–Germain a heap of fused metal.
"Too long," replied Paul Telluride, her first officer. He was cynical about their chances of survival, and why shouldn't he be?
The ship shook from another blast, and Bethany's hand rubbed against her armrest. She withdrew it sharply, wincing. It was unbelievably hot!
"They took out our dispersion fire," Paul said. "Dammit, why don't they just finish us?" Bethany said nothing. They wanted her alive. They wanted scapegoats. "Hah! We're getting a signal. It's from their lead ship."
"Put it on," she replied tiredly.
"But...."
"It doesn't matter what they want to say to us now. We're finished anyway. We might as well give them the satisfaction of saying it."
Paul muttered angrily as he put the message through. There should have been a technician to do that, but the De'Molay was operating under severely reduced capacity nowadays, less than a quarter of normal complement.
A face appeared on the screen, Communications being one of the few things Jaiena had been able to fix that hadn't immediately broken down again. The man seemed young, too young, and terribly earnest. Bethany thought she recognised him, but she couldn't be sure.
"Agamemnon to De'Molay. This is Captain David Corwin of Dark Star Three, the Agamemnon. Do you receive me, De'Molay?"
Corwin. That was it. Sheridan's right–hand man and former second. Well, if the Starkiller couldn't come himself, at least he had sent his personal hunting dog to do this for him.
"This is De'Molay. Captain Bethany Tikopai here. Well.... isn't this where you deliver the 'it's all over' speech?"
Corwin frowned. He actually looked genuinely troubled. "No," he said finally. "This is where I ask you to give yourselves up. We're fighting for the same things, really. It just doesn't.... look like it right now."
"Yes? We're not fighting for lies, or selling out our Government to aliens, to the Narns and the Minbari. We didn't betray humanity."
"And neither did we! Dammit, Captain, there are too many enemies out there for us to be fighting each other. My orders are to bring you back to Proxima, in however many pieces I feel necessary. I don't want to kill you. I've had enough of fighting my own people. I'm sick and tired of it." He sighed. "Whatever you might think, Captain, we really are both fighting for the same thing in the end."
"What's that?"
"A better world."
Bethany sat back. The heat didn't seem to bother her so much now. "I want a complete amnesty for all my crew," she said simply.
"Bethany!" cried Paul suddenly. "You can't...."
"Granted. I don't know how it'll be honoured, but I'll draw up the wording myself and ram it down people's throats until they listen."
Bethany nodded. "A better world, huh? Is this your idea of a better world?"
"Maybe not.... but I'm going to keep trying to create one. Proxima needs loyal soldiers, it needs people like you."
"I'm tired of this. Besides, I think you mean it. It's strange, but I really do. I'm even too tired to make threats about what will happen if you're lying."
"I'm not."
"I don't think you are. Fine.... it's over. You win. We surrender.
"We're going home."
* * *
"I will.... be going then."
There was an uncomfortable silence, broken only by the dark thoughts that echoed in John Sheridan's mind. Accusing thoughts, angry and bitter.... And some of them were directed at the woman in front of him.
"That's.... probably for the best," he said finally, hating himself for the words. It was true. It was for the best. Politically, militarily, personally....
Delenn had to return to Kazomi 7. The Alliance was holding together, just, but the recent tensions with the Narns, the revelation that the Centauri had allied themselves with the Shadows, the expense of the war.... they needed someone there, someone special. Not just a leader, a symbol.
That had to be Delenn. She was the only choice. She was the leader of the Alliance after all, and also the most obvious symbol of the alliance of races. No one else would do. Lethke and Vizhak were merely administrators, G'Kar represented only the Rangers and his own people, Vejar was hardly ever seen these days.... It had to be Delenn.
"You'll be.... safer there," Sheridan continued, the words sounding pathetic and forced even to him. "We're still catching some of the extremists, some of Clark's men.... people who blame you. There's also the possibility of a counterattack, of course."
All true, but none of these were the real reasons he wanted her on Kazomi 7 and not here. The real reasons he couldn't give voice to.... not to her.
He didn't want her near him. He didn't want to have to hold in his furious thoughts whenever he was around her. He didn't want to have to concentrate so hard not to say the words that would destroy her.
You killed my son!
He had tried telling himself a thousand times that was not true, and on some level he knew it. On that level he knew that he himself was to blame. If he hadn't left her on Z'ha'dum.... But if she hadn't gone there....
If, if, if.... so many ifs.... none of which resolved the main issue that his son was dead, and he had to blame someone. He didn't want it to be her, but if she stayed here, sooner or later it would be her.
"Then.... I will be leaving soon," she whispered.
She looked unhappy, not surprisingly. She also looked tired. She had told John what had happened to her on Proxima, the death - murder - of their son, her own death and strange resurrection. She had kept some things quiet, he knew, but he had not pressed her on them. Compared to what she had told him, any secrets she still kept would be inconsequential.
My son is dead.
Fool! Reach out to her! Tell her you love her!
In truth he was unhappy being on Proxima, and he couldn't wait to leave. He was a soldier and a leader of soldiers. He wanted to return to his war, where everything was so much simpler. The Shadows were evil. Everyone fighting them was therefore good.
But here.... here he was not a soldier, but an administrator. Somehow the task of running Proxima had fallen to him, or at least the duties of ensuring Proxima's defence, the location and arrest of the last few Clark loyalists or Shadow agents, the reorganisation of the army, setting up food supplies and renewing trade....
He hated it. He hated all of it. He wanted to be a soldier again, but until elections could be held, until actual parties could be organised.... then if not him, who?
Tell her you love her!
The voice would not be quiet, and he wanted to listen to it. He really did.... but he couldn't.
You killed my son!
Delenn bowed her head, and turned. She began to walk away.
Tell her, you fool.
He clenched his hand into a fist as he watched her walk away.
Tell her!
She left the room. She did not look back.
* * *
He was nobody, nothing, a faceless whisper in the night.
He had been nobody; a quiet, still, unnoticed figure who slipped between the cracks of the world, who lived his own private and lonely existence.
He had no name. He was no one. He was everyone.
They had come to him. They had come to him, and he was no longer alone. They had spoken to him, told him of great things. His dreams had been full of wonder; vast ships rising in the skies, a race of Gods fighting to bring forth advancement, the rush of chaos and the rise of the strong.
He had felt them die, and he had felt the burst of energy and light that had filled Proxima. He had nearly died himself. Perhaps he should have died.
But the light had suddenly faded, and he had been healed again. He had survived. He had been chosen. One of the few.
He now walked through this new world with care, in silence, even more so than before. He took pains to be nobody and he lived every day waiting for the night to come, when his Dark Masters would visit dreams upon him, when they would command him, and he would become somebody, somebody greater and nobler and more powerful then anyone could realise.
"What are my orders?" he would ask every time he slept.
"Wait," came the reply. "Wait."
* * *
"I'm sick o' waiting."
The figure on the floor whimpered and tried to say something; excuses, reasons, justifications, anything. The man was not listening.
"I don't think I'm being that unreasonable, am I? I know things mighta.... changed here a little, what with Mr. Trace not being around an' all.... but that don't mean we gotta forget the rules of three–o–one, does it?
"You know what the rules are, sure ya do. Pay up nice and easy.... and we'll keep you safe.... make sure no.... accidents happen. You get me, don't you?
"I've been reasonable with you. I've given you plenty of time to get the money together. I even let you skip a month, after that story you gave. I know things are a bit tight right now.... but, well.... we've gotta keep order around here, especially with Mr. Trace gone, and that means obeying the rules. If I let you off, then I've gotta let everyone else off, and then where will we be?"
The man flexed the long metal rod in his hands. There were certainly other implements he could have used, devices much more modern and up–to–date, but Trace had been a traditionalist, and Roberts thought it was only right.
Anyway, he didn't want to kill the man on the floor, just.... let him know who was still in charge around here.
"Remember.... I gave you every chance. You can't say I'm being unreasonable."
"Actually," said a new voice, "I think we can."
A door opened and a newcomer walked in. He was a tall man, projecting an instant force of will. Roberts narrowed his eyes. He knew who this was. Another man came in behind him. Roberts knew who that was too.
"Get outta here, Smith. This ain't none of your business."
"Everything in Sector Three–o–one is my business these days, Roberts. Thanks for showing yourself at last.... we had quite a bit of trouble tracking you down."
"Oh for.... Allan, sort him out for me, will you?"
"I can't do that," said Sector 301's Security Chief firmly.
"Allan.... whatever Mr. Trace was paying you, I'll add ten.... twenty percent. Mr. Trace always said what a good working relationship you two had. I'd like to see that continuing, now that I'm carrying on the business."
"The 'business'," Allan said firmly. "By that you mean extortion, assault, blackmail, smuggling.... because I know you haven't got his nightclub."
"When did you get any guts, Allan? Crawl back to your office, why don't you?"
"I can't do that either. The law in three–o–one isn't for sale any more. Now we can do this the hard way, or.... Naw, why confuse things? Let's do this the hard way."
It only took a few minutes after that for Roberts to be taken away and Smith to help up the slightly bruised and quite scared businessman and get back to work.
Sector 301 had been called the Pit, and for years that was what it had been, a sink for the lost, the pathetic, the worthless, the garbage.... and the corrupt. The Security force here had been filled with cynics and criminals, paid off by the big gangs. The people had lived in a state of hopelessness and apathy, refusing to imagine there was any way out.
Not any more.
A miracle had happened here. One had died, and been reborn. Her words had touched the hearts of all those who had heard them, and they had been heard, and understood, and heeded, and acted upon. A shrine had grown up, a place of tranquillity, of memory, of hope - but the real memorial was Sector 301 itself.
The place was becoming ordered. People were helping each other. The Security forces were now doing what they were supposed to be doing.
The place was changing.
"So," said Zack Allan to Dexter Smith, as they were relaxing with a drink in Bo's bar, "just how did you find out what Roberts was up to?"
"A little source of information," Smith said. His tone of voice was not exactly joyous. "Someone up sector seems to be watching me."
"Ah.... this be the same person that's been okaying funds and assistance, that helped you buy Trace's nightclub?"
"I bought the nightclub myself. I had quite a bit of money, and the war heroes' pension went up a lot after we started winning occasionally. But as for the rest of it.... yeah. We've been getting a lot of help."
"So who is this mysterious benefactor? Anyone I know?"
"Someone it might be dangerous for you to know. I think you'd be better off not investigating this one, Zack. I just have this.... feeling."
"Fair enough." Zack shrugged and went back to his drink. An uneasy silence fell over the two. They had known each other for a while, and been adversaries most of that time, ever since Smith had dismissed Allan from the post of Security Chief on the Babylon. Zack had fallen after that, and ended up here.
But the two had shared something very special.... they had witnessed the Sector 301 miracle, the rebirth of the Blessed Delenn. Zack had done quite a bit of thinking, and had managed to regain some measure of self–respect and conviction.
The two were not quite friends, but they were certainly not enemies, and they were definitely working towards the same goal: a future for the 'Pit'.
And someone else was working towards that goal as well, someone Smith wasn't entirely sure he trusted, not least because Mr. Edgars was supposed to be dead. He remembered some of the things Talia had told him before she left, some of the things Edgars was into. He also remembered the offer Edgars had made him.
If William Edgars was helping out in Sector 301, he very definitely had an ulterior motive for doing so, but at the moment they were hardly in a position to turn away any help.
No matter where it came from.
Smith cast his mind back a few months as he thought about one of the newest 'assistants' in Sector 301's urban renewal.
Word had reached him, through Bo of course, that someone was hiding in 301, someone who very much wanted to remain hidden, but who also wanted to do something. Someone who might be able to help. Smith had been intrigued, and had agreed to a midnight meeting. He was led off in secret, trying to hide the fact that he knew exactly where they were going. He had grown up in the Pit, and knew its every hiding place off by heart.
He was surprised to find Julia Tikopai waiting for him.
The sixteen–year–old daughter of one of the missing renegade Earthforce captains, Julia was very high on the new administration's 'Most Wanted' list, not for anything she'd done as such, but because she would be a vital tool in getting her mother to surrender and come home, bringing her ship with her.
"You know who I am?" was the first thing she had said, and he had been surprised by the composure in her voice.
"I know your mother," he said, and he did.... in a way. Experienced Earthforce officers had been in very short supply for quite a while, and the few captains tended to hang around together. Smith and Bethany Tikopai had only really talked on a few occasions.
"Half the planet's looking for you."
"Which is why I came here. I want to make a deal."
"Oh yes?"
"You help me stay hidden. I'll help you do.... whatever it is you're doing here."
He had smiled. "Done."
And he hadn't regretted it. Julia had taken her place as a member of the irregular Security force in 301, those who worked without badge or pay, but with a keen conviction that some things were right and that what was wrong would no longer be tolerated. She had displayed a keen sense of tactics and leadership far beyond her years. It was thanks to people like her that the bad seeds of Sector 301 were now being cleaned out, a task now nearly completed with the arrest of Trace's last remaining right–hand man, Roberts.
"So, what now?" Zack asked.
"What do you mean?"
"The rest of the planet might have forgotten about us for a while, but they're beginning to open their eyes and remember we're here. We're going to have to make this little operation of ours totally legitimate, and make sure the rest of Proxima doesn't start dumping all their crap here again."
"Yes, I've been.... thinking about that. Someone's going to have to go and see Sheridan."
"Sheridan?"
"He's running the place now. I know.... I know neither of us has exactly got on well with him, but I still believe he's a good man. He should listen to us."
"Well, then.... when are you going to go?"
"Me?"
"You got anyone else in mind?"
"No, you're right. I've been hoping to put this off as long as possible, but we're going to have to make ourselves known again. There are just a lot of things we'll have to keep quiet about.... for the moment, such as our dark–haired Security Irregular for a start."
"Here's a thought," said Zack brightly, "why don't you put your name down for the new Senate?"
"Me? You've got to be kidding."
"No, we're going to need a few people there, and you could do some good for three–o–one. Quite a bit of good."
"We don't know how much power the new Senate is going to have. There's all sorts of constitutional issues that are going to have be worked out....
"But still.... you know, that might not be such a bad idea."
"I do have my moments."
* * *
"Report."
"The problem has been dealt with. Security forces raided the base early this morning. The conspirators were captured and arrested. Three were killed. Their weapons were seized, and those incorporating Shadow technology destroyed."
"All of them?"
"No. Two of the weapons.... went missing. An agent of mine managed to arrange for them to be delivered to our storehouse."
"Excellent. Our scientists will analyse them in detail."
"And what will we do with them?"
"Keep them safe. For.... contingencies. You never know when such things will come in useful. Are there any other little cabals of Clark's supporters still active?"
"We do not think so. There might well be individuals here and there still in hiding, but all the large–scale groupings have now been dealt with. The new order is quite secure."
"Good. We will begin the process of elections as soon as practicable. The sooner a proper democratic Government is in place, the better. General Sheridan will then return to his war, and we will be able to return to hiding. We have been too.... visible recently. It is time to disappear for a while."
"And do what?"
"Wait."
* * *
Look at Proxima 3. Time passes as the universe turns.
General John Sheridan sits in his high office, reading reports, sending people to die in the front lines against the Shadows, pushing the Enemy further and further back. He gives an order for David Corwin to move to Greater Krindar. A shipyard is being prepared there, a place for Dark Star ships to be crewed and held, a launching pad for the next stage of the war. He misses having David around, but in some ways he is glad. Now he can work alone, truly alone.
General Edward Ryan learns he will not be charged for any of his actions under Clark's regime. He is not discharged from Earthforce, and is assigned to rebuilding. Proxima will be defended by the Dark Star fleet for the foreseeable future, but a time will come when humanity will have to defend itself. Humanity will also have to commit their own ships to the Alliance's war with the Shadows. Captains Bethany Tikopai and Jerry Barns are retained in Earthforce, but the De'Molay and the Dark Thunder are decommissioned and destroyed.
Some of the secret members of Clark's government are found and arrested. They are faceless and nameless, people who worked behind the scenes. Some of them have been plotting revenge against the new administration, but they are stopped, in more than one instance due to a strange intervention by a conspiracy no one believed existed. Evidence and testimony are gathered for public trials.
Slowly a new administration is formed. Political parties appear, created in the pattern of those that existed before the Minbari War. Martial law is rescinded on the captured colonies and their representatives come to Proxima, forming the beginnings of a new Senate. One of the first motions to be discussed when the new Senate is finalised will be humanity's admission to the United Alliance. It has been made very clear that this will happen, and if there is any undue obstruction the Senate will discover its true place in the new order.
Sector 301 continues to operate virtually outside the rest of Proxima. Its people are used to being forgotten and abandoned. Zack Allan has a brief meeting with the new Chief of Security, a man named John Clemens. Dexter Smith tries to make appointments with some of the new Senators, but is frequently rebuffed. Finally, he makes an appointment with William Edgars.
The Blessed Delenn is gone, returned to Kazomi 7. There are whispers that she is still on Proxima however, reports that she has been sighted. Her legend spreads slowly but surely beyond Sector 301, and visitors come to her shrine, many from off–world.
Julia Tikopai remains anonymous in Sector 301. She has come to enjoy her new place and her new duties. She does send a message to her mother, as soon as she is satisfied her mother is safe.
The Round Table watches and waits, content now to sit back and let affairs take their course. Occasionally some slight manoeuvring is necessary, the calling in of a favour, a quick effort to protect one of their own or a useful ally. However, for the most part their work is done.
The network was re–established soon after the battle. Byron is still screaming, as are the other telepaths linked into the network around Proxima. The severity of its initial psi–bursts has dampened, and it is now not much more than a highly sophisticated defence grid, albeit one that most of Proxima knows nothing about. If it is needed again then it will be used, but for now it is a weapon kept safely in the back pocket.
Mr. Edgars has slowed down his business of shipping telepaths to the Vorlons. The collapse of Trace's operations in Sector 301 has more or less closed off that market. His masters do not complain. He has done very well indeed by them.
Mr. Morden watches, with particular attention paid to events on Centauri Prime. Finally, a month or so after the battle, he leaves, knowing the time is right to return there.
A nameless man waits dreaming....
* * *
William Edgars was, to the few people who knew him, an enigma. Head of one of the largest MegaCorps to survive the war, he was one of the richest men in what was left of the Earth Alliance. He was certainly influential and would, with a few of his companions, have been able to buy Presidents. Why, therefore, he had chosen to disseminate false information about his death and run his companies from hiding was something of a mystery.
Dexter Smith knew a few things, but certainly not enough. He did not know why Edgars was helping him, what Edgars hoped to gain from doing so.... or just what involvement Edgars had with the missing telepaths Talia had been investigating. He was not entirely sure just which side Edgars was on.
However, he was much too valuable a potential ally to waste.
"Thank you for coming," Edgars said, gesturing to Smith to sit down. "I realise things have been.... busy for you. How are matters in Sector Three–o–one at the moment?"
"Improving," Smith said, taking the seat. "We're slowly getting our industry up and running again. There are a few problems with the new administration, of course, but...."
"But?"
"But we're getting past them."
"Splendid. I'm very glad to hear matters are progressing. Tell me, have you heard from Miss Winters recently?"
Smith stiffened. Edgars had some strange fascination with telepaths, and Talia had experienced something very unusual and very painful here, something she had not fully explained to him. Smith himself possessed some latent telepath genes, and that made him valuable, both to Talia and to Edgars.
"No," he said, finally. "Not for some time." Several months in fact. She had accomplished her mission in Proxima - finding out just what IPX were doing to telepaths. In addition to whatever she had witnessed during her imprisonment, Mr. Welles had given her his own file on IPX and their activities. With this information, she had left.
"Ah, a shame. I would very much like to.... discuss a few matters with her." He sighed. "Yes, a pity, that."
An uncomfortable silence fell over the pair. Smith fidgeted awkwardly in his chair, looking at Edgars, and also thinking about Talia. In some way he could not properly articulate, he missed her, and very much wanted to talk to her again.
Finally, he sat forward. "Mr. Edgars.... we're both very busy, so if you'll forgive me being a little blunt.... why exactly did you invite me here?"
"Would you believe a friendly chat? No.... you probably wouldn't. I've been.... taking a great deal of interest in your activities in Sector Three–o–one. Following your career, one might say. You've done remarkably, better than anyone might have expected."
"Yeah, well.... I can't take all the credit for that. You've helped out a bit.... and then there's Delenn...." Smith shook his head. "Is there any chance of getting to the point sometime soon?"
"Impatience.... a quality of the young. At my age, Mr. Smith, you realise the full value of time.... and of waiting. As I said, I've been observing events in Sector Three–o–one, and helping out with some.... minor matters as best as I can. I've become aware of some very interesting things, in particular that you've been sheltering young Miss Tikopai. There are quite a few members of the new administration who might want to talk to her."
"What would be the point? Her mother's surrendered. She wasn't even charged with anything."
"True. However.... if Miss Tikopai were to be.... closely observed, she might be a handy disincentive to her mother, should she have any ideas about objecting to the new order." Edgars waved his hand. "Anyway, that does not matter to me. Any hint of a military coup and I will be aware of it and.... a certain word in the right ear and things would come to a drastic halt. General Sheridan is not of course aware of this, and so one can forgive his caution. I speak of Miss Tikopai only as an example of my knowledge of your affairs."
"I'm fully aware of how much you know, Mr. Edgars."
"I doubt that, Mr. Smith. Anyway, the point.... As you know, the new Senate is forming.... slowly. Colonial Governors, civil servants and so forth. Largely uninspiring. It could use a.... renowned public figure.... such as yourself."
"You aren't the first person to tell me I should run for the Senate. I'm busy where I am."
"Ah.... but there is only so much you can do where you are now. You don't even have any official title. In the Senate, you would have influence.... power.... and who knows? Within a few years you could even be President."
Smith couldn't resist a laugh. "President Smith? How about Mr. Smith goes to Proxima? I'm sorry.... I don't want to be President."
"Making you the perfect choice. But that is for the future. The Senate.... Proxima, humanity even.... need people like you. You can do so much more to help your Sector Three–o–one there than you can now."
"And what do you get out of this?"
"Ah, yes.... Mr. Smith.... I have dedicated my life to the human race, to the protection and preservation of those of us not.... gifted with telepathic powers. It is often.... useful to have highly placed allies who agree with me. We both want what is best for Proxima and for humanity, and I would rather have a man who believes in the same things as I do in the Senate than a petty time–server only interested in feathering his own nest."
"I'm a telepath, remember. What makes you think I'd vote the way you want?"
"You cannot read minds, Mr. Smith. A slender distinction.... but a vital one. In any event, I will not demand you try to enforce an immediate cull. But I know you.... share some of my concerns, and leaving aside the telepath issue, I know you want what is best for humanity. I know I can rely on you to take action in the Senate, to do what you think is right."
Smith sat back. "I won't say I haven't been thinking about this, but.... I don't want power."
"As I said.... that makes you the perfect person to have it. There is no need for a decision immediately. Think about what I have said. If you decide you do want to put yourself in contention, let me know. I will do the rest.
"Oh, and Senator Smith might have more luck arranging an appointment with General Sheridan than plain private citizen Smith."
Smith stood up. "I won't ask how you knew about that."
"That, Mr. Smith, would be very wise."
* * *
"Are you there? Can you hear me, Carolyn?"
There was no reply. That did not surprise him. Carolyn never spoke to him when he was awake - only in his dreams, and then he rarely remembered their conversations. But he always awoke with the lingering echo of her voice and her screams in his mind.
Even now, after all this time adjusting to the idea, David Corwin could not believe what the Vorlons had done. Imprisoning telepaths within ships like this, leaving them conscious but paralysed, their minds linked in an endless network of pain. Monstrous was not the word to describe it.
But what could he do? The Vorlons were, for now at least, allies against the Shadows. Humanity certainly didn't have the technology to undo what the Vorlons had done in crafting the 'nodes' on the network that were the Dark Star ships.
He had gone wandering in the deeper reaches of the ship, looking for the chamber in which Carolyn would be imprisoned, despite Lyta's warning against such a move. He had had no success, just a screaming headache that had left him bedridden for days.
And so he had thrown himself into his duties. Much against his will, he had been appointed administrator of the shipyards here at Greater Krindar, co–ordinating the Alliance ships that beached here, arranging raiding parties into Shadow controlled territories. It was a level of responsibility he had not wanted and never expected. It was a strange feeling to be talking with generals such as Kulomani and Daro. To his discomfort they spoke with him as an equal, the inevitable result of shared experiences at the Battle of Proxima.
He had never wanted this. Never. At the back of his mind a million thoughts swirled, each one kept in careful check. He thought of his friend, General Sheridan, the man who had become a near stranger over the past year. He thought of Carolyn, trapped and paralysed somewhere in the heart of the ship in which he spent twenty–four hours a day.
He was also thinking about Lyta, thinking about her far too much.
He had never asked for this.
Still, the war was going well. The Dark Star patrols were beating back occasional Shadow raiding parties, liberating systems, destroying bases and outposts. The Shadows were pulling back, rarely risking an outright engagement. Corwin was beginning to realise that in a war of attrition, the Shadows would lose, and that they knew this.
That was not a welcoming thought. They were readying themselves, they were planning something. Besides, the Alliance might be able to win a war of attrition, but how many would they lose in doing so?
Still, time passed. Matters proceeded more or less according to plan. The war was slowly but surely being won.
The Shadows were content to wait.
* * *
Now. Awake.
The nameless man stirred. What is required of me?
He was told. Do not fail us.
I will not fail.
Know what is to happen. Know what your sacrifice will bring.
Images filled his mind. There was a glory, a great and powerful glory. Yes!
I am ready. I will not fail.
* * *
Like all the races known as the First Ones, the Shadows knew the value of patience. With countless millennia of existence behind them, with a dedicated purpose of social and galactic engineering, they had learned long ago to wait.
But they had also learned when to wait, and when to act.
There were some on Z'ha'dum who were coming to recognise that the war was over, that their race was finished. Factions were forming, at least, factions as the mortal mind would understand their society. Some advocated a token defeat and a slip into obscurity, waiting for the time to re–emerge. Others claimed that would not work, not again. What would they lose this time? Another thousand years? More?
Then there were those who held that it was all over, not just this war, but for all wars. They should leave this galaxy and join their brothers beyond the Rim, abandoning their ungrateful children to the Vorlons.
But first there would be an opportunity for revenge, to even the score.... and perhaps one last chance at victory. It would be a risk, but win or lose, there would be chaos, and that would be a victory of a sort.
* * *
There was a dull tapping in his mind, a noise it took him a while to realise was the sound of his blood hitting the floor.
It was strange. He had expected pain. It certainly should hurt, from the size of the knife wound in his stomach, but.... somehow, it didn't. There was no feeling at all, nothing except a final peace.
It was over. At last, it was over.
General Edward Ryan blinked as he tried to look up at his murderer. The man was writing something on the wall, writing in Ryan's own blood. The lines formed letters, which formed words, but Ryan could not make sense of them. They all.... blurred into one another.
Words came to him, rising over the sound of his blood dripping to the floor.
Some of us are planning an escape, General. We believe there is a place we can hide, build up slowly again. There are rumours Captain Smith and the Marten survived Beta Durani and are hiding out somewhere. If we can find them....
Why are you telling me this?
Ryan blinked as a red gauze filtered across his vision. Where were those words coming from? They seemed to make sense.
Come with us, General. They'll flock to you. It'll take time, yes.... but we're used to that, aren't we?
No, Captain. No.
Why not? How is this different from fighting the Minbari, General? We need you.
The war is over now.
No. The war will never be over. Sheridan has betrayed us.... handed us over to aliens. He led a war against his own people, General. Surely you can see that!
That is treason you speak, soldier.
It's the truth I speak!
Yes. Now he remembered. An argument with Captain Barns.... when? A few weeks ago, perhaps less. The echoes of the anger and the sorrow seemed etched into the walls.
Words on the wall. They were starting to become clear now. He could almost see them. The man was just finishing.
Listen to me, Captain. The war is over. We have a chance to build a new Proxima here.... finally to be rid of everything that's hit us for all these years. Please try to understand that.
General Hague would have understood.
General Hague is dead! And if you try to leave this planet, Captain, you will be arrested and court–martialled. Surely you see that!
I see nothing, General. Not a single thing.
Ryan blinked, wondering why he wasn't dead yet. Almost three years ago, General Hague had blown his brains out with a PPG, unable to accept the cost of the war. Ryan would have done the same, had he but the courage.
But he had never had the courage. Not to end his life, not to continue fighting, not to do anything but meekly accept what had been thrown at him. He should have agreed with Barns, he should have gone with him. It was the right thing to do, but....
But he had been too afraid. All his adult life he had seen his people engaged in one terrible war after another. Surely this new life, this new peace, whatever it cost, was better than another sixteen years of war.
The man turned from the wall, his work done. Ryan blinked and looked up at it. It was a message, as he had expected.
Proxima Will Be Free.
General Edward Ryan sighed, closed his eyes, and died.
* * *
Some stories have not been told yet.
The day Ryan died, Captain David Corwin was on a routine patrol around the Greater Krindar shipyards, supervising the repairs and defences of the Dark Star fleet. There had been a particularly bloody battle at Lukantha. The Shadows had eventually been driven back, but at great cost. Five Dark Stars had been destroyed, and another seven damaged. They were in for repairs.
Five telepaths, sealed forever in space, in an eternity of agony nothing could end, linked forever to their accursed network.
And another seven alive, but in pain. Carolyn magnified their pain through to him. Phantom pain. He had awoken in the middle of the night, reaching frantically for his left arm, convinced it had been blown away.
How many more? How many more lives were the Vorlons going to throw away in this vendetta of theirs? How many more lives was he going to let them throw away before he did something, anything?
Wait, Lyta had said. Wait. Be patient. The time will come.
When?
Something hummed in the back of his mind and he sat upright in his chair, realising it was Carolyn. That had been happening a lot the longer he spent on this ship. Some of the other captains were reporting similar symptoms, an almost symbiotic link with the ship, as if it were becoming a part of them.
They did not know about the telepaths, of course. Corwin shuddered to think of the implications.
Still, he knew better than to ignore such a warning.
"Scan for anything unusual," he said, cautiously. "Anything...." He wasn't sure, but Carolyn could sense something.
Wait.... telepathic powers were heightened in hyperspace, weren't they? Wasn't that the whole point of this network, how it operated? And the Shadows could move through hyperspace effortlessly. They even lived there to some extent.
"Scan into hyperspace," he said. The Dark Stars could do that. The Vorlons were every bit as adept at travelling through hyperspace as the Shadows.
"Captain," barked out the technician. "Jump gates."
"Gates?" The Shadows didn't use jump gates. They just slipped between dimensions as easily as walking from one room to another. "Who?"
Ships appeared, and immediately began to fire.
"That's insane," whispered Corwin, knowing he should give orders, but unable to assimilate the absurdity of this. This did not make sense. Even considering everything that had happened recently, this did not make any sense.
"Why would the Minbari attack us?"
* * *
John Clemens was a man who did not make friends easily. He was, however, very skilled at what he did, and what he did was catch people. He was an investigator, a detective, a cold, harsh man who lived only to regulate and control society.
For years he had been languishing in a thankless, forsaken post. A prison Governor in the far northern Dome, a maximum security area where aliens were kept, as well as the worst human criminals. His skills should have placed him far higher, but he did not rage at his lack of recognition, content to wait. In some strange way he suspected the truth.
He had met Mr. Welles on only a few occasions, but Welles had been his superior for years. Somewhere, in the icy caverns of his mind, Clemens recognised that Welles respected him and wanted him somewhere safe. He wanted a skilled man to take over should anything.... happen. A man untouched and untainted by political rivalries.
A man who would do his job and no more.
"Well, Mr. Clemens?" said the man beside him. "What precautions have you taken?"
"We've sealed all the spaceports, of course," Clemens said in his typically clipped manner. He had very little patience, but was singularly adept at hiding this from others. "This is being treated as a Code Perfect crime - one of maximum importance."
"A holdover from the Wartime Emergency Provisions."
"One that has never been repealed. General Ryan held a position expressly mentioned in the relevant sections and any crime against him should be treated as a Code Perfect."
"That's a value judgement. Do you really think you have that authority?"
"I am Chief of Security for the whole of this planet. That gives me the authority to invoke Code Perfect. In this case, I am doing so. I do not need your authorisation."
The man nodded. "Continue."
"The Domes are being closed off, the transport tunnels shut down. A curfew is being imposed. My officers have licence to enter and search any building they see fit. Due to a shortage of available officers, however, I am exercising discretion in the use of that power. Based on the approximate time of the murder, the perpetrator would probably not have got further than ten or twelve sectors in any direction, so we are working on identifying potential hiding places. The recent devastation has of course increased their number considerably. I have also ordered a planet–wide cordon of ships in case a shuttle does manage to escape."
"You are taking up a great deal of resources on this. Not to mention time. Those ships are necessary for the continuation of the war, and the Security officers will be needed for other duties."
"Everything I have done is within the remit of my position. If of course you want the murderer to escape, then you are free to remove me and appoint a replacement. Until you do that, you have no power to object as long as I stay within the provisions of my office and within the powers granted me by the Wartime Emergency Provisions."
"Those Provisions are being repealed. Every last one of them."
"That is for the Senate to consider. When it is fully convened, of course. Now, unless there are any more questions...."
"Yes, actually. There are. Have you any thoughts on how the murderer managed to get inside General Ryan's rooms, and out again, without your officers noticing?"
"A pass card was used, permitting authorised access to certain areas, including the General's rooms. It is possible that the murderer was a civil servant or ministerial aide, who had appropriate authorisation. It is also possible he or she stole the card or bought it on the black market. My officers are severely under strength, as you well know."
"Yes, I do, and that's something I'm working on rectifying, but the last sixteen years have hit us all quite hard. How long do you think it will take you to find the murderer?"
"As long as it takes."
"I see.... Act quickly. There is a war on."


"No. For us, the war is very much over." The other man turned to leave, and Clemens continued reviewing the murder scene, taking in details, information, evidence, when a thought occurred to him. "Oh, by the way, General Sheridan....
"I just thought you would like to know. Considering the position you now hold and the wording of the Provisions, your murder would also qualify for a Code Perfect investigation. Is that not a welcoming thought?"
"No," Sheridan said dryly. "Not really."
* * *
Some things were oddly familiar, even welcoming in a strange way.
Corwin had been fighting the Minbari almost all of his adult life. He had worked together with his Captain, the legendary Starkiller, devising tactics and battle plans specifically geared to Minbari ways of fighting. The vast majority of that war had been fought from a position of extreme weakness, where every tiny advantage was essential, no strategy too underhand, no possibility left unchecked.
Now Corwin was not in a damaged, half–obsolete, vastly inferior human ship. He was in one of the most advanced and powerful ships of its class anywhere in the galaxy. He was not alone, but surrounded by allies. He could target the Minbari ships easily, his Dark Star was faster and more manoeuvrable, and his forces outnumbered the enemy.
Admittedly, the telepath network was of little to no use in actual combat against non–Shadow–based ships, but that was another plus as far as he was concerned.
But the big question, the one he still could not answer.
Why?
"Defensive positions," he ordered hurriedly. "Defend the shipyards." The Minbari had an advantage of time, a small one, but potentially enough. Corwin saw the Dark Stars adopting a hasty defensive position. Some damage had already been done. "Put out a signal to the Minbari. Make damned sure they can hear it."
Still the Minbari came forward, all weapons blasting. Corwin shook his head, unwilling to accept any of this. It looked like a deliberate suicide mission, a kamikaze attack. But why, in God's name?
"This is Captain David Corwin of the Dark Star fleet to attacking Minbari vessels," he said. "Cease firing and surrender now, or you will be destroyed. Diplomatic negotiations can be initiated at Kazomi Seven. This is a base of the United Alliance, and there is no war between the Alliance and the Minbari. What is the meaning of this attack? Please respond."
"Captain. Captain Daro wishes to begin offensive measures."
"Negative," Corwin replied. "We defend the shipyards. Strike to disable where possible."
"He says...."
"I don't care what he says! They act as if I'm in charge here, so they can damned well listen to me. Defensive positions only."
"We're getting a reply from the Minbari. It's.... just one word. Chugo. No translation."
"We don't need one," Corwin muttered. "It means 'Duty'. Damn them!"
Still the Minbari came forward, throwing themselves at the Dark Stars, heedless of the danger, uncaring of the risk of death. They came.
It was not a fight. It was a massacre. Finally two Minbari warships limped away, damaged, near–destroyed. Corwin let them go. They had taken no prisoners. The Minbari had not allowed themselves to be taken prisoner.
"Captain Daro is requesting leave to pursue."
"Negative," Corwin sighed wearily. "We can't have an engagement in hyperspace, and we'll need to stay here. For all we know this could be a distraction, to draw us away from the shipyards and hit them with something bigger. Why on Earth would...? No, it doesn't matter. We'll need an assessment of the damage, both to the facilities and the ships. We'll also have to send a message to the nearest base. I think we'll need reinforcements. I'll prepare a report for Proxima and Kazomi Seven."
He did not need to ask about casualties. One of the Dark Stars had been destroyed, a flaming Minbari warship having ploughed straight into it. He had heard Carolyn redirect the scream to his own mind.
As he sat back in his chair to listen to the reports, a nagging thought preyed on his mind. Why the Minbari? What did they have to gain by this? What purpose was there to this attack?
And one word seemed to echo off the walls of his memory, through a telepath's silent scream. A word he had spoken, but forgotten.
One word.
Distraction.
* * *
In a place that is no place, William Edgars receives a report. He speaks to a person with no name, one who sits on the Council, but who also recognises a greater master, one who serves not only humanity, but also the Lords of Order.
"And are we to take action over this?"
"It is believed General Ryan was killed by a political extremist protesting against the new regime, possibly one of Clark's followers. Many are still unaccounted for."
"Not possible. All of Clark's immediate aides, advisors and servants are dead, imprisoned or neutralised. This information may not be available to the new regime, but it is to us. This seems to be something more."
"The Shadows?"
"Yes. Ryan's murder triggered a Code Perfect. Proxima is now sealed off. Should General Sheridan try to repeal the order, there will be further difficulties between him and the Senate. That could be their aim."
"By now, the Shadows are aware that there is a node of the network here on Proxima. They know we can find any of their agents on the planet, and the imposition of Code Perfect renders escape impossible."
"Then their aim is what? Buying time?"
"How long will it take to locate their agent?"
"A full search will not be easy, and it will draw considerable resources away from other nodes. It is possible they know this. It seems they do intend to buy time, but for what? Possible theories?"
"To weaken the Dark Star ships?"
"Unlikely. The Dark Stars are nodes all of their own. Each fleet operates on a mini–network, a part of the larger network, but almost self–contained."
"There is insufficient evidence."
"Very well. We will find this agent. We will act as swiftly as we can. It is possible the Shadows do not know the full powers and limitations of the network. It is possible the imposition of Code Perfect was their only aim, in which case we must see that it is lifted soon."
"As you say. The Table advocates no action in this. They wish to maintain a low profile after recent events."
"Cowards, but then caution is rarely a serious sin. They can wait, as we can."
Four hours and twenty–eight minutes later, William Edgars stood before Byron as he completed his mission. There was indeed a Shadow agent on the planet, in hiding. Edgars paused for a moment's thought, and then sent a message to Dexter Smith.
* * *
There was no particular reason why the nameless man had come to Sector 301, none at all. He had performed the duty he had been given, and now he was free to rest. All he had to do now was avoid capture for as long as possible, to buy as much time as he could.
All had gone as the Dark Masters had promised. Proxima was sealed off, General Sheridan was stuck here, his ships all but paralysed in space. Resources were controlled, restricted. Time.... time was passing. Each second he remained free was another second his enemies did not have to respond.
He knew all he needed of the Dark Masters' counterstrike, their plan for revenge, even possibly for victory. They still wished to win, yes, but if they could not, then revenge would be acceptable - the burning of worlds, the searing of stars. The galaxy would be left barren and dead, a message to the races who had scorned their message.
He was not the only one, he knew that. There were others, amongst the Minbari, on Centauri Prime, Narn.... everywhere. He was not working alone.
Another minute passed. And another. Every minute mattered.
A brief flicker of light illuminated his hiding place. So. They had found him at last. It didn't matter. He had done enough, and there was still the possibility of escape.
He tried to run, each step providing another second. He tried to fight back, and bought precious moments for his Dark Masters. Finally he tried to kill himself, but alas, he failed. He was not unduly troubled. Questioning him would take time.
Time.... with time came change. Change led to chaos, and chaos led to strength.
Time was his greatest weapon, and as they took him away, he found himself marking off the seconds and smiling happily.
* * *
"I think we owe you our thanks, Mr. Smith."
"You don't owe me anything, Captain. Or is it General now?"
"General, strictly speaking, but that doesn't matter."
"General, then. Oh, and by the way, if we're being formal, it's Senator–elect Smith."
"Oh? Really? I don't remember hearing...."
"Well, there you are. You learn something new every day."
"I'm sensing a little animosity here."
"And why would that be? Listen, General Sheridan. I spent years living in your shadow, walking in your footprints. I captained your ship, sat in your chair, gave orders to your crew. I would have given anything to be anywhere near as good as you were.
"Not any more. Now, I know what I'm doing. You're the one who doesn't."
"What do you mean?"
"Have a good, long look at what you're doing to Proxima. Ask yourself why Delenn isn't here. And most of all, open your eyes, open your ears and look around you, listen to people. Maybe then, you'll find out.
"I've got an office here, a place I can work from. That's where you can find me.... if you need to.
"But for now, I'm very busy. Good day, General."
* * *
Obtaining the prisoner had not been difficult, not for the old man anyway. He had ways and means of achieving most things on Proxima, and arranging a little diversion for a Code Perfect designated prisoner on his way to the maximum security dome at Rykers had been a piece of cake.
Officially, the murderer of General Ryan was there now. Unofficially, he was sedated and semi–conscious in a secret room that few people knew existed, set in a chair before a man who had long ago ceased to remember his own name.
The old man looked around, wishing Mr. Morden were here. He always liked having company while he was down here. There was something unnerving about the way Byron seemed to be looking at him, not with his thoughts, but with his mind. He knew of course that Byron had no control over any part of himself, mind or body - that was not allowed by the network - but that did not ease his discomfort.
Oh, well. Morden had gone some months ago, heading for Centauri Prime. Matters there were reaching fever pitch, and a reliable agent was needed. The old man had received a few reports, and none of them had made pleasant reading. The last one had been some weeks ago, indicating that the Enemy were finally ready to make their move. Nothing since, although word of rioting, widespread insanity and open fighting in the capital had filtered through. None of these reports had come from Morden though, so he paid the rumours no special attention.
"Mr. Byron," he said softly, and the telepath stirred, his eyes flickering open. "Mr. Byron, there is something you need to do for us." The words were unnecessary of course. Byron responded only to the network and to the slightest of thoughts reaching into his soporific mind.
A brilliant golden light blazed within his eyes and a soft rush of air flowed from around him. Behind him the jump gate opened with a blaze of noise and gravity and light. Byron's body snapped taut as he again became one with the combined minds of a billion telepaths on a billion worlds, all working as one to maintain the jump point, and in doing so amplify each other's powers.
"We need his thoughts. We need his memories."
Byron turned his head slightly to look at the Shadow agent. A circle of light fell across the man's face, and he screamed.
"Why?" the old man asked. "Why did he do it? What are they planning?"
"A distraction. A misdirection. The purchase of time." The voice was like no human voice ever heard. It was a multitude of tones in one, a combination of human and alien and machine, music and scream all joined.
"They have shown him. A Fist of Darkness, a dark cloud has been awakened.
"It will turn to a planet and destroy it utterly, tearing it apart from inside, reducing an entire world to a dead husk."
"Which world? Where is it going?" They all knew the Shadows had planet–killing technology, of course. If the Minbari did, then the elder races must have, but it had been hoped they were all lost.
Evidently not.
"Which world?" he asked again. "Where is it going?"
* * *
David Corwin paced up and down his room. Something was nagging at him, a sound that seemed to come from just beyond his hearing, like a quiet conversation in the next room. He could pick up the sounds, but not the words.
A distraction, yes, but a distraction from what? What were they doing? Had it been a ploy to lure the fleet away from the shipyards, to sneak in while they were gone and destroy the base? Had it been a simple suicide attack?
What?
A Fist of Darkness.
He started and looked around. He had heard that. He knew he had. But who...? "Carolyn," he whispered. "Carolyn, is that you?"
Which world? Where is it going?
A different voice, a man's. But what the...?
He heard the answer, and his eyes widened. He swore. Now he knew.
He was running before he realised it, barking orders through his link. "Recall all crew, all fighters. Get me Captains Daro and Kulomani. Get together every ship we can. And hurry!"
Oh, God. Oh, merciful God. They could not let this happen. Please, let there be time.
Please....
* * *
"Which world? Where is it going?"
"Kazomi....
"Kazomi Seven."



Chapter 2


"Win or lose, I no longer care. The warriors of the future will hail my name, they will follow my legacy, they will remember my deeds.... and they will know me. Maybe they will accept me as a great man, maybe they never will.
"I know this, though. I have lost the war, yes.... but in my own way, I have won. And that is enough. Do you understand me?"
"Yes. I understand you all too well."
* * *
It was the curse of the warrior always to be alone. Friends, lovers, companions - all were fleeting, transitory, ultimately irrelevant. A warrior loved only one thing: battle. Why make friends when they would only die? Why fall in love when the burdens of this world would only separate you?
Duty was all that remained. Let the priestlings have their riches and the workers their little pleasures. The warriors had their duty. The rest of the Federation lived and slept and loved all because of them. That was satisfaction enough. The rush of battle, the burden of duty, the weight of the blade.... such was a warrior's life.
Victory and defeat were merely words. How could mere words, how could poets or writers or historians hope to describe the true heart of a warrior, the ultimate triumph of victory and the agonising despair of defeat?
Sonovar had never fancied himself a poet or a writer, and his conceit caused him to label himself a maker of history, not a recorder of it. But he knew.... oh, he knew victory and defeat all too well. He had gloried after Tarolin 2.... and now he despaired.
Weeks passed, moving into months. While the rest of the galaxy dissolved into war, while Proxima 3 adjusted to the new era, while the Narn and Centauri continued to fight, Sonovar did nothing. He moved as a ghost through the corridors of his ship, his eyes haunted, his mind plagued with dark thoughts. He slept poorly, and spoke often to himself.
His war was lost, he knew that now. He had been defeated the instant Sinoval had stolen away his Tak'cha. Once, he had been in a position to dominate the pitiful remains of the Minbari Federation. Now, he was nothing more than a rebel commander in charge of a handful of ships. Those who had followed him were leaving, defectors recognising the futility of their position. Rastenn had left but days ago.
Oh, Takier was still here, and so was Tirivail. Not that she was her old self either. Whatever had happened at Babylon 4 had changed her. It was probably connected to Kozorr's defection. Now that had hurt Sonovar. He had genuinely believed Kozorr would follow him into the grave. Still, why should a man who had broken one oath think twice about breaking a second?
Takier was himself, the same as he had always been. He was a true warrior, the wisdom of experience in his mind, but even he was beginning to bend beneath the burdens he faced. He had had three children - one was dead, another a traitor and the third turned into a living ghost.
It was Takier who had organised the retreat and the fortification of what was left of Sonovar's fleet. He had done so with his customary skill and judgement. Should Sinoval choose to attack, then Takier's defences would hold long enough for a truly glorious death, an epic battle rather than a meaningless slaughter.
Of course, the point was moot. Sinoval was too skilled a tactician to attack. He had no need to. He could sit back and wait. The inrush of those surrendering to him was proof he had won. His offer to 'talk' had proved that. He knew he had won. All he wanted to do now was gloat in his triumph.
"Talk," Sonovar whispered to himself on one of his long and lonely walks. "Talk. He is willing to talk." Willing only to gloat, to glory in his victory. "Talk." As if they were priestlings, diplomats.... negotiators! They were warriors. The only words that needed to be spoken came from the blade.
"Talk."
He returned, as always, to his private sanctum, his place of meditation and training. His pike lay on the floor there. He had not lifted it in weeks. A goblet had been placed by its side, full and ready with the sometimes bitter, sometimes sweet elixir Forell prepared. It was meant to be invigorating and refreshing, but recently it had tasted only of ashes.
"Talk?" he said again. "Ah, Sinoval...." Sonovar looked into the shadows of his room, and saw the form of his nemesis there. "Ah, Sinoval.... what is there to talk about?" He drained the elixir. "What is talk for such as we?"
Then he fell silent. He could not think of anything to say.
* * *
Sinoval knew the value of silence. Sometimes, he knew, the most effective words are the ones that go unspoken. He had developed the skill of silence for the purpose of intimidation, but more recently he had put it to other uses. He had turned the skill of not speaking into the art of listening.
He had known in advance of Rastenn's story. It was very similar to those of all the others who had come to him, seeking forgiveness, seeking penance. He would do with Rastenn as he had done with the others - send him to defend Tarolin 2 and the other worlds he controlled. It was time they all learned the value of lifting a weapon to protect, rather than to destroy.
The story was indeed as he had been expecting. He was told of Sonovar's military capabilities, his plans and deployments. He learned of Sonovar's malaise and Tirivail's distractions. He discovered that Takier was practically leading the force now, and that Forell appeared in the darkest of shadows, whispering words of dark portent.
He learned a good many things, some of which were important, some of which weren't.... but when Rastenn finished there was one thing he had not been told, the one thing he most needed to know.
"Tell me," he said, the first words he had uttered since Rastenn had come to him. "Why?"
"Holy One?" Rastenn asked, puzzled. That was another unifying factor. All of Sonovar's warriors, captured or defected, referred to Sinoval as 'Holy One', the title he had held as leader of the Grey Council before he had broken it. None of them would ever call him 'Primarch'.
"Why have you left Sonovar and come to me? Am I not your enemy?"
"I...." Rastenn looked down. Sinoval had heard many answers to that question. Some had said that they had realised Sonovar was wrong. Some claimed to have been merely pretending to follow him in order to gather information. Others had replied that they knew it was over and had come to make peace and serve their people.
"I just knew it was right," Rastenn said finally. "I heard what you said to Tirivail on Anla'Verenn–veni. It just took too long for the words to touch me."
Sinoval nodded, and then dismissed Rastenn. He had asked that question of every defector who had come before him, and never yet received an answer he had been satisfied with. He then looked at the two members of the Primarch's Blades who were standing guard, together with the Praetors Tutelary. Minbari warriors and Soul Hunter guardians were watching each other with a wariness that never faded, but had been subsumed by the greater need to protect their Primarch.
He found himself wishing there was someone he could truly talk to. He found himself wishing Kats were here. But of course she was on Tarolin 2, rebuilding there with Kozorr, trying to mend the wounds of their hearts as well as the physical wounds of war. Sinoval was content to leave them there. His attempts to heal Kozorr's injuries had bought the warrior renewed life, but for a few months only. Let the two of them have their present. It was all they would ever have.
He also found himself wishing the Primarch were here. He closed his eyes and remembered the flash of light that had taken the Soul Hunter in the Starfire Wheel. A part of him lived on in the Well of Souls, but it was not the same.
He found himself wishing he could talk to Durhan, his Sech, his teacher. But he was busy, working with the Vindrizi on their sanctuary world and preparing the beginnings of something very special, something for.... afterwards.
He found himself wishing he were a child again, learning at Varmain's feet. He found himself wishing he could remember more of her lessons, more of her words. Alas, all he could recall were her last whispers.
So much. Valen has blessed me indeed.
Had Valen blessed him? Would he look back on his life as an old man on his dying day and smile as she had done?
He laughed at the thought. What foolishness! A futile dream of one who had not realised until too late the price of all his decisions. Now he knew, but now it was too late. He was stuck with the burden of his responsibilities.
That, he knew, was why he was moving so slowly. He could have finished Sonovar months ago, destroyed him directly after the loss of the Tak'cha. Even giving the renegade enough time to accept or refuse the offer of negotiations, he could have moved by now. So why had he not? He knew why. He knew what he would have to do after Sonovar was defeated.
He raised his pike, Stormbringer, and looked at it. He had forged it with a part of his own soul, and it had absorbed and claimed all his darkest essence, becoming a distorted reflection of himself he did not like to acknowledge. There were times when he longed for a day he could set it down and never raise it again, and others when he wished to lift it high on a battlefield and charge to his death.
No. No more procrastinating, no more delays. Rastenn's words had confirmed what he already knew, what he needed to know. He had to act now.
"Lanniel," he said, and she looked up. His choice was not random, he had known she would be the one for this task ever since he had prepared it in his mind. There were few others he could trust with something like this.
"Lanniel, there is something I need you to do. It will be dangerous, very much so, and it may well claim your life."
"I'm not afraid to die, Primarch," she replied simply. "Command me, and I shall obey."
He sighed. He had known she would say that.
* * *
"When I was a child, I used to watch the workers at nightfall. I was meditating, training, all the things young warriors do. There was one occasion, one out of many, but this one I remember.... I was standing in the Reihaido Gardens in Yedor. I was still and quiet, absorbing my surroundings, filling myself with knowledge, memories, the wisdom of my ancestors.
"Then I heard laughter. It was not mocking, not arrogant, not bitter. It was the genuine laughter of happy people. I roused from my meditation, irritated and annoyed, and turned to see who it was.
"They were workers, three of them. They were returning from some task. They were covered with dust, their garments were worn and dirty. They looked.... pathetic.
"But they were laughing. They were smiling. They were happy. I wondered why, and I wondered for a long, long time. What could such as they have to be truly happy about?"
Kozorr smiled, and brushed the dust of stone from his tunic. "Now I know," he said.
"It is a wonderful feeling, isn't it?" Kats agreed softly. She saw the light of understanding in her beloved's eyes. She heard the whispers of peace in his voice. But she also knew that the peace, understanding and contentment he had been radiating these past months were nothing but masks, thin layers of silk over a heart that burned and raged.
Still, even the thinnest of layers could one day harden.
"To create," he said in wonder. "To stand back and look at the efforts of your labours. It is.... I have been trained in twelve different techniques of meditation, each one aimed at bringing calm and peace, a respite from worldly concerns and fears. None of them has ever made me feel as I do now."
It lit her heart to see him so happy. She knew what it had cost him to be here. The two of them had come here after the incidents on Anla'Verenn–veni, partly at Sinoval's wish, but also to try to force a reconciliation. There was still much to be done here. Even after the damage done by Sonovar's attack over a year before, there were raiders, pirates, scavengers. Warriors had been sent to help deal with them, mostly people who had defected from Sonovar's side. Many of these had known Kozorr before. They saw him moving with workers, 'grubbing in the dirt' as one of them had put it.
He had said nothing, but looked down, his eyes dark. They chose to interpret his place in the work crews as a particularly humiliating punishment from Sinoval. He had not chosen to disabuse them.
"Are you tired?" she asked. He never looked directly at her any more, always choosing to stare just to one side or keep his head down. Still, at least he could bear to be around her these days. He would talk to her. The inner demons he was battling were being cast down.... albeit slowly.
"I feel I could stay awake for weeks," he said.
"Perhaps you should sleep. Then I...." She hesitated. She had been intending to say this for some time, but the words had never come. Now she was sure she was ready. There were rituals and formalities to be followed. She had not approached his family, and even if they were still alive she had no illusions as to how they would receive her suit. Nor had she formally asked his lord - Sinoval. She knew what he would say, but she knew she had to do this herself.
"Then I could watch you."
His eyes flashed with remembered pain, and he looked down. "I.... That would.... not be...."
"My name is Kats," she said, stiffly. He had not spoken her name since his return here. "Or you used to call me 'my lady'. I always liked it when you did."
"It would not be.... appropriate," he said harshly. "Not any more."
"We both know it is."
"I am not worthy of you. Please.... don't make me say this. We both know I do not deserve you.... not after what...."
"No!" she snapped loudly, speaking with a force that belied her gentle bearing. "Kozorr, listen to me.... You did not abandon me when I needed help."
"But I did," he said. "I should have helped you.... I should have acted against Kalain earlier, I should have...."
"No! You acted when it was right to do so. You spoke to me when I screamed at night. You were always there, always wise and strong. I thought of you constantly when.... Kalain was.... You restored my mind and my soul to me.
"Now, I am free.... and I will restore your soul to you." It was true. She was free from Kalain now. There had been a vision on Anla'Verenn–veni, where she had seen him again and realised that she did not hate him any more, or fear him. No.... she only pitied him, and so she had been able to forgive him.
"I have no soul," he whispered. "My lady, why.... please.... leave me...."
"No." She glided across the floor of his simple room, moving to his side. He turned away, but she reached up and touched his face, looking into his eyes. "Neither of us can know what will happen tomorrow, but we do know that there is today. I know you need healing. For all these months you have needed healing. I am here, and I will not abandon you. Not again."
"My lady.... Kats...."
"No," she said again. "Don't say anything." Gently she touched her lips to his and held him close to her. He wept and trembled, and every tear cleansed both of them, until they were healed and ready to face their future.
* * *
There is a message I need you to take to Sonovar. Place it in his hands. Do not harm him or any of those who follow him. That is important. Defend yourself, yes.... but harm none of them.
If he chooses to give a reply, then bring it back to me.
This is the most important thing I have ever asked of anyone, and the hardest. I have faith in you, Lanniel. I know you will not fail me.
* * *
It took a great deal to rouse Sonovar from his torpor these days. Takier doubted even the news he was bringing his lord would manage that feat, but he was to be surprised, never a feeling he had welcomed.
And he had been surprised once already this day.
"And what is she?" Sonovar had asked. Takier had insisted on informing his lord personally of this. It was not an honour any had sought to take from him. Few wished to have anything to do with Sonovar recently, save only his loathsome advisor, Forell.
"Has she come here as an emissary? An assassin? A messenger? A threat, what? What is she?"
"She is my daughter," Takier said simply, and a dark light had burned within Sonovar's eyes, the first sense of excitement since the Tak'cha had left.
"Then take me to her."
Lanniel was where she had been left, guarded by five warriors with weapons drawn, ready for the slightest provocative move. She had claimed to have come alone with an important message for Sonovar. Her ship had been searched and it had been confirmed there was no one hiding there, nor were there any suicide devices, either on the ship or on her person. She had surrendered her weapon with no complaint, and demanded to see Sonovar.
Takier pondered this, and was darkly compelled to believe her story was true. She had come here to talk, not to fight. He did not like the thought of that.
She looked up as he and Sonovar entered, and her eyes betrayed no sign of recognition at the sight of her father. He in turn spared her no thought. She had chosen to ignore the orders of her father, her lord and her clan, and had sworn herself to an usurper and a traitor. He had no kinship with her now. She was nothing but an enemy.
But in the part of his soul that spoke not as a warrior or a lord, but as a man, he was proud to see his daughter stand so tall, so ready, so much a warrior in her every essence.
He looked around and saw Tirivail in the far corner, her eyes and bearing troubled. Concern festered within him. She had changed greatly since her return from Anla'Verenn–veni. He did not know the cause of this change within her, or what he could do to soothe her pain. All he could do was speak to her as lord to soldier. He had long ago forgotten how to speak as father to daughter.
Tirivail's eyes were locked onto her sister. Lanniel in turn paid her no heed.
"So," Sonovar said, softly. "We have a guest." His words were flat and harsh. "Why are you here, traitor?"
"I have been sent to deliver a message to you," she said simply. There was no passion in her voice, no hatred, just a simple statement of fact.
"Then give me your words."
"It is for you only," she replied, holding up a data crystal. "This is yours."
One of the guards took it from her and studied it carefully. Takier knew it to be what it seemed. It was not poisoned, nor any form of explosive device or other instrument of assassination. Of course, it might yet contain ways to destroy or wound. Words could do that.
Sonovar took it and held it up to the light, seeing the rays illuminate and scatter across its surfaces. "Ah," he said. "I wonder what proud words Sinoval has for me. Perhaps he wishes to surrender?" Takier half–wondered whether that was a joke. A year ago he would have been sure it was, and would have laughed accordingly. But then Sonovar was a very different person from the one he had been a year ago.
Sonovar turned his gaze back from the crystal to Lanniel. "And is that the extent of your mission?"
"I am to take any reply you may have back to my lord Primarch."
Sonovar smiled. "Ah.... then your mission is indeed finished. I have no words to say to him. None whatsoever, despite what he may choose to say to me, despite whatever lies he chooses to try to feed me. You see, your mission is over.
"Tirivail!"
She stepped forward. "I am at your command, my lord."
"That is your sister, yes?"
"Once, that was correct, my lord. Now she is.... nothing. A traitor, no more."
"I am glad to hear that. As you said, she is a traitor. Kill her."
Takier clenched his hand into a fist, but said nothing. There was nothing to say. He looked directly at Lanniel, and felt her eyes meet his. He hoped she could see his pride. She was not moving, not crying out in fear, not trying to flee or beg for her life. She was going to die as a warrior should. What more could a father ask of his daughter than that she die well?
The five guards stepped aside, ready for Tirivail to move forward. Sonovar looked away, focussing once more on the crystal. Takier did not. He could not have turned from the sight of his children.
Once, he had had three children. Now, he had but one.
Tirivail and Lanniel looked at each other for a long while, and for the first time Lanniel seemed to recognise her sister's presence. Something passed between them in that moment, something indefinable, that not even Takier himself could truly comprehend. He had had a brother, who had died in battle long years before. Since then he had been alone, unable to experience the bond his daughters had shared.
Abruptly Tirivail turned to face Sonovar. She fell to her knees and extended her pike to him. It was ready to be used.
"I cannot obey your command, my lord," she said, her voice strained. "My life is yours. Take it, for my failure."
Sonovar looked at her suddenly, shocked, even stunned. He staggered back, then turned and left, not running, but certainly moving faster than was dignified or appropriate.
All eyes turned to Takier. He looked first at Tirivail. "Rise," he said. "Go to your quarters to await your lord's decision." She bowed once, and then left. "As for.... her.... place her in a cell. See that she is well–guarded, but also that she is well cared for. Remain there until Lord Sonovar or I say something different."
He turned and made to leave, but something, something he could not accurately express, forced him to turn and look at his daughters. "I am proud of you," he said. "Both of you." Then he left.
It was the first time he had ever said those words to either of them, but he had meant them. He had meant them a thousand times over.
* * *
Sonovar laid the data crystal down on the table and closed his eyes. He could still hear Sinoval's words echoing around his dead chamber. He could still feel Sinoval's presence in every particle of air, a ghost that would haunt him until he died.
He had nothing to say. It was lies, all of it. Lies! It had to be, had to be.
But what if it were true? What if...? No, it was lies.
He did not know. He did not know.
He turned the merest instant before Forell came into view, bearing as ever his silver tray and golden goblet. Sonovar darted to his advisor's side and scooped up the drink, draining it, heedless of the crimson rivulets that ran down his chin, dripping onto his tunic and to the floor, each one a drop of blood falling from his mouth.
"The elixir is life." The words came to him somehow, from somewhere, from some part of his consciousness. "The elixir is blood. The blood is life."
"True words, great lord," rasped Forell. He took back the goblet Sonovar thrust at him. "True words, indeed." Sonovar had not even been aware he had spoken aloud. "Were there equally true words from the traitor, Primarch Sinoval?"
Don't give him that title! Sonovar turned, about to shout the words aloud, but he stopped, wondering for a minute whether he had already said them. It did not matter. "I do not know," he said, trying to remember what it was Sinoval had said. It was strange, just a moment before he could hear Sinoval, hear his every syllable. Now, it seemed as if the message had come to him from another galaxy.
"No," he said at last. "It was lies. All of it. A lie."
"Then will you give him a reply, great and noble lord?"
"No.... yes.... I do not know. What does it matter? I am a warrior, not a diplomat. I need no words. My voice is in my blade."
"Indeed it is, great lord. Then you must send him a message by means other than words, yes?"
"Yes. Yes, I must. I am a warrior! My voice is in my blade."
"Attack his shipyards. Attack his people."
"Yes!" Sonovar turned away from his advisor, and began to pace up and down. "Yes! I will destroy him! We will attack!"
"Krindar, my lord. He is building a new fleet there, a strange, dark new breed of ships. Greater Krindar. That is where his shipyards are."
"Greater Krindar. We will burn his shipyards to the ground, raze them to nothing but ash and dust. Yes.... that is what we will do. We are warriors, after all. Forell! Fetch my captains. Takier, Kozorr, Haxt...." He paused. "No. Kozorr and Haxtur are gone.... left me. Forell, what...?"
"I shall fetch Lord Takier to you, great lord, that you may communicate to him your grand plan. You shall gain a great victory at Greater Krindar, lord."
"What is at Krindar?"
"The shipyards of the Accursed One, great lord." Forell's voice was calm and patient, as though explaining to a child.
And perhaps a child was what he was explaining to. A cloud had slipped over Sonovar's mind for a time, a dark and foggy cloud, but it was beginning to pass, slowly, revealing flickers of light and no more. He could see Sinoval standing there, hear his words.
"That I know," he said. There were shipyards at Krindar, yes.... but were they Sinoval's? He could not seem to remember. "You seem very eager to pursue this, Forell. What is there in it for you?"
"Nothing but the greater glory of the lord I serve."
He tried to study Forell's words for any sign of treachery or deceit.... for anything, but the fog around his perception would not shift, and finally he shook his head. "Bring me Takier," he said. "We will muster our fleet, such as it is. In truth it does not matter what is at Krindar, as long as there is a battle. As long as there is.... then we will win glory, or we will die and rest."
"It is as you say, great lord." Forell bowed and left. Sonovar turned from him and glanced casually back at the table. He stopped, and thought.
The table was bare.... but there had been something there, had there not? A.... a data crystal? No, it was not there. There was nothing, just a figment of his imagination.
He prepared himself to receive Takier. For too long he had been still and silent. He would wait no longer for the enemy to encircle and destroy him. He would seek out glory.
He would choose the manner of his death.
* * *
"I understand now. I have been waiting for this, preparing for it. I know my destiny, and yet.... and yet....
"And yet now that the time is soon, I do not want this.
"Could I have changed things somehow? Could I have done things differently, or would my destiny always have brought me back here, to this place, to this time, to this understanding?"
All things can change. All things could have changed. You could have let the assassin's knife claim you as you stood above Earth. You could have remained in the Dreaming as Varmain died, and gone with her. You could have been content with the simple role of soldier
But you did not. You were not. You fought, and raged, and struggled. And your struggles led you to this place. Destiny did not bring you here. You brought yourself here.
"And there is no other way? None at all?"
You have asked that of us before. The answer is unchanged.
"I know. Will I be alone? Always?"
You will be with us always. No, you will not be alone.
Sinoval nodded. "Then that will be enough. It will have to be."
* * *
I hail thee, Sonovar. I speak to you from across space, in hope that as one warrior to another we may save our people, the people we both have sworn to serve and to protect.
Sonovar could feel the air hum around him, vibrating with breathless anticipation. He was going to war. He was riding to battle, the wind his steed, the stars his guide, the blade his voice.
"We attack Krindar."
"What is at Krindar?" Takier had asked. "What is there for us there?"
I am a warrior. I am not afraid, not to die, not to live, not to walk, not to rest. I fear only failure, but I am a warrior, and I will not fail.
You lie, Sinoval. Your words are lies.
His destiny is waiting. His destiny. My destiny. I have but to reach out my hand and take it, grasp it in my strong fingers and squeeze.
You are dying, Sonovar. You have been infected by a virus passed on to you by Kalain before his death. He was infected by Jha'dur, Deathwalker. It was part of her foul plan for revenge - on humanity, on me, on the whole universe. She is dead, but her legacy lives on. I bear the burden for her evil, and I will pay the price for it, I assure you.
"You lie, Sinoval. Your words are lies."
"You are wise indeed, great lord. Victory shall be yours, surely."
Forell is not here, but that does not matter. Nor is Sinoval, nor is Takier. Their voices are here, their spirits reaching out to touch him.
Forell is feeding you a drug, an elixir. It contains an antidote to the disease that is killing you. An antidote, but not a cure. It is holding back the disease and preventing you from spreading the illness to others. You became infected in Kalain's dying days. No one who has come to me shows any sign of her disease. I believe it is you alone who now bears the legacy Jha'dur intended to destroy our people.
"You lie, Sinoval."
"Of course he lies, great lord. He seeks to distract you from your great purpose."
"What is at Krindar, Sonovar? Why do we attack there?"
The elixir is more than a cure, Sonovar. It is a drug, an addiction. Forell is controlling your mind, warping your perceptions. He is using you. I do not know what purpose he intends for you, but you are being pulled by his strings. He has made a weapon of you, a weapon he has been using to strike at our heart. The elixir that preserves your life is destroying your mind and your honour.
"I seek only to serve you, great lord. I seek only a merest fraction of the glory your shadow casts over the galaxy."
You lie, Forell.
One way or another, Sonovar, you will die. As do we all. It is for you to decide whether you die with glory, or with shame. The elixir is destroying you, but without it you will die and taint all those with you, spreading Jha'dur's contagion.
Come to me, Sonovar. All will be forgiven if you come now. Resist, continue to serve dark masters you do not know, and I will destroy you, and do more than destroy you. For myself, I can forgive. For my people....
Come to me, Sonovar. Come to me now, and I shall forgive you.
You lie, Sinoval. Every word a lie!
"We go to Krindar."
"What is at Krindar?" Takier asked again.
"Glory," Sonovar had replied simply.
* * *
The Alliance shipyards were at Greater Krindar, the spawning grounds for the new Dark Stars, each one a cocoon wherein lay a screaming telepath, bound in a dark chamber.
Sonovar arrived, his approach undetected, for the Shadows did not move with him save in the shadows of his mind.
This tale has already been told, the tale of war, of sacrifice, of heroism, of countless screams in the night.
Finally Sonovar limped away, bloodied but unbowed, broken but not silent, maddened but not mad.
On the contrary, at last he was sane.
* * *
What is love?
A question Kats could not answer. As she looked down at Kozorr's sleeping face for the third and final night, she found herself finally prepared to ask herself the question she had not been able to face before now.
She had not been surprised by the things she had seen in his face. She had seen his loyalty, his honour, his pride. He was a fine warrior, possessed of many of the virtues true warriors were meant to exhibit, but there was more to him than that. She could see his decency, his protectiveness, and most of all his sheer, clear and precise love for her.
She heard him cry out in his sleep. She saw his self–hatred, his inability to forgive himself for his self–perceived treasons, and she wanted to reach out and touch him, easing his pain and bringing him peace.
She remembered the first time they had spoken. She had been alone, trapped in an agonising pillar of light, at the complete mercy of a madman who had attempted to tear her apart, body and soul. She had met Kozorr then, trapped in despair and pain and suffering, wishing only to die. She had seen him before then, many times, but that had been the first time she had seen him as a man, not simply as one of her tormentors.
Help me! she had cried.
He had not answered, not with words, but his face had shown his divided loyalties. His eyes had revealed his sympathy, and that had been something for her to hold tight as she suffered the onslaught of Kalain's words and blows.
What is love?
She did not know, but she did know that it was what she felt for him now.
Above all else she wanted to reach out and ease his pain. He had eased hers without ever realising it. It had been a simple thing, one single look, but for her it had been enough.
She could do no less for him. Nor would she.
"I love you," she whispered. His sleep became more peaceful, his dream demons abated.
* * *
Sonovar listened again to Sinoval's words, and this time the seeds sank into his heart, and the doubts that had been there sprouted and grew and wormed their way into his mind. He knew now the dark Masters of whom Sinoval had spoken. He saw at last whom Forell served, and he wondered why he had not seen it before.
He sat in silent meditation, for the first time since he had taken the reins of leadership and power from Kalain. At the end Kalain had been raving, broken, a husk. He had taught Sonovar so much without ever realising it. He had taught him to reach out and grasp his destiny with his own hands, to claim it for himself and never let go.
He had given him the answer to every question but one: How to be a great man. He had asked that question of many he had known and met, but he had never asked the one person he should have asked.
Himself.
For long hours he spoke with his ancestors, feeling their spirits around him. He spoke of his fears, his questions, his dreams, and as they listened, so he listened to himself. And as he heard them, so he heard himself. So he heard the answer to his last question.
He rose from his meditation at last, heedless of the pain of his body. It was nothing. The blood that filled his right eye was nothing. The shattered bones in his leg were nothing.
He was a great man at last.
"Great lord," whispered a familiar voice. "I have come to bring you your healing draught, great lord."
Sonovar's eyes, the one filled with blood and the other a pale blue, so pale as to be almost colourless.... both of them flashed.
"I think there are things to be said, Forell," he whispered.
* * *
Takier had been a leader all his life. From birth he had been destined to command, to lead his clan and his warriors, to die in glorious battle and pass the burdens and glories of power to a successor. At first he had hoped his son would lead, but his death had forestalled that. Lanniel's treachery precluded her, which left only Tirivail, but was she ready to lead? Was she truly ready? He had not known.
He still did not know.
The battle had been hard–fought and bloody. Of the five ships Sonovar controlled, three had been destroyed. The remaining two had been forced to flee, broken now at last. Their rebellion was over. Sonovar's final order had confirmed it.
"It is done," Takier whispered to himself. "We fought, and we tried. We lost.... these are the wages of defeat. Had we won...."
No, foolish thoughts. They had lost. Why think of what might have been?
He stopped before the door. It was unguarded now, of course. There were not enough left to guard it. His orders had been for her protection, but now.... now it was far more likely that he would need her protection, that they all would need her protection.
The door opened and he stepped through. Lanniel was sitting in silent meditation. Communing with her ancestors, perhaps? Her eyes opened and an expression of acceptance crossed her face.
"Am I to die then?" she asked softly.
"No."
"Then has a reply been prepared for me to take back to the Primarch?"
"In a sense. We are the reply."
"What?"
Takier breathed in harshly. He had faced countless enemies, fought a multitude of battles, stared at death a million times and not been afraid. But he was afraid now.
"I have received orders from Lord Sonovar. I and the entire Storm Dancer clan are to surrender to Primarch Sinoval."
* * *
"I think there are things to be said, Forell."
There was no reply, not at first. Only a slow drawing in of breath and a slight twitching of his mutilated face revealed any change in his demeanour.
"What things, great lord?" he asked at last.
"The truth.... unlike the lies you have been feeding me along with that foul drink. Who are your masters? How long have you been working for beings other than myself? Since the very beginning?"
"I have always worked for you and you alone, lord." There was a shimmering on Forell's shoulder, something Sonovar could not clearly see, something on the edge of his perception. His crimson–stained vision did not help.
He moved forward, pike raised, and smashed it through the tray Forell held, sending goblet and elixir to the floor. Forell took an involuntary step back, but then held his ground.
"Liar!" Sonovar cried. "Answer me, Forell! I need the truth!"
"There is no truth," Forell said calmly. "There is nothing but the perception of truth. There is nothing but words and images and a million different interpretations. The others have a saying: truth is a three–edged sword. They are wrong. It is not a sword but a maelstrom, a whirlpool of thought and colour.
"Truth is chaos personified."
Sonovar stepped back slowly. The voice was Forell's, but the words did not seem to be his. A dark mass began to appear on his shoulder, long tendrils snaking around his neck.
"You do not understand," Forell continued. "That is something else the others say. They say understanding is irrelevant. They are wrong. Understanding is vital.... but only when the time is right. You have served us directly for two years, and indirectly all your life. You are a chaos–bringer, an instrument of war, forged in battle.
"You are everything we could have wished of you.... almost. But there is one better, one more fit than you. In another world we might have come to you and moulded you for our purposes, but not in this one. In this world you were only a foil, a means to orchestrate and enhance another. You were the fire within which he was tempered.
"You were ours even when you did the bidding of the others.... when you entered his sanctum and wounded him fatally. Even when you acted at their will.... you were following our path."
"No," Sonovar whispered. "How did you know...?" He had told no one, not ever. Not Kalain, not Takier, no one.
He had told no one that, just as the fleets of his people circled above Earth, when he was nothing but a servant to the Grey Council, he, on the orders of the mysterious Vorlons, had gone to kill one of his own..
"You wanted the truth?" Forell observed mockingly. "We know. We have always known. You were nothing but a tool to us, and now your usefulness is ended. What is done, is done."
The thing around his neck became clear. It had one eye which flicked open, radiating a sheer malevolence, a pure and unbridled hatred.
"Now do you know who we are?"
"You won't win...." he rasped. "I'll destroy you all! Every single one of you!"
"No.... not you. Others, perhaps, but not you. It is possible we will not win. It is possible that the time has come at last for a decision, for one of us, Order or Chaos.... to triumph at last.... but should we lose, then we will leave behind our legacy.
"Congratulate yourself, great lord. You were vital to the nurture of our legacy. Our greatest weapon against the others is the enemy you tried and failed to kill."
"Sinoval," he whispered.
"Yes. Sinoval."
"No!" Sonovar roared, moving forward. Forell knew what was coming, but did not react. He could have tried to sidestep, to block, to move away, but he did nothing. The pike tore through his bone and his flesh, crushing skull and mind and heart. Sonovar continued to rain blows upon the body until there was nothing left but a mass of flesh and blood and broken bone.
Trembling, he stepped backwards. His mind was strangely clear, and he knew what he had to do. He could see so much now. He had broken his people apart, not for glory, not for power, not because it was right, but because an ancient race of evil had incited him.
"What was done.... what is broken, can always be repaired," he whispered to himself. "There is redemption, reparation...." He was thinking of what to tell Takier. He at least could salvage something from this. An order to surrender would be given. The Minbari must be united. This war must end. Now he saw that. He would fight for glory, but never for the whims of another.
"Redemption.... Reunification.... And of course...." His eyes flared, and he raised his pike.
"Revenge!"
* * *
Time shifted, faded, dissipated. As Kazomi 7 recovered from the assault of the Fist of Darkness and the near–destruction of the entire world, as John Sheridan waged unrelenting and bloody war on the Shadows, as Proxima 3 suffered famine and hardship, as Centauri Prime once again went up in flames.... Sinoval worked to heal the fractured wounds of his people.
He received Takier and his followers in person. Lanniel was freed and returned to her duties as Sinoval's guard. Takier requested the right of morr'dechai - an ancient right to suicide last practised in the early days of Valen's reign - but Sinoval denied him permission. Takier, Tirivail and the other leaders of the Storm Dancers clan were imprisoned, while those who could be trusted were set to guarding the trade routes between the sparse Minbari worlds.
Sinoval continued to watch for Sonovar, but he had seemingly disappeared. Reports came, whispers through the Vindrizi, through the Well of Souls. Shadow ships had been attacked, their bases threatened, their warriors hunted down and killed. Some of these were surely fabrications or exaggerations, but in some there were footprints that could only be Sonovar's.
Sinoval was content to wait, however. Since he had taken the title of Primarch he had learned patience. He could sense that events were being played out and that he would meet Sonovar again when the time was right.
On the day the Dark Star ships fought the Shadows at Velatastat, on the day Lord–General Marrago faced down the Shadow Criers in the throne room, Sinoval finally uncovered Sonovar's last place of refuge.
* * *
The ship was floating dead in space, broken, shattered, finished. It was nothing, nothing at all, hidden in a nowhere place far from anywhere. This was the place Sonovar had come to die.
Sinoval stood alone on the pinnacle of Cathedral and looked across at the ship. Sonovar's flagship, the place where he had stood and plotted and raved, the place where he had imprisoned Kats and Kozorr, the place where he had dealt with the Tak'cha, the place where he had continued the long process of tearing apart the Minbari people.
And that process would end here.
No. Sinoval shook his head. It would not end here. It would end somewhere else, when he carried out the deed he had been warned was necessary. The day he had taken the role and the name of Primarch Majestus et Conclavus, he had asked the Well of Souls what he would have to do to heal his people.
He wished he had never heard the answer.
That would end the strife, that would reunite his people.
"You are there, Sonovar," he whispered. "I can feel you. You aren't dead yet."
No, Sonovar was a warrior. He had chosen his last place. He was preparing himself, waiting. He was not dead yet, but soon.... very soon, he would die a warrior's death.
Sinoval closed his eyes and let the Well of Souls wash over him. He was unsure how the previous Primarch had felt this experience, but then he had been present at the actual creation of the Well and had known that he was a conduit, an extension of it. Sinoval had lived thinking of the Soul Hunters as abominations, monsters, demons from legend. For any true Minbari the very concept of the Well of Souls was a terrifying thought, a strike at the heart of everything he believed in and cherished.
Sinoval was no longer fully Minbari, but then he was not yet fully a Soul Hunter either. He was somewhere between the two, and so his thoughts were mixed.
He was not and never had been a poet, or he might have been able to put the experience into words. As it was he could envisage only the whispers of countless voices, as if he could hear the entire conversation of a planet just inside the next room. Different voices, different languages, different ages.... all in one, and yet separate. A musical symphony of a million different instruments and voices.
Sinoval gave up. He simply could not describe it. The Well existed on an entirely separate plane from this one. It could see through to this realm however. It could see the dying.... and the damned.
Sonovar was there, on the bridge of his ship. He was the last Minbari alive. Blood stained his hands and face. Not all of it was his own. Some of it came from those who had chosen to follow him. Sinoval sensed the thing that the Shadows had sent after him. Sonovar was evidently too insignificant for them to concern themselves with directly, so they had sent one of their minions.


The Well could feel it, and each voice trembled slightly. They knew what it was. Just one being, just one monster, but that was enough. It crackled its presence across both realities, poisoning the worlds of the dead. It was a true abomination, once a member of a great, enlightened and noble race that had fallen, and fallen far. It now lived only for death, to kill, and to raise up those it had killed, desecrating the bodies and souls of the dead, creating an army to serve itself.
Did you know I would be here? Sinoval asked himself. Is that why, of all the countless minions in your servitude - the Drakh, the Zener, the Z'shailyl, the Wykhheran.... is that why, of all of them, you unleashed this?
The Shadows were evidently not finished with him yet.
He knew how this worked, although he had never done it before. The previous Primarch had been able to manoeuvre through hyperspace effortlessly, but then he had been a scion of the eldest race, and had known things about the universe few others could match. Sinoval knew the procedure and he knew the dangers, and that had so far prevented him from using this latest of his abilities.
Have no fear, came the voice of the Well. We are ever with you.
"I never doubted it," he replied. Then he stepped from the pinnacle and floated through space, until the world between worlds claimed him.
* * *
There were voices, hateful and loathing. There were hands and claws, spindly, yet filled with strength. They reached out to scratch him, the smell of death heavy. There were images of a mighty city, vast beyond comprehension, built on the bones of the dead.
Sinoval ignored them all.
He knew the history. He knew how the Vorlons had once tried to open a gateway to heaven, to storm the celestial gates and threaten the gods themselves. He knew of the demons they had brought through to this reality, a race of powerful, ancient evil who had slaughtered all that lived within their own universe and sought to do the same here. They had been beaten back, driven into their own barren, dead existence. But still they reached through, seeking gaps in the fabric of hyperspace.
Sinoval cursed the folly of the Vorlons, one more feather on the scales that weighed against them. They had driven back the aliens, yes, but not all of them. Some had remained, some had fled, mortally wounded, and been found by the Shadows. There they had been enslaved, their power sapped and broken, their genetic tissue modified and altered, enhanced and.... directed.
That was why they were here. They could feel one of their number nearby, spreading their creed of hatred and death to races they had never even imagined.
Sinoval ignored them. They were evil, yes.... but they were not here. They could not be here.
Like blood–red water, the mists of hyperspace slipped past him and he appeared in the world of flesh, in the hallway of Sonovar's derelict and dying ship.
A harsh, ululating wail rose up. There was a whip–crack that tore the air in half. And there was a smell, a stench of death that filled every corner of the ship.
"Look at where your ambition has brought you, Sonovar," he whispered. "You now rule only the dead."
Sinoval lifted Stormbringer and felt its darkness glow, rising up at the thought of what was to come. He began to sing as he went into battle.
* * *
Sonovar was ready to die.
The pain was less now. Even the shame and the humiliation were almost gone. Yes, he had been used, manipulated, controlled, but that did not matter. He had turned against his controllers and waged war on them, as much as he could. Now he was to face down one of their minions, a mighty adversary. He would die as a warrior should.
The smell came to him first, and then a gentle swishing noise, the sound of long tentacles caressing the corridor walls of his ship. It was here, searching for him. He had come here to make his last stand. Let it find him. Let it come for him. This was his ship after all, the last thing other than his blade and his soul that he could call his own.
He stepped forward and raised his pike. The broken fingers of his left hand clenched around it with no pain. His blood–filled vision did not prevent him from seeing. The shattered ribs, the mangled leg, the agonising pain in his head, none of them mattered. He had transcended pain now, moved to a place where he was something beyond mortal. This must have been how Kalain had felt at the end. He had tried to explain to Sonovar, but understanding had not come then. Now it did.
You are dying, Sonovar.
Sinoval's words came back to him, and this time they did not bring anger, but an ironic smile. "Yes," he rasped. "I am dying. We are all dying. But some of us.... some of us die great deaths."
The air trembled as the minion of the Shadows came into view. It was much taller than Sonovar himself, and shimmered half–in and half–out of sight. Not of this dimension, it was not bound by many of its rules. It was an abomination, a creature that existed only to kill.
"Yes," Sonovar whispered. "Yes." This was a worthy foe. It did not matter if he lost here. What other warrior could claim to have been sent to his ancestors by such a beast?
One black eye focussed on him, and there was a warm wind blowing in his mind, a wind that brought the stench of rotting meat with it. He saw in his mind's eye a world filled with the dead, their bodies raised up to walk, to serve, and to be killed once more. He sensed the unbelievable hatred these things felt for all that lived, from the greatest warrior to the smallest bacterium.
"No!" he roared. A lifetime of meditation, of preparation, of mental, spiritual and emotional equilibrium had taught him well. He cast off its mental image and stepped forward. Limbs moving without obstruction, body moving without pain, soul moving without fear, he struck at it. They had fought before, over the weeks this creature had been roaming his ship, but they had been nothing but skirmishes. This was the final battle.
A tentacle brushed against his side and a dart of pain shot up his arm. His fingers trembled and tensed on the pike, but he kept his grip and lashed out, stepping backwards cautiously, watching the beast move, waiting for his opening.
A number of things happened at once. He heard a song of his ancestors, a warrior song, proud and triumphant, in a deep voice. The beast turned, darting around, something between fear and hatred shining in its bearing. Sonovar moved.
Pain swept outwards from the mind of the creature, exploding in Sonovar's body as a tentacle tore into his leg. At the same moment his pike struck its body. Despite the beast's distraction with the newcomer, a tentacle slid around the pike and tore it from Sonovar's grip. There was a horrific sound, and Sonovar screamed as he saw his weapon snapped in half. Wielding part of his pike - his pike! - the beast smashed a blow into his chest, shattering ribs and grazing his heart. Sonovar fell, blood spilling from his wound.
You are dying, Sonovar.
Our greatest weapon is the enemy you tried and failed to kill.
The voices swimming in his mind - Forell's, Sinoval's, his own - faded as the song began to rise. He blinked, shaking droplets of blood from his eyelids, and struggled to stand. He could see someone fighting the creature, a Minbari, a warrior singing a song of battle and glory.
Sonovar's eyes widened and he smiled, beginning to sing himself. This was one of his ancestors, one of the warriors of his past, come here to mark his passing with glory.
He sang louder, still struggling to rise. His ancestor was fighting well, but the minion of the Shadows was an ancient, powerful evil from a universe that was not this one. It was wounded and seemingly afraid, but it was still powerful, still evil.
Through crimson vision, his eyes lit on the broken half of his pike. One half was still in the grasp of the beast, but the other.... was within his reach.
His ancestor moved forward, landing blow after blow on the creature.
Sonovar darted to his side, scooping up his pike in numbed, broken fingers that seemed three times their normal size.
"I am Sonovar!" he roared, and hurled the broken pike with all his might. The creature's eye opened, flickering darkness, and the broken pike penetrated the dark orb, shattering it.
The beast fell, its tentacles folding up into itself, its body becoming ethereal, as if it did not truly exist in this world. It slid to the floor and passed through it, returning to the dimension that had given it birth, returning now, in death.
Sonovar smiled, and slumped back to the floor. He had won, and such a victory! His ancestors would be proud. Now he was ready to die.
"You did well," said the voice of the spirit that had come to his aid, and his smile broadened. Then he started. He knew that voice.
"But then," Sinoval said, walking forward, "I never doubted it."
Sonovar began to laugh; hollow, mocking laughter. "Well.... you have won."
"Yes."
"It's over."
"Yes."
"It doesn't matter, anyway. It never did. Win or lose, I no longer care. The warriors of the future will hail my name, they will follow my legacy, they will remember my deeds.... and they will know me. Maybe they will accept me as a great man, maybe they never will.
"I know this, though. I have lost the war, yes.... but in my own way, I have won. And that is enough. Do you understand me?"
"Yes, Sonovar. I understand you all too well."
"Ah.... I think you do. This is the way it should have been. A warrior's death, a death in battle. Not from Deathwalker's legacy, not from Forell's machinations. I go to join my ancestors now. You have won, the Minbari are yours."
"No. They are not mine, and no, you are not going to your ancestors."
"What do you mean?"
"I will be leaving them. While I am with them, there will always be war. They will not follow me, Takier and the others, and if they do, it will be from fear. I will be leaving now. I am done with this world for the time being.
"But I will be taking something with me. I want you to know, Sonovar. I am not doing this because I hate you, nor to punish you. I offered you a chance to talk, a chance for peace, and you refused me, twice. You will die now, yes.... and if you do, you will be reborn, and it will happen again. There is something in you, a spark. It may take you to greatness, or it may take you to damnation. I cannot let either happen, not to you."
"What are you saying? Do you plan on saving my life?"
"No.... preserving it."
Sonovar's eyes widened. He could feel his heart slowing, and at that singular realisation, it almost stopped. "No! You can't! You wouldn't!"
"We will talk again, once you have had a chance for redemption, as another did.... we will talk once more, Sonovar.... in a thousand years."
"NO! You can't.... Please.... you can't! How can you...? I am Minbari. I am a warrior.... I deserve to die.... I...."
Sinoval was humming, and a small globe had appeared in his hands, tiny whispers of mist forming around it, sheathing it, shrouding it.
"No! Damn you, Sinoval! Damn you! You wouldn't dare!" More and more of his blood was seeping free. No! He couldn't die, not like this, not knowing what was to happen....
"I'll curse you! I'll hate you forever! I'll curse you, Sinoval!"
Sonovar bowed his head, tears streaming from his eyes. "You can't...." he whispered, wishing he had just one last burst of strength. Just one more.
"Nooo...."
His body slumped, and his soul departed. Sinoval captured it easily, and held the globe up. He could feel the soul raging and thrashing within it, and his dark eyes revealed his grief.
Then he turned and made his way back to Cathedral.
* * *
It was done, at last. It was done. The chapter that had begun.... where? Perhaps when Sonovar led his ships to Tarolin 2? Perhaps when Sinoval had left Minbar on his pilgrimage and handed over power to Kalain? Perhaps when the Minbari came to Earth? Perhaps even further back, when Valen had first appeared before Marrain and Parlonn?
Anyway, it was done. This chapter was over.
Sinoval knew this as he walked to the meeting he had arranged. He was strangely calm, perfectly at peace. He knew now where his destiny lay, and there truly was no other way.
He could hear Sonovar's cries, even now. He could not accept what had happened to him. He would, though it took him a thousand years. Sinoval had broken an ancient law by returning Marrain to the flesh. A balance had been necessary, but more than that. To let Sonovar die would be to let his madness return, his chaos spread. Now there was a chance for him to learn, to seek and gain redemption. It would be a slow process, but it would happen.
And then, in a thousand years time, would there be another? Another traitor and oath–breaker who had turned to darkness, who needed to die and yet live on to maintain the balance that would be broken when Sonovar finally passed beyond?
Sinoval did not know, but he did know that he would be there when it happened, in one form or another.
They all rose when he entered the chamber, with varying degrees of respect. He cast dark eyes across the room, lingering on each one, noticing blackly just how segregated they were.
Takier was sitting beside Tirivail, his expression one of dark resignation. He was a true warrior, a man who would rather have fought to the death than surrendered, an option denied to him. Now he was expecting nothing less than execution, or worse....
Lanniel was some distance from them, although on occasion she and Tirivail exchanged glances. Sinoval had been told what had happened upon the delivery of her message, and he had smiled. One cycle broken there, although it would take time for all wounds to be truly healed.
Kozorr was also present, although he looked uncomfortable. He no longer wore his warrior's uniform, but a simple worker's smock. Kats was beside him, her eyes and bearing radiant, her hand gently in contact with Kozorr's.
Another worker was next to her. Lurna, daughter of the former Satai Durlan. She looked every bit as uncomfortable as Kozorr, but there was sternness in her eyes, a grim determination.
And sitting together, but clearly alone, were Gysiner and Chardhay. Both had all but disappeared after the fall of Minbar. Sinoval had expected them to be causing trouble, but had been pleasantly surprised to learn they had been working to repair the damage on Tarolin.
All of them reacted when he entered, from a gasp of shock from Lurna, to muttered prayers from Gysiner and Chardhay, to an understanding smile from Kats.
Sinoval, like Kozorr, had abandoned the garb of a warrior. Unlike Kozorr, he now wore the black and silver robe of the Primarch Majestus et Conclavus. A circlet rested on his forehead, within which was set a brilliant red stone. Stormbringer was at his side as ever, and it seemed to be shining softly, reflecting the silver of his robe.
"I thank you for coming here," he said, walking up to the table. "There is much to be decided, the future of our people to be arranged. And you will be the ones to do it."
Kats realised his meaning first, not surprisingly, and her eyes widened.
"I abdicate my position as your leader. I give up all rights to dominion over the Minbari. I, and Cathedral, and all Soul Hunters will leave Minbari space. The Minbari people can never be as one again while I am here, and so I depart.
"I have two final acts as leader. My first is the pardoning of all who allied themselves with Sonovar. He himself is gone, and there is no gain in pursuing those who followed him. Takier.... I believe you will do as you see fit for the good of our people. With my departure, there will be little left for you to fight over, correct?"
"As you say," he replied stiffly.
"My second and truly final command is that the Grey Council be reformed. I broke it two years ago for good reasons, but now those reasons have gone, and the Council is needed again. As before, there shall be three workers, three warriors and three religious, and as before, they shall rule our people together, nine voices as one. It was the war with the humans that began the beginning of the shattering, and that is now over. It is time for the Council to be reformed. How that is done, who sits upon it.... all those things I leave to you. That is no longer my role."
"You will leave Minbari space?" Takier asked. "And never return?"
"No, I will never return. My work here is done. I have made many mistakes, and done some good, but I am needed here no longer."
"Where will you go?" Kats asked softly.
"Away," he said. "To walk on the edges of perception, at the border between light and darkness."
"My Primarch," said Lanniel. "Take us with you. We are your Blades and we swore to serve you. Please, lord.... take us with you."
"Where I go you cannot follow, Lanniel. I was never displeased with you or with any of the others. Serve the new order as well as you did me, and that shall be enough."
"But, Primarch...."
"That is my wish, Lanniel. Will you deny me that much?"
She stiffened. "No, Primarch. It shall be as you say."
Sinoval bowed to them all. "Then I am done here. I have faith in you all, and in our people. I will not be here, but I will watch. I know you will all do well."
He turned and left, moving quickly. There. It was done. There had truly been no other way to unite the Minbari. What he had told Takier had been true. They would never be as one while he remained there. There were too many old memories, old divisions. Without them.... there could be unity.
He became aware that someone was coming after him, moving as quickly as he was. He turned and saw Kats standing there. "I cannot be dissuaded, my lady," he said. "Others will need you to be their conscience now."
"That is not it," she said. "I understand. I disagree, but I understand. I just wanted two things."
"What?"
She reached in and kissed him gently, once, then stood back. "To say goodbye," she said. "And to ask just one favour, one last memory."
"Of course, my lady. Anything. What do you wish of me?"
She told him.
* * *
Lunacy. Absolute lunacy.
Oh, he had tried to protest, tried to insist that there was someone more suitable, but she would have none of it. No one could dissuade Kats when she set her mind to a task.
"But I am no priest.... Surely one of the religious caste...."
"We wish it to be you."
"Have.... have all the rituals been performed?"
"Some, but not others. Some we could not perform, others were not appropriate. The old ways are gone now, Sinoval. They can never come back, so why should we be shackled by old customs? We have been thinking about this...."
"We?"
"Well.... I have been. We want this to be you. No one else will.... It would not be the same."
"But...."
"I understand that you must go, and I understand that I may never see you again. We both do. But will you truly go without leaving us anything to remember you by?"
"No.... No, I could never deny you anything, my lady. Nothing that was in my power to give you. Allow me some time to prepare."
She had smiled, a smile that could have outshone stars.
And so it was that Sinoval, Primarch Majestus et Conclavus, Master of Cathedral, found himself performing the ceremony that wed a warrior who had given up his weapons, and a worker who carried hers in her heart.
It was far from being a traditional ceremony, but then that would have been impossible anyway. For one thing there was no holy ground, except for the vast chapel that was the Well of Souls. There were no witnesses apart from a million souls of the dead, their spirits joined in happiness and wonder.
Never before, the Well told him, and he was sure he could hear the Primarch's voice foremost in the music that came with the words. Never before has there been such joy here, and from only two souls. We thank you for this experience, Primarch. It is not something we had imagined we would feel.
"Never before has there been such joy," Sinoval mused, knowing that Kats and Kozorr could not hear his words. He knew full well the blood and torment that had forged this place. "And it is doubtful there will be again, not within their lifetimes certainly." He knew what neither of them knew. Kozorr was dying. One day, very soon, his life would just.... stop.
"But they have the present, and they will always have their memories. Perhaps, in the end.... that will be enough."
And he had something to take with him as well, something to take on his lonely and barren war, a war that would never end. He had their happiness, their smiles, their joy.
And he had the sheer pride as he ended the ceremony. It had been a mix and match of various cultures, various words and deeds, but it ended as so many did, across worlds and races and nations.
"You may kiss."
And they did.
Sinoval smiled. His war beckoned, but as he looked at the two of them, so very much in love, it was the first time he had had even the slightest idea of what he was fighting for.
And for that he thanked them.



Chapter 3


"Well, at least that's over now. We can begin preparing for the future."
"I do not believe we have much of a future. Not any more."
"Oh, you do. It just isn't the sort of future you might have imagined you were going to have."
* * *
The End.
I have no face.
Not any more.
This morning I did. This morning I had a face, I had a name, I had an identity. Now I have none of these things. I have a crown that gives me a headache, a throne that I do not like sitting in and an image in a mirror that I do not recognise as myself. I do not have a name. I have a title.
It is Emperor.
The room is quiet. I am the only one here, alone.... alone with my throne, my crown, my robes. Alone with the two bodies on the floor and the ghosts of my friends.
There is a hole in the corner. It is marked with shadows, a place where my friend used to stand, saying nothing that did not need to be said, merely watching. He does not stand there any longer. He is gone, and he will not be returning.
Who am I?
I am the Emperor.
I am nobody.
I am Emperor because a madman did not want to be, because he would rather die than take the crown and the throne for himself. There was a time when I was determined to deny him his final laugh, to prove him wrong, to create a dynasty that would endure beyond myself, deep into the future. I would not let him win.
I was blind. We were all blind, because he has won. Not in the way he might have foreseen, but he has won all the same. I will be the last Emperor of the Centauri Republic, and the people to come after will curse my name for my weakness and my failure.
I have no name. All who knew it are gone.
I sit down on my uncomfortable throne and hear the angry words still hanging in the air. I look at the body on the floor and remember that I used to have a name, even a face.
Now I have nothing.
Congratulations, Cartagia. You were right. All along, you were right.
Who am I?
No one.
* * *
The Beginning.
The memory was still fresh. The image of that.... nightmare passing across the sky, blotting out the light. The echoes of its long scream still sounded in his mind.
For one moment he almost forgot who was next to him.
"Blessed G'Quan," the Narn pilot was whispering. "You were right...."
For that one moment their struggle had been forgotten. Londo looked at his opponent again, seeing him with new eyes. The Narn was shaking, trembling with a revelation long hidden. He had seen religious fanatics in the streets of the capital, and the Narn had the same gleam in his eyes.
A few moments ago they had been trying to kill each other. Then they had heard that scream, and the thing had passed overhead.
Londo was half–afraid it would return to destroy them. Then he wondered if it could care. What were they to creatures such as it? Nothing more than insects, than microbes. He knew somehow that it was immeasurably old, an ancient and terrible malevolence. And he knew, he knew in the whispers and cries of the insane and in the dreams of dying men.... he knew that these creatures would come to his home.
"Blessed G'Quan," the Narn said again.
He lifted his head, and his red eyes looked directly into Londo's. There was one brief moment of understanding. "What is our struggle to such as they?" the Narn asked. His words had a strange feel to them. The Narn sighed. "It was a quotation," he explained after a moment, "from one of our holiest books. Our prophet urged us all to set aside our own wars and look to the greater enemy."
He pointed up into the sky. "That is the enemy he was speaking of."
"Rubbish," Londo spat. "You mean to tell me that you of all people recognise that.... thing? When all the explorers and scientists and thinkers of our Republic have never so much as dreamed of the existence of something like that?"
"I have seen them before. Drawings from the ancient texts. I never dreamed they were.... real. Never. They have returned, exactly as G'Quan foretold. Do you even know what that means, Centauri? It means that nothing matters any more. Our war, our struggle.... are all irrelevant. They will destroy everything. I know.... and so do you."
Londo trembled. "You lie."
"Do I?"
"Pah! I grow tired of this. Kill me if you must, but do not insult my intelligence any longer."
"Your words belie your fear. Yes, I could kill you, but what would that achieve? They will tear apart your world just as easily as mine. How long, Centauri? How long until they move in force? How long have they even been awake? Will they move for Centauri Prime tomorrow? In a year, a century? When?
"They are here, and someone must do something. And if not us, then who?"
"Another quotation?" The Narn nodded. "What can we do? What, against them? Even if I believed you, do you seriously think we could hurt that?"
"It has been done. G'Quan drove them from our world once before, and he spoke of others, mortals like you and me, who fought them. Fought them and won. He called them.... Rangers. It seems the Rangers are needed again."
"And who will lead them? You?"
"Until another comes to do so, yes.... but that can wait. For now, there is only one question that needs to be asked. You have seen them. You know what they are, and what they can do. If we cannot live together, then we shall surely die apart. Are you going to help me fight them, or will you stay here, and start at the shadows?"
"Two of us is not exactly a large army." Londo was shaking.
"It will get bigger."
"I must be crazy."
"No," the Narn said softly. "Seeing that has made us both sane. It is the rest of the galaxy that is crazy."
"Ah, to hell with it. Yes. I will join your army, Narn, such as it is."
"As I said, it will get bigger. And my name.... is G'Kar."
* * *
Other Beginnings, to More Recent Stories.
It was the whole of the galaxy that was consumed with fire and darkness in the second half of the year the humans called 2261. While Kazomi 7 faced threats from above and the Minbari people threats from within, the Centauri and the Narn faced threats from each other, from friends and allies.
Where are they all, this spiralling circle of friends, lovers, acquaintances and enemies? Where did they all begin, before Kazomi 7 so much as imagined the dark cloud that would consume it, before Sinoval made his final move towards his destiny, when Delenn was debating whether to remain on Proxima with the one she still loved, when Sonovar still dreamed futile dreams that he could win?
Where are they all?
On Proxima 3, all is quiet. Well, perhaps quiet is a relative term, but the wars are over, General Ryan still lives, the world still abides under a new and difficult occupation, the network is humming in peaceful monotony.
Mr. Morden is ready to leave at last. Proxima can survive without him, and he has been away too long. Matters on Centauri Prime are perilously close to explosion again. He is needed there, and this time he will not be forced out, not by anyone.
Lord–General Marrago returns home from a routine patrol of the front lines. Expansion and liberation of former Centauri worlds now occupied by the Narns are little more than a pipe–dream at the moment. Too many resources will be needed just to hold the territories they currently control. The Alliance has not yet joined the side of the Narns, but it is inevitable. Trade sanctions are hitting the homeworld hard, and Marrago knows there are no allies he can turn to. Well.... there might be one, but the cost of that deal would be too much for him to pay.
Carn Mollari remains behind at the line, waiting and watching, his mind troubled. He listens to his Lord–General, he obeys him, and in the back of his mind he thinks about how both of them have changed. The Lord–General is not the man he was, but then neither is Carn himself....
On the other side of the line, Warleader Na'Tok waits patiently. He has taken the seat of a great man, but it is a position he has earned through patience. The Kha'Ri is torn between taking the war back to the enemy, or demanding Alliance assistance. While they debate, Na'Tok is content to wait. He will take boredom over death any day.
Lyndisty wiles away the days in empty, frivolous pursuits. She goes to balls, she dances with eligible suitors, she breaks several hearts. She is the perfect daughter of a Centauri noble. But in her mind's eye she rehearses fighting styles, weapon techniques, tactics and strategies. For all that their tie is not one of blood, she is truly her father's daughter, even while she knows the need for secrecy. As her father once said, a weapon hidden is worth three revealed.
Minister Durano watches her, as he watches everyone. He knows her secret. He knows her father's secret. Secrets are his food and drink (though not wine - he rarely drinks, and then only to maintain a semblance of normality). And yet this one he has not used. It is his own hidden weapon, and he ponders just how to employ it - for the good of the Republic, or for his own good? A mere year ago there would have been no question, but now.... times are changing. A dark ambition speaks to him, a seed that was always there, but never before realised. He is not a tool of Shadow or Vorlon, but of his own mind, trained to near–perfection in the course of his duty. He knows his mind, but not his future, and that troubles him.
Lennier watches them all from his place in the shadows. No one talks to him, no one even seems to acknowledge that he exists. He is the Emperor's bodyguard, his confidant, his dark shadow. Some tried originally to gain his support, only to learn that he has no interest in their games, in their mini–wars, or even in the greater one. The only war he fights at present is the one for control of his soul, a war in which he continues to survive, but for which the cost is growing slowly, a day at a time. Soon there will be nothing left to save.
Lord Kiro has long since lost whatever soul he once possessed. He sits in a darkened, abandoned room, lit only by flickering flames, and he looks at the artefact he has been given, the last remnant of an all–but–dead race. He looks at the thing growing within it, and he feeds it with his blood. Soon, he knows, it will awake, and he will ride it to his glory, and to the throne.
Lady Mariel watches him, and trembles. No longer is she beautiful. No longer is she dressed in the finest of gowns. No longer does she eat the richest of foods. No longer is her mind the sharp blade beneath the soft cushion. Her body is scarred and blackened, her clothes are but rags, her stomach is eating away at her vitals. Her mind is filled with fear and a most unenlightened madness - and by thoughts of poison.
Her sister–wife - not Daggair, whom she had murdered in the coldest blood, but Timov, now Lady Consort, Empress to some, although not to her face - dances with the nobles, her eyes always warily on her husband. He pretends not to notice, and she pretends not to have noticed that he has noticed. He would be surprised to learn of the things she has been doing behind his back, of the sacrifices and decisions she has made for the good of the Republic. He would be surprised to learn how much she cares about the people, not just his people, but hers also.
Or maybe not. Emperor Mollari II understands and sees more than most give him credit for. In some things, however, he is sadly blind.
And on another world many light years away, his friend, his enemy, Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar, seeks answers, seeks peace, seeks understanding. He has sought these things for as long as he can remember, but with each passing day they slip further and further beyond his grasp.
That is how matters stand now, two proud races at war, the same war that has raged for three years. There is a feeling in both camps that an end is near at hand, but what sort of end? And will it be possible for that ending to prove that war would have been better?
All things are possible.
* * *
It was strange, thought Lyndisty of House Marrago, how swiftly she moved between forms, sometimes even with a speed that surprised herself, rarely she even surprised her father.
She supposed that was a testament to the skill of his training. She also supposed it was a good thing. She could be almost anything she wanted: a happy, frivolous, giddy noblewoman, a true child of the Court, concerned only with balls and shopping and intrigue and the endless chatter of romance.
But then, with a split second's motion, she could become cool and professional and dangerous. She could analyse politics and tactics and history almost instantly. To the few who even imagined her second persona, most notably of course her father, it was assumed that her public face was merely an act, an elaborate charade.
They were wrong. Even her father was wrong, although that was not a thought she cared to admit. She was both people, both personalities, inhabiting the same body. She did not know where one form began and another ended. She did not even know which one was the true her.
These feelings had been growing within her for a while, but her encounter with the outlaws some months ago had accelerated their growth. Her petty, giddy 'Court' mind told her to ignore them. These people were undesirables, they did not matter. If they wanted to work, then surely they could find work. How difficult could it be? No, they were just lazy, turning to banditry no doubt because of their innate criminal tendencies. Besides, they were only peasants.
But then another part of her realised that was simply not true. What they had said to her, the anger and the frustration in their voices.... She did not know.
Still, she was trying to forget. Sometimes knowledge and understanding were terrible burdens, and she tried to assuage them by burying herself in ignorance and idleness for a while. Her father had come to Court for a meeting of the Emperor's Council, and he had promised to take her shopping afterwards. There would be little to buy, of course. This beastly war had cut off most of the trade routes, but there might still be some bargains. She would need a new dress for the ball in a few weeks.
Ignorance would be welcome, but she knew she would not be able to accept that. She would ask her father what had happened in the meeting, and she would analyse what he told her. He would probably want to take her to weapons training afterwards as well.
She looked up uncomfortably, noticing that the guard was looking at her awkwardly. She flashed him her most brainless smile and he looked away sharply. She wondered if he had been admiring her.... or simply checking she was all right. It was becoming harder to remain in one personality for long now. Perhaps she had been doing something a proper lady was not meant to do, like sitting tensed, ready for an attack.
She sighed in what she hoped was a suitably melodramatic fashion and turned away from the guard. She was waiting in the reception room outside the Council Chamber, and there was nothing here. She could have spent the few hours of the meeting with some young ladies of her own age, acquaintances with whom she had shared many pointless hours of idle gossip, but she could not face that now. She was half–afraid she would let her mask slip.
She started as a figure suddenly appeared in the corner, and instinctively slid her wrist dagger into her hand. Then she blinked, and recognised him.
"That will not be necessary," said the Minbari.
He intrigued her, but he also scared her enormously. The Emperor's Minbari companion - his exact status was largely unknown - had attracted a great deal of attention among the Court. He rarely said anything, did anything or talked to anyone. He merely waited and watched, dealing with the occasional potential assassin that was part and parcel of Court life with brutal efficiency. Her friends had once persuaded her to ask her father about him, but all the Lord–General had said was his name, 'Lennier'.
The shadows seemed to part around him as he stepped forward. She flicked a quick glance at the guard, who was resolutely looking away. Evidently Lennier troubled him as much as he did her.
"I would have thought you would have been with the Council, good sir," she said hesitantly. She had never been this close to him before. She had never even heard him speak before.
"I was," he said. His voice was strange. He was speaking Centauri flawlessly, but with a harsh accent, as though something grated in his throat. Every so often there came an unusual pause in the middle of a word, and a visible wince. "I left. I have a message for you."
"From my father?" she said. She did not know who else would want to give her a message. Perhaps the meeting was going on for longer than he had expected.
"No. There is.... something that speaks to me. It tries to command me, but I do not let it. Sometimes, though.... it says things that are useful. It has a warning for you. Someone is coming who will try to kill you."
"What?" she said. The word came out a little garbled - half an anguished 'What? Who would want to kill me, you must have the wrong person' fluttering of eyelashes, and half a 'How are they going to do that? Do you know when? How did you know this?' clinical acceptance of the warning and a request for more information.
"But why?" she settled on, after a pause. "Why would anyone want to...?"
"To get to your father. To provoke him to make a mistake. I have warned you, lady. Take whatever precautions you think necessary, but do not tell anyone of this, especially not your father."
"But why? And what about...?" She looked at the guard. There was a flicker of a smile on Lennier's face.
"He has not heard us. He has not even seen me." Then he turned, moved back to the corner, and all of a sudden was simply not there.
Lyndisty trembled a little, and checked her weapons. All of them. The two daggers hidden up each sleeve, one in each slipper, a garroting wire fixed into an innocuous necklace and a poison capsule in a ring. They were all there, most of them newly insisted upon by her father after the incident with the outlaws.
She should be safe from most assailants, but somehow.... she did not feel comforted by that. In fact, quite the reverse.
Ten minutes later the meeting ended and her father came out, his face dark. He still offered to take her shopping, but she found herself not in the mood, not at all.
* * *
Blood.... blood was life. A circle. Life began in blood, and ended in it. Always it had been a symbol for change, for beginnings and endings....
For power.
Blood.... blood and fire.
The shadows danced in the flickering light cast by the few flames that were burning. A small fire at the moment, but one that would rise up again, greater and greater, rising to an inferno that would sweep the world, and then the Republic, and then the galaxy.
Once that fire had raged almost unchecked. Selini alone of the homeworld had escaped its power. The Dark Masters had seeded tools on the homeworld, instruments that had caused madness, insanity, massacres. They did this simply by showing the truth. First they had overseen the deaths of all those who could see - the prophetesses, the Imperial Seers, the telepaths and oracles. All fell, by one means or another. Then the madness had begun.
But it had ended. First a gradual ebb, a natural thing, then through the enforcement of the new law, the new order. Finally the seeds had been destroyed. The ancient enemies of the Dark Masters had sent an agent here, and he had seen that all the seeds were destroyed.
Centauri Prime could not be re–seeded. There was not enough time. The Dark Masters needed a new place in which to hide, a place they could hope to use for their salvation when they lost their homeworld, as they now surely would. But if they could not even salvage that, then Centauri Prime would have another purpose, a deeper and darker purpose.
It would be a part of their legacy, a warning, a planet of ash and spent flames.
Oh, yes.... and of blood.
It dripped slowly on to the flower. The thing within the flower stirred, its form raised to monstrous proportions through the dancing lights and shadows. Each successive drop reflected its shape, clearer with each one, more precise, larger.
Lord Kiro felt no pain, not now. The blood he fed it was his and his alone. Soon it would awake.
And then the fires would begin anew. This time, they would never be put out.
* * *
Morden looked up at the sky and found himself imagining a dark cloud falling over it. Two clouds in fact, one rising from the ground, the result of a million fires, and the other coming from the heavens, dark ships screaming.
Even without that particular image the sky was dark and grey. He could still taste smoke in it. It had been over a year since Londo had ascended to the throne and the fires had been put out, but a legacy remained. No matter how faint, it was an unsettling thought. He had less time than he had been expecting.
One of theirs was here, a Shadow minion, a powerful one too. It was sleeping still, but would be awake soon. Morden knew what it was, and what it was capable of. When it did awake.... the fires would start up again, the skies would become black, the ground would become a wasted desert, and the people mindless lunatics.
And all that just to create a place of refuge. The Shadows knew they were losing and they needed a place to hide, a place to seed with their legacy so that they might arise again. Centauri Prime was perfect for them, or it would be. Uninhabited planets would suffice, but an inhabited planet was so much better, so many people to harvest and.... adapt.
A nasty thought. A nasty image at that, but one he could prevent from becoming reality. He could.... sense the Shadow's minion. Its mind was sending out tendrils of thought and fear, tendrils he could perceive and track. At this stage it was vulnerable, and could be killed easily. Everything would be fine.
But that was contrary to his orders. His instructions were very clear, with no room for ambiguity. The Centauri had been given more than one chance to redeem themselves, far too many chances in fact. It was time for them to learn precisely the stakes they were playing for. Centauri Prime would find salvation, or it would burn. There would be no middle ground.
Which was in some ways a pity. Morden liked this planet, and even some of the people living on it. If things went.... right, then he might well ask to be posted here permanently.
There was a noise to his side and he turned, smiling. There were some people here he liked, but few more than the man standing before him, the man to whom he owed so much.
"Nice to see you," Morden said, still smiling. "I trust everything's been arranged."
"Oh, yes.... Londo, I mean.... the Emperor.... his Majesty will be in his private study for the rest of the day. No one else is there, not even his bodyguard. For some reason he's.... been sent away. I don't really know why myself, but there it is. The guards.... I could have them sent away too, or bring you in as a guest, perhaps...."
"No, that's not necessary. That would only reveal to the Emperor our.... relationship. We don't need to do that before it's too late. The guards.... won't see me."
"You'll become invisible?"
"No, they just won't notice me. Their eyes will slide right off me. It's a little trick I learned some time ago. The trouble is it'll give me a splitting headache by tonight, but, well...."
"Will you.... ah.... need arrangements for getting off the planet in a hurry? Again?"
Morden smiled. Two frantic escapes from Centauri Prime in the last few years, and neither of them accomplished just through his own skill and brilliance. "No, not this time. This time I'm here until the end, for good or ill."
"Oh, dear. Are things really going to be that bad?"
Morden looked at Minister Vir Cotto and sighed. He believed. He really believed. If all men were such as he, Morden would have a very easy life. "I hope not," he said. "But you can never be too sure.
"Now, I believe the Emperor is not expecting me...."
* * *
G'Kar debated again his only options and found himself uncomfortable with just how few they were. Time was growing short. Very short. Oh, there was peace at the moment, but the moment was all. Soon things would erupt again, and this time.... this time....
He supposed he could have done something about the situation by now, but there had always been something else. Two–and–a–half years, it had been. Two–and–a–half years since the second Narn / Centauri War had begun.
And what had he been doing in that time? He had abandoned political power for the burden of a greater destiny. He had believed that as a preacher he could have greater influence than as a politician, bringing change from within, bringing the idea of change to his whole people rather than a tiny proportion.
Maybe he had been right.... then. But now.... now he was a politician, and he was starting to wonder if his original choice had been the correct one. His people had taken his teachings on board, but they had perverted them, badly misinterpreting the message. He had wanted to speak of understanding, of alliances between races and peoples, of all becoming one to fight against a mutual enemy.
And now that message of understanding had been turned into a doctrine of conquest. Oh, the Narns would still fight the Shadows, but they would lead the war. First they would rule the galaxy, and then they would go on to the greater war. Foolishness, and a dark and bitter destiny that would bring them.
"Are you sure about this?" asked a soft voice from across the table. That voice brought him no comfort. It had been months since he had received word that Delenn was still alive, and a few weeks since she had returned to Kazomi 7 to take up again the burden of leadership, the duty of leading the Alliance she had helped create.
Every moment of those few weeks had been spent planning, preparing, readying. The commissioning of the shipyards at Krindar, constant liaisons with General Sheridan at Proxima, preparing for the induction of humanity in the Alliance, dealing with the Drazi growing more and more aggressive with every passing day, hunting down Shadow agents on the planet, trying to grasp some understanding of the Vorlons....
And above all, working with the Kha'Ri for the next phase of their war with the Centauri.
That was what burned G'Kar, that more than anything else. The war had been quiet for months, a bloody stalemate. The Kha'Ri now had evidence of a Centauri alliance with the Shadows, and had used that to force aid from the Alliance. The races were too evenly matched - the assistance of the Shadows gave the Centauri a clear advantage, but with the Alliance, with the Dark Stars, the Narns would regain prominence and would be able to push their war back to Centauri Prime, and this time they would not be driven back.
A jihad, a holy war, being fought in his name.
"Yes," he told Delenn. He was sure. This had to be avoided. The Shadows must be driven away, yes, must be destroyed, yes.... but at what cost? This was only doing their task for them. They only benefited from the Narns and the Centauri tearing each other apart.
"I have waited too long," he said again. "Afraid to confront my own errors. But now there is no time for fear, and no more time to wait." And there wasn't. The final stage of the plan for the renewed invasion of Centauri space had been sent to the Alliance Council from the Kha'Ri, passed through Ambassador G'Kael and his assistant Na'Toth. Both were loyal to G'Kar and had informed him early. They had also promised to delay presenting the plans as long as they could.
For long enough to enable him to do what he must.
G'Kar had seen the plans. Almost every ship the Narn people could spare, backed by a full squadron of Dark Stars and support from the Drazi and Brakiri. Ambassador Lethke had protested against his involvement with this - like G'Kar, he knew Londo too well to believe most of the stories - but he had been overruled. The Vorlon had overruled him.
"The war will soon be over," G'Kar whispered. Today, tomorrow, in a few months, it would soon be over. "But what will the peace bring?"
"It will bring what we make of it, surely," Delenn said.
"So there will still be no rest." G'Kar shook his head and rose from his chair. "I have missed you, Delenn, those long months you were gone." She had not explained what had happened to cause her to leave Kazomi 7 when she did, but there had been no need. Sinoval had explained to him and Londo. If Delenn did not give credence to his beliefs, then....
No, that was an issue for the peace, not the war.
And surely a peace bought with terror and lies was better than a war caused by anger and truth?
He had believed that once.
"I am glad you have returned to us, Delenn. I wish we had more time together."
"As do I, but we will see each other again, G'Kar."
"Will we? I wish I had your faith. Sometimes I think.... a dark cloud is putting out the lights across the galaxy. There are very few left shining now."
"The war will soon be over."
"That was not what I was referring to." He shivered.
He wished he could have had more time to talk, but as ever in his life, there was no time. His shuttle was leaving soon. He had a long journey to make.
* * *
"I doubt very much that I am welcome here, Majesty, or may I just use 'Londo'? That does not matter. I am here with a message and a warning.
"Yes, I vanished last time. Again. You really do not want to know why, nor do you need to. Suffice it to say I was fleeing from some enemies.
"These are the facts, Majesty. Someone in this Court is allied with the Shadows. Personally, I do not believe it is you, but what I believe matters very little. The Alliance is aware of this, and they are preparing a fleet, a massive hammer–blow to shatter and ruin what remains of your Republic. That will of course be a mercy if the Shadows achieve their wish for this planet first.
"The last time I was here I made you an offer. I came to you in a spirit of co–operation, of equality, in spite of the numerous favours you owed us. Or have you forgotten the help we offered you when you were just a wanderer?
"This time I am making no offers, no bargains, no alliances. I am here, and you know whom I represent. Do as we demand or we will leave you to the Alliance and to the Enemy. Give us the power to remove the Shadows from this world, and those who have invited them here. Give us what we want, and all will be well. Refuse....
"Majesty, I like this world. I really do not want to see it collapse into fire and shadow. That does not mean I won't."
Morden later realised he had never seen anyone so angry as Emperor Londo Mollari was at that precise moment. Nor had he seen anyone so adept at hiding it.
* * *
Lord–General Marrago knew many wise sayings, each one accumulated as part of the debris that encrusts a soldier's life. One of them, the one he bore in mind now, was always to solve your problems one at a time. He tried to remember that as he walked through the long corridors of the palace for a meeting with his Emperor.
The Shadows. The Enemy. He still owed them a favour. Just the one, but one was more than enough. The payment of the first had nearly killed his daughter - what would the second cost him? And with every day that passed the darkness over Centauri Prime grew.
But without the Shadows, what hope was there? The Narns would attack, backed up by the Alliance, and Centauri Prime would fall. The Shadows might be able to stop that. The Narns were a problem for today, the Shadows for tomorrow.
But what sort of tomorrow? What would he leave his daughter and her children yet to be?
He was ushered into Londo's private audience chamber, a room he was growing depressingly familiar with. Countless meetings over the last few months, each one aimed at preventing the inevitable firestorm, at preparing planetary defences, at seeking some peaceful solution, at anything and everything, with nothing the only result.
To his surprise there was no one else waiting for him. Just Londo. Marrago's keen dark eyes picked out the shadowy form of Londo's strange Minbari companion, but that was it. No Durano, no Cotto, no Lady Consort.
Marrago's hearts began to quicken. Had Londo found out? No, surely not. He had to remain ignorant. The blame had to remain diverted from the throne itself.
"Thank you for coming so quickly, old friend," Londo said, darkness in his tone. In fact there was much that seemed dark about the Emperor today.
"It is ever my duty to serve, Majesty," he replied.
"You are the only one, Marrago. The only one of all of them. The only one I can trust, the only one I can allow to become involved in this, the only one I can permit to know what.... You remember Mr. Morden, Ambassador Morden, I suppose now?"
"I remember him," Marrago said, with absolute tranquillity. He did remember Morden. He remembered being informed by his Shadow allies that Morden would have to be dealt with, and quickly. He was an agent of the Vorlons, a powerful and dangerous man. Marrago had arrested him, only for him to inexplicably escape and vanish soon afterwards.
"He has returned. No, do not ask how he got on to the planet, or even the capital. I hold no fault anywhere for that. He came to see me, in a private audience. He stood before me, and he threatened me. Me! On my own throne, in my own Court! He gave me two choices, in a way that was no choice at all.
"I could let this world fall to the Shadows, or be torn apart by the Narns. Or I could let him bring in his.... 'associates'. I could let him bring inquisitors and inspectors and Vorlon monsters to come and plague my world. As if I did not know what the Vorlons did to Delenn! As if I would regard giving them this world as a boon, as a gracious offer!
"We know what Cartagia said as he died. We know the promise I made to Malachi. Shall it be said that I lied in my last words to such an old friend? No, I will give him the better world I promised, and that will not include giving it to the Vorlons."
"What do you wish me to do, Londo?" Marrago asked simply.
"Whatever is necessary. I will keep the Centauri Republic whole and safe. We will not bend the knee to Vorlon or Shadow, or to the Alliance either. Do what is necessary to save us, friend. Find the Shadow presence here and burn it out. Let no Vorlon set one encounter–suited foot on this world. Let...."
He stopped, and both of them turned to the window. There was a sound, a terrible cry of triumph and exultation and pain, the cry of a dark beast being born.
Both ran to the window and looked outside. Neither of them saw Lennier fall to the ground, clutching his head in agony.
Both of them looked outside and saw a red cloud rise across the sky. And at its centre was a dark mass, a hideous, revolting flying monstrosity that was ugly because it was so beautiful.
It cried out again, and the red cloud expanded. Where its shadow fell, there came madness and death.
* * *
Kiro watched his creation rise. His son, almost. In the womb he had fed it with blood and dreams and hatred, and now before his eyes it was born.
The flower, now swollen and bloated, cracked, and the air around it was red. He breathed it in, and felt a sickly–sweet taint fill his lungs. Already scarred and weak from breathing smoke, he should have coughed and spluttered, but instead he was invigorated, filled with worship for his Dark Masters, filled with conviction and strength and power such as he had not felt since he was a young man, with the sure and certain knowledge he would become Emperor.
He glanced across at Mariel, tearing his eyes away from the birth of his beautiful son. She was terrified, her eyes wide, racking sobs crushing her frame. He laughed.
He looked around at the others, his followers, the mad, the dreamers, the lost, the damned. All come here to serve the Shadow, to serve him, to place him on the Purple Throne and elevate him to Emperor.
"Come," he said. "Now.... now we are ready. Now, our Masters will show us the way."
* * *
The birth of the last of the Byakheeshaggai did not go unnoticed by its Masters. For months they had been sheltering a small portion of their fleet, enough for two purposes: shelter, protection and rebirth if possible, and revenge if that was not.
The screams came to them across the fabric of hyperspace and they began to move, making for the distant world of Centauri Prime.
* * *
A million eyes turned to look upwards at once.
Lyndisty was alone in the palace gardens, torn between meditating, practising with her weapons and contemplating her new dress. She heard the creature's cry and immediately began running for her father.
Timov was looking at papers, records of trade agreements and meetings with merchants and officials. A shiver passed through her at the sound.
Minister Durano was likewise engaged in paperwork, occasionally sipping from the still glass of water on his desk. As the glass trembled and cracked, silver droplets falling to the floor, he started and looked up, his fabled poise trembling for the first time he could remember.
Vir Cotto shook at the sound, his eyes flickering around the dark room. Beside him Mr. Morden smiled slightly, and made preparations to ride out the coming storm.
Countless light years away Carn Mollari heard something, the faintest echo in the back of his mind.
* * *
It lived. Once more, once again, it lived, awoken from the womb of the stars, crafted as perfect and as powerful as its race had always been.
But something was wrong. Where were the Guardians, where the Protectors and the Towers of Judgment, from where it would launch its first flight? This place felt wrong, the memories it had absorbed through the blood felt wrong. It could feel the domination of its Dark Masters, but they were not here. They were coming, but they were not here. Where was this place it recognised only vaguely, glimpsed in half–shadows through the slow awakening of the soul?
There were sentients here, beings who quailed and ran from its sight. Its consciousness expanded slowly, absorbing their thoughts and memories. It sent forth its eyes and ears with the crimson mists, and understanding dawned slowly.
There was consciousness here, many minds, each with the residue of potential, a race that could see beyond the veils of time, that could glimpse the soul's shadow.
With a thought to the Dark Masters, it continued extending its consciousness. In their name and in their service it would call all the minds of these.... Sehn'tahr'rhee into one, bringing a communion and an epiphany, and creating a world fit for the Dark Masters to make their own.
* * *
Londo looked out at his capital, and saw a single mass of flame. He could hear the cries of his people, but he remained here in his palace, powerless to act.
And he saw the creature, vast against the sky, in the centre of the red mist that swamped all the heavens, that filled the horizon, that brought madness and chaos.
It was happening again, all of it was happening again. Little more than a year since the inexplicable madness had all but destroyed Centauri Prime, and now it had returned, but here the madness was far from inexplicable. Here the cause was plain for all to see.
"Damn you, Cartagia," he swore. "I will not let you win. I will not!"
He heard a noise from behind him, and turned to see Marrago come into view. There were two members of the Palace Guard with him. "The palace is besieged," the Lord–General said simply. "Some of the besiegers are our own guards, driven mad. Most of the capital is burning."
"Yes, I can see. Has everyone gone mad?" He laughed. "Can we even know? Are communications working?"
"Mostly, as far as we can ascertain. I've received some reports from the rest of the planet. Remarin has been lost, so has everywhere covered by that mist. There's anarchy everywhere."
"But not here," Londo said. "Not in this palace. Around it, yes, but not in it. Why am I not mad? Why not you?"
"A question for another day, Londo, when we have more time to think. We cannot hold this for long. There are places from which we can escape, go into hiding, wait for reinforcements...."
"And then what? No, old friend. We cannot afford to lose the palace, not after everything we sacrificed to regain it. I cannot rule my people as some.... some hidden Emperor. No, we have to stay here. Can we secure the palace?"
"Truly, I do not think so. But if you stay, then I am honour bound to try."
Londo smiled mirthlessly. "Has it all come to this? Did any of our victories matter? Was Cartagia right, damn him? Was he right in his dark vision? I saw it, Marrago. I saw forces of darkness and light battling across the sky, searing our world with their war. Is this it?"
"No," said a new voice, one casual and yet knowledgeable. Both Londo and Marrago turned, the Lord–General drawing his kutari in one smooth motion. Londo did not see his friend's face change abruptly, from mute terror to righteous fury.
Morden stepped out from the shadows in the corner of the room. He brushed an imaginary piece of dirt from the sleeve of his immaculate suit, a futile display of fastidiousness, and smiled. "This is not the vision you saw, Majesty. This is merely the beginning of it. After all, the forces of darkness and light are not here yet. But they will be."
"What do you mean?" Londo spat. "More riddles?"
"No, no more riddles. The Enemy is beaten, Londo. They know it, we know it, everyone knows it, and they're preparing. They have two goals now, only two ambitions. First, they want to salvage something from this war, to seed worlds to begin again in another thousand years. And if they can't have that, then, well.... they want to make sure that no one forgets them this time. They'll die, but they won't die easily, and they'll leave a million scorched worlds behind them. This will be one of them."
"What? But why? What have we....?"
"You were one of the first, Londo. You and G'Kar were the first to raise arms against them. That merits some revenge, does it not? Also, they were contacted, almost invited here. A bargain for a bargain. A simple question. What do you want? And the price of getting what you want is a simple favour, but it is never worth it. Ever. Is it, Lord–General?"
Marrago said nothing. He could not find the words. Londo looked at him, and the dull light of understanding rose. "You?" he whispered, unable to believe it. Unable to comprehend it at all. "No. You lie, Morden. You lie."
"Do I? Ask him."
"Londo," Marrago said, his face gone ashen. "Londo, I...."
"But.... how could you...?" He turned on Morden, an anger blazing within him such as he had never known. "You know all this and you do nothing? Help us, damn you! You said it yourself, we were the first. We were the first in this damned war, and is this the price we pay for it? Help us!"
"You know our price. We have no interest in saving a Shadow–tainted world, only in destroying it."
"But you'll die, too."
"Will I?" Morden smiled. "Deliver to us all those who allied with the Shadow, agree to our terms, and we will bring a fleet here. We will destroy the creature, help restore order, and lend our strength to reforging and consolidating the Centauri Republic. We will even help you sort out some sort of amicable deal with the Narns. You can't say fairer than that now, can you?"
"Get out of here!" Londo roared. "Get out of here!"
"I am always open to reconsideration," Morden replied calmly. He walked forward past Marrago's guards, and stopped as he reached the door, turning. "By the way, I am to thank for protecting you from the madness. A fairly straightforward psionic blocking device. I made sure you were adequately protected last time, and now I'm doing the same. You see, Londo? We are helping you."
And with that he was gone.
The Emperor of the Centauri Republic looked at his Lord–General. It was strange, but he had never seen Marrago look so old. "Londo.... Majesty.... I...."
"Not now," Londo said curtly. "Save this palace. Serve your Emperor." He made each word sound like a barb, and Marrago winced with every one.
"As my Emperor commands," he said stiffly, and then he left.
Londo looked out once more across his capital, and dark thoughts moved through his mind.
* * *
Kiro moved through the corridors of the palace, exulting in every step. He moved unopposed, there was no one to challenge him. The few guards who stood in his path fell before the power of his glorious son, kneeling before him and begging him to be their Emperor. Mariel was at his side. She could not leave him now, she was bound to him utterly. She would not be his Empress, no. He knew in the darkness of his mind that another was destined for that. But she would be important. Very much so. She was a living reminder that, where once he had been weak, a pawn, he could so easily be strong again. He had suffered torture and agony at her hands, and that had opened his eyes to the darkness he now saw between the stars.
Guards moved forward to oppose him. He stretched out his hand and his eyes flashed crimson. Within an instant, they knelt at his feet. He moved past them, not seeing or caring. His eyes focussed on one thing only.
He walked slowly up the steps to the Purple Throne and sat down.
I am Emperor!


* * *
He moved with the force and determination of the prophet he was, bearing his message in front of him as a talisman. Those he saw trembled before him. None dared block him as he walked closer and closer towards the seat of power of his people, a place he had once trod, and now, through necessity of circumstance, would tread again.
The guards stepped aside, bowing reverently. He did not notice them.
The familiar chamber opened up before him, and there was a hush as its inhabitants saw him enter. Slowly, drawing out every moment, he walked towards the podium in the centre and looked up at the collected Circles all around him.
Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar opened his mouth and began to address the Kha'Ri.
* * *
Lord–General Marrago could feel his world collapsing around him, the final death of everything he had ever believed in or trusted. Two things alone remained. First, Lyndisty. He had to see her safe. He had to. And second, he must die as a servant of the Republic. He knew his duty. He would die, and all his sins would be washed clean. There was no other option now.
Or so he thought until he returned to his quarters and found the Drakh waiting for him.
"Peace," hissed the Drakh. "A favour is owed. One last favour, yes?"
Marrago's kutari was already in his hand. "You think I will give you anything after this? That creature tearing up my world? That is yours, isn't it? And mine, too?"
"Its delivery was the first payment, yes. There is a second."
"I will give you nothing."
"We can call it off now. It has done its task. It can be taken elsewhere. All can be well again. Your world, your people, they can be strong again, strong and united. All we need is your one favour."
"What this time? My right arm?"
"Your daughter." There was a moment's pause as the two words hung in the air. "She will be Empress of the new Centauri Republic. Through her will come the new Emperors, the leaders who will bring you back to glory. Give her to us, and we will ensure your survival, your greater destiny."
There was no thought, no moment of conception. The kutari moved, Marrago moved. The two were as one. An instant later the Drakh was dead, collapsed on the floor.
Dark clouds swept across Marrago's eyes, a terrible rage, a fire that would blaze within him. It would burn itself out soon enough, but he had time. He could do what was necessary.
Find Lyndisty, and then die in his Emperor's service.
* * *
Lyndisty ran, her skirts hitched up in a most undignified manner. Her mother, could she but see this, would be having a heart attack. Lyndisty did not care.
She moved through the palace swiftly, preferring speed to stealth. It did not seem to matter. No one stopped her. She saw fighting, she saw those she knew standing still as statues, she saw comatose bodies drooling, chewing on their lips, blood flowing down their chins.
And still she ran.
The throne room. That would be a safe place. That was where the Emperor would be, and he would know where her father was. Then everything would be all right.
She pushed her way through the doors and took a step inside, then she stopped.
There was someone on the throne, but it was not the Emperor.
Lord Kiro smiled. "My Empress," he said, welcoming her. "You have arrived at last."
* * *
The byakheeshaggai raised its head and looked up, trembling with anticipation. In the skies, in the heavens, came its Dark Masters. One by one they emerged above Centauri Prime, encircling the planet. They would claim it for their own. They would claim these people for their own. Temples would be built in their Name, to their worship.
The byakheeshaggai imagined the future and marvelled at it. It howled, and the red cloud expanded.
* * *
He could hear it somewhere, just at the back of his mind, a million screams in one voice. General Carn Mollari paced up and down the bridge of the Valerius impatiently, angrily. Something was happening, but not here. Not here, where he stood immobile, watching the equally immobile Narn ships. A balance of terror.
Something was happening. He knew it.
Hence it was no surprise when he received a communication from the homeworld, from no less than his uncle, Emperor Mollari II.
"Carn," his uncle said. "We don't have much time. Get every ship you can find. Bring them all here, to the homeworld. The.... the Shadows are attacking."
"What? But why? What can we do against the likes of them?"
"Whatever must be done. They want Centauri Prime. They want it for their own, a place of refuge. We must deny them that."
"And the Narns? Can we dare leave this frontier unguarded?"
"We have no choice, Carn. None at all. Come here. We must save the homeworld, that above all else. And.... Carn.... I am proud of you. Your father is proud of you." Then the communication ended.
Carn sat back, his mind racing, but above all he remembered one of the earliest lessons Lord–General Marrago had taught him. A great leader can always take time to think. Rushing headlong forward will only bring disaster. Time for thought, even only a moment, will bring victory.
He sat forward. "Send a hail to the leader of the Narn fleet." The order was questioned, but ultimately obeyed. Soon enough the face of Warleader Na'Tok appeared on the holoscreen. A much younger man than the recently retired Warleader G'Sten, Na'Tok was nonetheless tough in appearance, a hardened soldier and veteran.
"I have no time for threats, General," he said, slowly and purposefully, "if that is what this is about." He smiled. "Or have you decided to surrender?"
"Neither," Carn replied. "What I am about to say may well have me tried for treason, but I don't care. Centauri Prime is under attack by the Shadows. I am going back to defend it. The whole fleet is coming with me. Maybe we can win, maybe we can't, but we at least have to try.
"You can come with us if you like."
There was a pause, and Na'Tok laughed. "You expect me to believe that?"
"Why not? It was our two races who first joined forces against the Shadows. My uncle and your prophet G'Kar. I fought alongside Narn ships at the Battle of Proxima. They gave their lives that we might all triumph. I am tired of fighting this war, Na'Tok. If you choose to take advantage of our departure then the Republic is dead and gone anyway. So I give you this offer. Help us. Help us against the greater Enemy."
"Everyone knows you are allied with the Shadows. This is a deception."
"Then don't believe me. Do as you wish. Obey your Kha'Ri. Disobey them. Whatever you wish. But I am going home. General Mollari out."
He sat back and sighed. Technically that was treason, but he had to try. What use victory against the Narns if you lost to the Shadows? Who was truly the greater enemy?
He began to take the Centauri fleet home.
* * *
She was perfect. She was everything he could have imagined his Empress would be. Her eyes were filled with flame, the warrior nature of her bearing contrasting with the fragile beauty of her features. She would bear him strong sons and beautiful daughters and the line of House Kiro would sit on the Purple Throne in service to the Dark Masters for a thousand years to come.
Yes, thought Lord Kiro, Lyndisty Marrago would be a fine Empress indeed.
"Where is my father?" she demanded. Even her voice was that of an Empress. He had believed she was appropriate when she had brought him the seeds of his victory all these months ago, but now he was sure, convinced beyond all doubt. "Where is Emperor Mollari? It is treason for you to sit on the throne."
"A treason according to the laws of mortals," Kiro said, admiring her spirit and fire. "I sit here by the laws of Gods. They have made me Emperor of this Republic, just as they will make you my Empress."
She snorted, and turned away. "I came to find our Emperor," she said calmly. "Not a madman sitting in his place. I will visit your grave."
Kiro smiled wryly. "Mariel," he said, and she looked up. She would never be his Empress. She never could be, and she had accepted that now. She was his in every way that counted. She had seen the glory of the Dark Masters, and of his son rising from the crimson womb. She would help him mould Lyndisty into what was necessary. After all, why else had he kept her around all this time?
"Mariel. Fetch her back. My Empress will need to be taught so many things."
Dutifully, Mariel moved to catch the departing Lyndisty. As she placed a hand on Lyndisty's shoulder, the future Empress turned and delivered a powerful punch to Mariel's face, sending her sprawling. Kiro smiled, feeling the power of the Dark Masters flow into Mariel as she rose to her feet.
Slowly a red mist issued from Mariel's mouth, from her eyes and fingers. Lyndisty's eyes widened, but only for an instant, as she moved forward and threw another punch into Mariel's face, and then another and another. Finally Mariel slumped and fell. She did not rise, and only her racking sobs testified that she was even alive.
"Magnificent," Kiro said. "Truly magnificent. You are more than worthy to be my Empress." He rose from the throne and began to walk towards her. She took a step back and a knife was suddenly in her hand, twirling competently. There was a glint of poison on its blade.
"I am Lyndisty Marrago," she hissed. "For generations my family has protected and guarded that throne. If you believe I will be your puppet, then you are mistaken. My father is the Lord–General, and he has trained me in every form of combat there is. Take another step forward, and I will erase your treason myself."
Kiro smiled, and his eyes flashed. The power of the Dark Masters shone in his mind, and he could hear the byakheeshaggai scream its worship. Lightning crackled all over his body, a crimson haze fell across his vision. He looked at her and saw her soul, a melange of conflicting colours, of split personalities, of fiery red and tranquil white. She was his, his to comprehend, to command, to serve.
Trembling, she was actually resisting the song of the Dark Masters funnelled through his son. He stepped forward and touched her face gently. The knife fell from her fingers. He bent forward and kissed her, powerfully but tenderly. The first kiss of Emperor Kiro to his Empress.
He stepped back. "There," he said. "Now do you doubt that you are mine, my one and true Empress?"
She reached out to touch him, placing her hand on his shoulder. She then pushed her fingertips down and paralysed his nerve clusters. He screamed and fell back, sensation ebbing from his arm. Her eyes flashed and she moved forward, another knife appearing from nowhere in her hand.
"I am Lyndisty, daughter of House Marrago," she said again, power and contempt in every word. Contempt. For him! "And I will never be yours." The knife sliced through the sleeve of his tunic, and then through a button. He stumbled back. What was happening? She would be his! The Dark Masters promised it! She would be his.
"No," he whispered. "No, this is...."
There was a flash of light and Lyndisty fell twitching to the floor. The guard lowered his weapon. A swift glance told Kiro that the wound was not fatal, but he no longer cared. The Dark Masters had promised him victory here. She would be his.
"They are here," he said, desperately seeking some understanding. "They are here, so we must go to them. We must reaffirm my loyalty. Come, guards. Come, Mariel."
"No," Mariel said softly.
He turned to her, doubting for one second that he had heard that word. She was kneeling, blood splattering her face, new wounds over many, many old ones. Cradled in her arms was Lyndisty's discarded dagger.
"No," she said again. "I am not yours any more." The words came out in a choke. She held up the blade. "Poisoned," she whispered. "I know all about poison. This will not hurt, not at all. I have had enough of being hurt."
She drew the blade across her bare arm.
Kiro screamed. "Why? Why have you abandoned me? Masters, what have I done?"
"Ah," said an unusual voice. "I believe I can answer that."
He turned to see someone standing in the doorway. A human, dressed smartly. He was smiling.
Behind him, there hovered a ghost.
* * *
In a pocket of hyperspace, the Vorlon ships waited.
* * *
Londo watched his world burn in silence. He received reports in equal silence. Totals of the dead, the dying, the cities in flames. Sphodria was lost entirely, the victim of a repeat of the violence that had all but destroyed it last year.
Even the palace was lost. The throne room had been taken and there was bloody fighting in the gardens. Some of the prisoners had either escaped or been released. And here he was, guarded and secure. He was safe, but no one else was.
No, Timov was safe. That was something at least. However much she disliked being guarded, that was a necessity. He could not abandon her as he had everyone else.
He turned just in time to see Marrago enter. There was a single moment when their eyes met, then Londo turned back to the sight of his burning city.
"We've lost Selini," Marrago said simply. "The Parliament building there has been burned down. I don't think there were any survivors."
Selini. A place he had made his home for months, the place where he had plotted his counterattack. The first place to recognise him on his road to the throne.
"Leave," he said simply. "Secure the palace. Serve your Emperor."
"Majesty, I.... I did what I thought was...."
"Leave," he repeated. "Secure the palace. Serve your Emperor."
"As your Majesty commands," Marrago said again, his voice trembling.
Londo waited until he was sure his friend was gone and then pulled himself away from the window. Looking into the shadows he sought Lennier, and was unpleasantly surprised to find he wasn't there. He had become so used to the silent Minbari always being around, always being here. Had he been driven insane, too? Was he to be alone forever, until he died?
He sighed, then called for a guard. There was one last option, one last path for him to take. It would take him years to put right what he would now do, maybe generations, but he would never stop working to rectify it. But for now.... he had no choice.
"Find Ambassador Morden," he said simply. "Bring him alive and well to my side. Let nothing stop you from this mission. Nothing."
"As you command, Majesty."
And that was that. All he had to do now.... was wait.
* * *
The pain had not stopped, but it had lessened. Lennier of the Third Fane of Chudomo could move, albeit awkwardly, and he could ignore the blandishments of the creature that spoke to him. For almost three years it had been speaking to him, and he had spent all that time trying to ignore it. The technomages had taught him meditative techniques, rituals, a stabilising of mind and body and soul that went far beyond anything he had learned in the temples of his people.
Up until now, it had helped.
But now the voice in his mind was not just one, but many. The Keeper spoke of the glory of the Dark Masters, and through its voice came that of the byakheeshaggai, last of its race, last of a once proud and ancient people of philosophers and theologians and artists. The last of these once gentle people, which was tearing Centauri Prime apart.
Lennier was not sure where he was going, only that he had to go somewhere, anywhere that was away from here. He had to get away from Londo, for fear of losing control of himself, of becoming a threat to the only person he had been able to call a friend.
His eyes opened, and he looked once more at the room in which he found himself. He saw with a clarity greater than ever before, and for the first time in three years his Keeper fell silent.
Ambassador Morden and Lord Kiro were staring at each other, unmoving. The bodies of two women lay on the floor. Behind Lord Kiro was the crackling madness that funnelled from the byakheeshaggai, and behind Ambassador Morden....
.... was the spirit of a Vorlon.
* * *
"There was something I said when I began my crusade against the Enemy. Something I said to the first person to ally himself to my cause.
"'If we cannot live together, we shall surely die apart.'
"I have said that over and over again, to everyone who will listen. I have spoken it in the mountains and in the temples and in the Parliaments and in the town squares. I have said that in this very building, and I will keep saying it until everyone in this galaxy has listened to me and has understood my words.
"You all.... every one of you has heard those words, and you have all forgotten. So I will say them again.
"'If we cannot live together, we shall surely die apart.'
"This war with the Centauri furthers nothing. It spreads chaos and anarchy and death. We should be fighting together, Narn and Centauri, against a common enemy, as we did once, in the beginning. Instead we wage war against each other. Instead we cause parents to grieve and children to be made orphans. For long years of occupation we watched as that was done to us, and we swore 'never again'. But now it is happening again, and this time it is not the Centauri who are to blame. We are.
"How often must I speak to you? How many times must I say the words before you listen?
"'If we cannot live together we shall surely die apart.'"
G'Kar stopped and looked around the room, looked at the circles extending upwards in which sat the Narn Government, the people in whom the Narn people placed their trust and their hopes for the future.
One of them rose and looked directly at G'Kar himself. He did not shy away from the prophet's furious gaze. "Your words are welcome here, Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar, as always, but they are ill–advised. The Centauri are allied with the Enemy. This we all know."
"Then you know nothing, H'Klo. Whatever alliance there is, exists not between the Centauri government and the Enemy. Maybe there is such an alliance, but the Emperor is not involved. The Shadows spread chaos. They set allies to fight one another. That is what they do, and that is what they are doing now! We should be helping the Centauri fight the agents on their worlds, not wage war on all the innocent because of a few who are guilty."
"They are Centauri," barked one voice, high in the circles. "There are no innocents there."
"And that is what they said to us!" G'Kar roared. "Do none of you see? We can wage a war against them from now until the time our grandchildren are mouldering bones in long–forgotten graves, and what will that have won us? In a hundred years, a Centauri government will sit as we do now, and argue that there are no Narn innocents. I suffered during the occupation, as did we all....
"But the occupation is over! And so will this war be over!
"I was told once there are three ways to deal with an enemy. Kill him, hate him, or make him your friend. We cannot kill the Centauri, and an enemy you hate can never become your friend."
"Your words are.... powerful, Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar," H'Klo said again. "But need we remind you that you have no official standing here? You resigned your position in the Kha'Ri and turned down numerous offers to lead us. You have an official position within the United Alliance, yes.... but not here. Therefore your words are persuasive only, and you cannot set policy for the Kha'Ri."
"I have no intention of setting policy," G'Kar snapped. "You are right. My words to you here cannot do that.
"But my words to the Narn people can, and they will. I will return to the temples, to the cities, to the streets, and I will speak until I am listened to, or until I collapse dead. Once I was afraid of the power my words could have, the power to topple governments and change peoples. I am still afraid, but I will not stop until we are turned from this path we are on.
"Councillors, this war will end now, today. If not at my urging, then at that of the people you rule.
"The decision is yours."
* * *
The last hope of the Centauri Republic moved nearer and nearer to the homeworld. Heedless of the Narn fleet left unguarded at his back, General Carn Mollari brought the Valerius and the Centauri fleet to Centauri Prime. It was not far, the front line was much too close to the homeworld for comfort, but would be it just too far?
What choice did they have? To save the homeworld, or to avenge it?
Jump gates opened above Centauri Prime and Carn led the fleet into the heavens above his homeworld. A fleet of Shadow warships was there, waiting for him.
Unhesitating, Carn gave the order to attack.
* * *
Ah, Lords of Light, what fools these mortals were.
Morden took a step forward, and behind him the spirit of his Master flowed. The power it radiated was enough to blind these insects, these beings who believed they understood the cosmos when they knew only a tiny corner of it. Even after all he had seen and done, Morden knew he understood little.
"They are here," Kiro whispered. The would–be Emperor looked weak. His clothes were in rags, his hair limp. There were scratches and weeping wounds on his face and hands, some new, some old. The only thing about him that marked him out was the fervour in his eyes, the crimson mist that seeped from his soul. Beyond that, he might have been nothing more than a beggar or a vagabond.
"They are here," he said over and over again, repeating it like a mantra.
"Yes," Morden said softly, in flawless and unaccented High Tongue. "Your Masters are here. Go out and herald their coming. Be witness to their return."
Kiro's eyes flashed. "You mock me. You dare to mock me! The Dark Masters will...."
"They will do nothing," Morden said. He could feel his Light Master observing him, shielding him from the power of the byakheeshaggai. That was a taxing task, a draining one, but the Vorlons were more than powerful enough for what was necessary. It was just a shame there was no node of the network on Centauri Prime. Oh well, that would soon change.
"You live on delusions," Morden said, his voice firm. "You huddle to the Shadow believing it will soothe and succour when it drains the life from you. It is not too late for you to seek forgiveness, but I am not the right person for that. When an Inquisitor arrives, maybe, but for now...." Morden smiled. "For now, you will have to be content with seeing the truth."
Kiro looked directly at him, and for just an instant Morden saw himself reflected in the madman's eyes. Then the mirrors there became filled with light, a light so old and so powerful and so bright that all reflections, all insanity, all that was there.... was erased.
Kiro fell back, resting against the throne. He remained there for a few minutes and then looked around the room, his eyes those of a child who is seeing the world for the first time. He looked at Mariel's dead body, at the woman he had thought would have been his Empress, at the shadows in an empty corner, at the throne he had recently sat on, and then at Morden and the angel behind him.
Then, saying nothing, Kiro turned and limped away from the throne room.
Morden turned to look at the two guards who had succumbed to Kiro's will, but they were motionless, drooling on the floor, their minds utterly broken at last by the same thing that had broken Kiro's - the sight of a Vorlon.
A sound suddenly reached him, as if coming from a long way away. He blinked, feeling the banalities of the real world returning to him, and looked down. The woman there, Lyndisty Marrago, was moving, stirring slowly.
Morden pursed his lips, knowing what must be done. He had thought her taken by Kiro's power, but evidently that was not so. It would have been easier for all had she not been able to resist. Morden never liked getting blood on his suit.
He knelt down at her side and picked up a knife. It was sharp, clearly well–made, with a smear of poison on the blade. Lyndisty coughed and looked up at him. As he looked into her eyes he saw a resemblance to her father. Oh, Morden knew that the Lord–General was not her biological father, but there was a resemblance there nonetheless, regardless of genetics.
"I know you," she whispered. "I am Lyndisty, of House Marrago. My father once had you arrested for crimes against the Emperor."
"Yes," Morden said. "He did." He waited until Lyndisty pulled herself up to a kneeling position, admiring her strength as she did so. Then he plunged the knife into her chest. He was fairly sure the blow was a killing one, but there was no room for mistakes. So he stabbed her again, and again. With the third blow he was sure it was enough and he stepped back, dropping the dagger.
He smiled. There was very little blood on his suit, and what there was could easily be explained away.
He looked down at Lyndisty's body. To think, if only her true father hadn't died as he had, she would probably still be alive. It was as the Lords of Light said, as the Inquisitors taught. The sins of the father are carried down to the child.
Morden stepped back and looked at his eternal companion. The Vorlon was pleased. It also had to leave.
"I know what to do," Morden whispered. "I will not fail."
There was no obvious reply to that, but he knew the Vorlon was satisfied. He watched in near–ecstasy as the glowing angel of light rose up through the ceiling. He had seen that sight countless times, and yet it always left him filled with awe. What would the sight do to the Centauri, he wondered?
But there was too much for him to do now to worry about his Light Master. He made to leave the room and seek out the Emperor, only to stop and look back. Something.... something seemed wrong, as if there was something hidden in the room. He scanned everything he could see, and there was nothing untoward, but there was that nagging feeling....
No. If there was anything there his Light Master would have found it. He was just paranoid. Besides, he had a lot of work to do.
Morden left, and did not see Lennier slide out of the shadows.
* * *
Why did he not see me? I could feel it.
Easy. A little trick we taught you. You just do not remember us teaching it to you.
I'm not listening to you. I can shut you out. I can....
No you can't, and this isn't your Keeper. I'm someone else. A friend. I've been watching you very closely. I didn't really want to have to act yet, but I couldn't risk the Vorlon finding you. The Shadow Criers either.
Who are you?
I told you. A friend. I wouldn't be surprised if you don't remember me, and it's doubtful we'll be meeting in the flesh any time soon. I just thought you should know that I'm here.
Who are you?
A friend, as I said. I already know your name, so it's only polite to provide you with mine. I am called Galen.
* * *
Warleader Na'Tok had always believed he should make a decision and stick with it. G'Sten had once told him that any leader who is talked out of a decision by his soldiers is not fit to lead.
Still, he felt they at least deserved some explanation.
"I will take full responsibility," he said. "I will go before the Kha'Ri and admit what I do here. None of you will be blamed, but I am the Warleader of this fleet, and until that position is taken from me, you will all obey my orders.
"Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar said something once. Something I did not understand at the time. I am not sure I understand it now.
"'There will come one moment in all our lives when all that is hangs in the balance, where one decision will shape not just our destiny, but the destinies of all those around us. Be sure, when that times comes, the decision you make is for the right reasons.'
"I am sure, and as I am Warleader, that means you are all sure also."
And with that, there was no argument. The Narn fleet set course for Centauri Prime.
* * *
"He is my friend, my oldest friend now. So few of us left alive. Urza, gone. Malachi, gone. And now.... Marrago. Oh, what dreams we all had as young men. We would topple the pillars of creation, walk like giants through the galaxy and leave nothing but wit and smiles and a reputation all men would envy.
"And we were almost there. Urza, Refa, Marrago and I. Serving the Emperor, creating a better world, fighting for a noble aim. Great Maker, how did we all fall so far and so fast?
"I am the last. A million failed promises litter my footsteps, and in my future there is nothing but sorrow. What I am about to do now.... it will take generations to put right.
"But what choice is there?"
"There is always a choice, Londo." The Emperor of the great and glorious Centauri Republic turned to see Morden standing at the door. The guard he had sent to find him was nearby. Morden looked very serious. There were a few spots of blood on his suit. It was remarkable the things one noticed in a crisis. "Just be sure you make the right one."
"From what perspective, hmm? Oh, I know what choice I make now, Mr. Morden. I will not let either of us be deluded that I do this gladly."
"You do not have to. You are an intelligent man, Londo. You can see the way things are going. There is only one real option here - many choices yes, but only one real path. Such is ambition's debt. You choose a path, follow it all your life, and then find yourself where you are now."
"We do not have time for this. Bring your Vorlon ships here. Save this planet, and I will accede to whatever demands you make. An embassy on this planet, you as my 'advisor', secret police scouring through my people. Save Centauri Prime and I will agree to it all."
"Details can be fixed later, but yes, an embassy will be necessary, as well as some sort of official appointment for myself. We will also need free rein to track down all those involved in this bargain with the Shadows. Naturally, the Lord–General will be placed under arrest."
"The details can be finalised later," Londo said quickly. "But in the name of the Maker, save my world!"
Morden smiled, a slender smile of triumph. "Already taken care of. You see, I told you we knew which path you'd take. Have a look outside, and see."
Londo walked to the window. He could see the Shadow's creature, the abomination, high in the sky, tendrils of crimson mist seeping from it.
Then he saw a flash of light, and something rose through the fog, moving towards the abomination.
"That, my dear Londo, is what a Vorlon looks like. It is said that those tainted by the Shadows cannot see one in its natural form. You can see it perfectly, can't you?"
"I can," Londo said carefully. "But I wish to all the Gods I could not."
From the stuff of light, the Vorlon seraph formed a sword and swept towards the last of the byakheeshaggai.
* * *
Miraculously General Carn Mollari was still alive, although neither he nor any of his crew knew just how that could be possible. The Shadow ships moved swiftly and fired with deadly precision and power. They screamed in the dark between the stars.
And yet the Centauri were holding their own, even beginning to fight back. Carn had an inexplicable feeling that the Shadows just did not care any more.
And then jump points opened, and Narn ships came into view. Carn's hearts stopped in his chest, until he saw the Narns fire on the Shadows.
And then the Vorlons swept through, and the battle was over. Not one Shadow warship escaped.
Not one even tried.
* * *
For what he knew would be his last battle, the Lord–General of the great and glorious Centauri Republic employed all the precision, planning and discipline at his command. That this was on a smaller scale did not matter. That this was land instead of the more common space battles did not matter. That this was his last battle did not matter either.
The madmen had taken a fair proportion of the palace, including the throne room. The Emperor's private chambers were secured, as were some of the outlying annexes. It was from them that Marrago recruited such of his guards he knew to have sufficient will to remain sane, and then he began taking back the palace.
It was a long and slow process, but slowly, room by room, wing by wing, it was being won. There had been many victories. Minister Durano had retained his sanity, but had been injured by one of the Shadow Criers. For an instant Marrago had contemplated letting him die, but now there was little point, as his secret was out. Durano had been taken to a hospital wing.
He had also come across young Vir Cotto. Unknown to almost everyone, Marrago had been watching him in hopes of his being a worthy husband for Lyndisty. Cotto's bravery and quick thinking were proved when he managed to rescue a group of servants and courtiers and secure them in a hastily fortified guardroom.
There were numerous other such events in one of the messiest fights Marrago had been in since chasing down groups of Narn terrorists as a young man. If anyone knew the art of guerrilla warfare, it was the Narns.
And then he came to the throne room.
He had expected stiff opposition here. It was after all the natural centre of the palace, and an obvious rallying point. The leader of the Shadow Criers would inevitably want the throne.
Instead there was no one there alive, and only two bodies on the floor. One he thought he knew, but any recognition would have been of a lady before her face had been burned and mutilated, and her clothes reduced to rags.
And then he looked at the second body.
"Lyndisty!"
There was nothing to say, nothing else for him to say. He had seen countless dead bodies, and he knew how to tell a corpse from one merely injured. She was dead. The stab wounds could be nothing but fatal. That did not stop him trying to seal her wounds, to breathe life back into her lungs, to start her hearts beating again. When he finally realised there was nothing he could do, he knelt there, holding her in his arms, crying her name over and over again.
And in the back of his mind, the coldly rational part that continued thinking and reasoning throughout any ordeal, he realised that now there was truly nothing for him to live for, but yet nothing able to kill him.
The rational part of his mind realised that was the greatest tragedy of all.
* * *
Lord–General Marrago did not see the God fight the demon in the skies above the capital, but many others, including the Emperor, did.
They saw the God raise a sword crafted of pure light. They saw the demon cry out, calling hideous spider–ships from the heavens. These flew screaming over the city, countless monsters from myth and legend. The sun seemed so bright, and the Emperor had to shield his eyes as they passed overhead.
They saw the God strike down the demon with a blow that tore it apart. With a scream, the demon died and plummeted to the earth. They saw the God raise his sword and summon a burst of light that shattered the red mist, and as the mist fell there came other Gods. Ships also came from the heavens. There were Centauri and Narns and others, ships larger and more powerful, that hunted down the demons and cast them to the earth.
And there was one name on all lips. The name of the Gods that had saved them.
Vorlon.
* * *
One of those who saw was Kiro, once Lord, almost Emperor, once a Shadow Crier, almost sane.
He fled the palace. He fled in any direction he could, weeping tears of blood. He could see the ships of his Dark Masters, but he could not hear them. He saw his magnificent son fall in battle, but he could no longer hear him either. He saw the ships of his Masters die, one by one.
And finally he did not care. He watched the last ship avidly, even as the last fight was fought directly above him. And when the spine of the Shadow ship was shot away and fell to the ground, he closed his eyes as its shadow engulfed him.
His last thought was a prayer that in death he would at last find some answers.
He did not.
* * *
And thus it was over. Thence came the end, or at least its beginning.
* * *
It was strange, but for the Emperor of the Centauri Republic, Londo did not like the throne room. Not at all. It seemed every time he set foot in it, something bad happened. When he entered the room and saw the two bodies, his oldest friend holding the body of his daughter, crying her name over and over, a part of him was not surprised.
Marrago looked up as Londo entered, and in his eyes Londo saw not only the sheer grief, but the understanding.
You know, he thought. Oh, my friend, I wish there were another way.
But he said nothing. There was nothing to say. Londo moved to the throne and sat down on it. It had never been a comfortable chair, and it was even less so now. He would have given anything to be somewhere else. Anything at all.
There was no need for reports. They had won. The Shadows had been destroyed, their creature killed. The Shadow Criers had all been killed or returned to sanity. In any event the Vorlons and their 'Inquisitors' would find any that remained. The only reports coming in were death counts and property damage and economic losses, and all these could wait.
They arrived one by one, slowly. Durano was the first, despite carrying his arm in a sling. He walked with his usual dignified bearing, but even his fabled composure nearly broke at the sight of Lyndisty's body. Then there was Vir, numerous scratches and bruises on his face, but looking very inch a Minister. Virini came later, looking truly terrified. Carn was the last. He had to come from the Valerius of course, and he entered with a Narn wearing the formal uniform of a Warleader. That aroused some attention. Morden of course had been there all along, and he smiled and nodded at the Narn's arrival.
Two did not show up. Timov and Lennier. Londo knew Timov was still alive, which was enough. Better by far for her not to be here. Better by far for her to pretend he did not exist. As for Lennier, it was also better for him not to be here. In his case it would be better for him to be dead.
The bodies remained on the floor. Londo would not let the servants move them. Let everyone see the cost of this. All of them.
He looked around at those present and drew a deep breath. He did not know what to say. No, he did know what to say. Morden would not like it, not any of it, but he had some time. Their deal had not been finalised yet, so he had some time. He was still Emperor, for now at least. There was time to prepare, time to send people away.
"The homeworld is secure," he said, telling those gathered what they all already knew. "The threat was defeated with aid of the Vorlons and their liaison, Ambassador Morden here. The Vorlons have graciously offered us assistance in rebuilding, and for protection and so forth. To that end Ambassador Morden will receive a permanent post here, with the same status as any other Ambassador. A formal treaty will be worked out in due course.
"We will also recommence proceedings for joining the United Alliance. The war between ourselves and the Narn Regime can, I hope, be brought to a peaceful and amicable end. Ambassador Morden assures us the Alliance will be happy to work as mediators in the peace treaty.
"Of course we will need an embassy and diplomatic staff on Kazomi Seven. Minister Durano, you are to be our Ambassador there. Minister Cotto will serve as your second. I have the utmost faith in both of you to represent our interests fully."
Durano bowed formally, smiling, although it was clearly a false smile. He was being moved away from the homeworld, from the Court, further from the centre of power and away from his preferred occupation. None of that mattered. If Durano stayed the Vorlons would have him killed in no time. He would not be able to work with them, not without compromising his principles. Also, he must have known of Marrago's deal with the Shadows. Morden would punish him for that. Durano was not a friend, but he was a loyal Centauri, and he deserved to be kept safe, to be able to serve the Republic.
Then Londo looked at Marrago. His friend. One of his oldest friends. A man who had lost his daughter.
A man who would soon lose so much more. Londo did not want to do this, but he had no other choice. There was nothing else.
"Marrago." The Lord–General straightened, as if he knew what was coming. "You have been accused of bargaining with alien races hostile to the Republic, and in doing so jeopardising our situation with our allies, especially the Vorlon Empire and the United Alliance. You have been found guilty of all charges by your Emperor.
"You are stripped of all your titles, all your estates and holdings and ranks." Londo paused. Don't hesitate now. Continue. See this through to the end. "You are also exiled from Centauri space. One space shuttle alone will be provided for you, in memory of your years of service to the Republic. If, when night falls over this palace tomorrow, you are found in any world, station or holding of the Centauri Republic, you are to be killed on sight.
"You may leave."
Marrago's bearing was ramrod–straight. There were unshed tears in his eyes, but he said his last words with dignity, the last thing he possessed that Londo had not taken from him.
"As my Emperor commands."
He turned and left. The awed crowd stood aside for him.
Londo could not bear to look, so he shifted his gaze to Morden. He expected the 'Ambassador' to be angry about that, but if he was Morden did not show it. This was the only way. If Marrago stayed he would be interrogated, tortured and murdered. At least now he was alive. He could find something out there, something to do, someone else to serve as loyally and as well as he had served Londo.
At least he was alive.
"General Carn Mollari," Londo said, turning at last to his nephew. "You are promoted to Lord–General, in recognition of your valour in defending the homeworld. You have command over all the armies, navies, and warships of the Centauri Republic. Your first mission is to go to Kazomi Seven and aid the Alliance in their war with the Shadows. You are to offer the services of our fleet to the Alliance, although you will of course retain full control in matters relating to actual military deployment."
"Funds for rebuilding will be provided from the central treasury, and of course the Vorlon High Command has graciously offered us assistance. Minister Virini. You have overall responsibility for supervising the reconstruction efforts, as well as providing for displaced persons and refugees. You will have whatever resources are necessary for those purposes.
"That is all. You are all dismissed."
Then they left, one by one, just as they had come. Carn left talking with the Narn Warleader. The Narn was probably offended that Londo had not spoken to him, but there had been nothing to say. A formal meeting would have to be arranged later. Durano left with Vir, both already making plans for the provision of staff for their embassy. Virini wandered away, muttering to himself. The guards resumed their normal positions. Except for the bodies on the floor, everything was normal.
Morden was, not surprisingly, the last to leave.
"I am surprised you did not object," Londo said, wearily. "You did not even say anything."
Morden shrugged. "You're the Emperor, after all. Everything you did was within your power. The treaty between us will be arranged soon. I think we should pass it as swiftly as possible, don't you? The sooner we sort it out, the sooner we can begin providing aid. And protection, of course. After all, someone is going to have to guard the homeworld with your fleet away.
"And as for Marrago, well.... it's a big galaxy, but not that big. We'll find him. Eventually.
"Well, at least that's all over now. We can begin preparing for the future."
Londo did not have the energy to laugh. "I do not believe we have much of a future. Not any more."
"Oh, you do. It just isn't the sort of future you might have imagined you were going to have."
With that, Morden left. Londo was alone.
* * *
Before the End.
Alone.... but not for ever.
Londo looked up and smiled wryly. "I know you're there, my friend," he whispered. "You can't hide from me."
The shadows parted and Lennier stepped out. Londo looked at him, and was relieved that he appeared unharmed. "I do not think I have been a very good bodyguard for you," he said softly. "A bodyguard would not have left you alone."
"You have been a fine bodyguard, Lennier. And a finer friend. I do not know what I would have done without you."
Lennier looked down. He had always seemed to have the weight of several worlds on his shoulders, but now.... the burden seemed even heavier.
"I must go."
"I know. I have sent away everyone who cared for me, Lennier. I cannot keep you behind."
"No, it is more than that. I am.... Shadow–tainted. They have given me one of their Keepers. Soon the Vorlons will find out, and if I am still here, then...."
"I know. I have always known. Just as I knew you would never be a threat to me or to this throne." Londo sighed. "There have been few who have served this Republic half so well as you have. I just wish there was a better gift I could give you as you leave us."
"You have given me all that is necessary. I was proud to be your friend."
Londo rose from his throne and took the few short, hesitant steps towards Lennier. He reached out his hands and Lennier took them both, grasping his wrists. For a moment they both stood there, and then Lennier pulled back.
"I must go." He made to leave.
"I will undo this," Londo called back. "I will drive the Vorlons and 'Ambassador' Morden from this world. When I do.... you can come back. I will take you to the red light district and get you drunk."


Lennier smiled sweetly and sadly. "That would be nice, but I do not think I will live to see it."
"No, you will, my friend."
Lennier smiled again, and then he was gone.
Londo sat back on the throne. Lennier was the last of them, the last of those who knew him as a man and not an Emperor. They were all gone now. So who was he?
What was he?
Alone.
* * *
After the End.
"No, not alone."
Londo looked up, unsure of how much time had passed. Long shadows covered the throne room. Everything was dark. The only patch of light in the whole room was where Lyndisty lay.
"Somehow I knew you would be here, Londo. You always were one for melodramatic gestures."
He groaned softly as he saw the woman enter the room. Her clothes were scorched and burned. There was a soot mark on her cheek and numerous scratches on her face, but still Timov looked every inch the Empress she refused to allow herself to be.
Timov stopped and looked down at the second body, the one covered with darkness. She sighed. "Ah, poor Mariel. She never did have the sense to know when to come in out of the rain."
"Timov, you should...."
"Oh, I'm fully aware of what you think I should do, Londo. I heard all about your little proclamations earlier. Sending everyone away like that.... Maybe the others will buy into the Imperial edicts rot and all that, but I know you too well. I've never obeyed a single order you gave me in all these years of marriage, and I won't be starting now. You can't get rid of me, Londo."
"You don't understand. You'll be in danger."
"Oh? Then I suppose today was a simple walk in the park, was it? I have always been in danger, Londo. I was raised knowing that would be the case, and I've never shirked from it yet. You cannot get rid of me."
"But Timov...."
"Stop it. I'm not listening. No.... you may be our Emperor, but you're also a man, and you can't begin the fight back if you drop dead from lack of sleep. Things may look better in the morning. Now come to bed, Londo dear."
In spite of himself, Londo smiled. "Yes, darling," he said, without a hint of sarcasm.
No, maybe he was not all alone after all.



Chapter 4


"So this is what victory feels like. All these years and yet.... what has our struggle brought us?"
"There is a saying among some peoples. Everyone gains exactly what they deserve. It would appear you have gained the victory which you most deserved."
"For all our sakes, I hope not."
* * *
She sleeps, her mind filled with dreams, and memories....
.... of what it was like to be dead.
There are times awake when she still feels tentatively for the burn marks left by the shot that killed her. They are not there, but that does not stop her looking. She remembers it clearly, tears in her eyes, a soft determination, and the final words in her mind, the words she could not give voice to.
John, I love you.
Then came a moment of pain, and she was dead.
It was not what she had expected. She was a priestess. She had grown up learning about the passage of souls, the continual cycle of birth and rebirth, of which death was only a part. She had dreamed of a place where no shadows fall, a place where she could be at peace, away from struggle and war and loss, where she could wait for her love to come to her.
Instead, there had been nothing. An empty blackness stretching out before her in all directions. She had never in all her life felt so alone.
She had been there for so long, crying out for someone, for anyone. There had been nothing. Then, just when fear was all she knew and all it seemed she had ever known, he had come to her. Lorien, the eldest of the elder races, the first of the first ones. He had smiled, and she had returned to the world of flesh.
She still dreamed about being dead. Sometimes she awoke to darkness and felt she was still dead, that all her life since that moment had been a dream. There were times in the night when all she could hear was her own heart beating, an echo of an echo of a mockery of her life.
She knew what she had to do now. She had rested enough. She was well now. She had said her final goodbyes. She had visited the grave of Mr. Welles and rested there in silent meditation for several hours, hoping he had at last found peace. She had gone to Dexter Smith and spoken of his dreams for Sector 301. She had visited the shrine that had arisen at the place of her death and tried to impart something to the people who expected her to solve all their problems for them. She had communicated with the Alliance Council, preparing herself for her return to them.
There was just one person she needed to talk to.
She reached out across the bed, and her eyes stung with tears. Of course. He was not there. He had not been there since that first night she had returned from the hospital. He had loved her then. He loved her still, but their responsibilities hung over them both. There was a sadness in him as well, a dark hollow behind his eyes, as if he had sacrificed everything to survive, and now could never bring any of it back.
Delenn of Mir sighed, and as she had for the past so many nights, she fell asleep alone.
* * *
"I will.... be going then."
There was an uncomfortable silence, broken only by the cries of mourning that echoed in Delenn's mind. Sorrowful thoughts, dark and anguished.... And some of them were directed at the man in front of her.
"That's.... probably for the best," he said finally, and she could hear the pain in his words. It was true. It was for the best. Politically, militarily, personally....
John had to remain here, on Proxima. The world was set to fly apart, torn between recent tensions, the deaths of President Clark and Mr. Welles, the constant threat of Shadow reprisal, the surge in anti–alien prejudice.... they needed someone here, someone special. Not just a symbol, a leader.
That had to be John. He was the only choice. He was the leader of the Alliance war fleet after all, and also the most obvious sign of human involvement in the alliance of races. No one else would do. Corwin was a soldier, not a leader - although one day he would be - Welles was dead, Dexter represented only his own province and his own people.... It had to be John.
"You'll be.... safer there," John continued, the words sounding painful and forced. "We're still catching some of the extremists, some of Clark's men.... people who blame you. There's also the possibility of a counterattack, of course."
All true, but none of these were the real reasons she needed to go to Kazomi 7 rather than remain here. The real reasons she couldn't give voice to.... not to him.
She didn't want to be near him. She didn't want to have to hold in her regret and guilty thoughts whenever she was around him. She didn't want to have to concentrate so hard not to say the words that would destroy him.
I killed our son.
She had tried telling herself a thousand times that was not true, and on some level she knew it. On that level she knew that others were to blame. If the Vorlons hadn't made her that fatal offer. If John hadn't been so badly hurt.... But if she hadn't accepted their proposals....
If, if, if.... so many ifs.... none of which resolved the main issue that their son was dead, and they both had to grieve for him, but neither of them had time. If she stayed here, sooner or later they would grieve, and then both of them would be destroyed.
"Then.... I will be leaving soon," she whispered.
He looked unhappy, not surprisingly. He also looked tired. He had told her what had happened to him, the dealings with the Alliance, the strangeness of the Dark Star ships, the argument with Sinoval. He had kept some things quiet, she knew, but she had not pressed him on them. Compared to what he had told her, any secrets he still kept would be inconsequential.
Our son is dead.
No! Reach out to him! Tell him you love him!
In truth she was unhappy here on Proxima, and she couldn't wait to leave. She was a leader and a leader of leaders. She wanted to make everything better, to heal the galaxy and everyone in it, to create a universe where everything would be so much simpler.
But here.... here nothing was simple. There were countless divisions between peoples who should be allies, divisions wrought from fear and hatred and mistrust. It fell to precious few people to try to undo those divisions, to end the war between the Narn and the Centauri, to unite humanity with the other races, to end the threat the Shadows posed....
It would be difficult. It would all be so difficult. She wanted to be a healer again, but she could not heal until everyone was ready to be healed. Someone had to bring everything together so that the galaxy could be healed. And if not her, then who?
Tell him you love him!
The voice would not be quiet, and she wanted to listen to it. She really did.... but she couldn't.
Our son is dead!
Delenn bowed her head, and turned. She began to walk away.
Tell him. You must.
Tears welled up in her eyes as she walked away.
Tell him!
She left the room. She did not look back.
* * *
Power was a nebulous thing, a concept many people spoke of, but few truly understood. The controlling, the mastery, the capturing of power.... It was said that the person who fully understood these things would have no need actually to carry out any of them.
The man who called himself Vejar was one of the few who did understand them. He knew that sometimes the greatest exercise of power comes not by using it, but by sitting back and merely watching.
He had not always understood that. Indeed, one of the reasons he had chosen to remain behind when the rest of his order had fled to their long–ordained place of sanctuary had been because he wanted to use his power to help. Not just to help his order, but to help any who needed it.
That had been over two years ago, and now he understood a little better than he had then.
He did possess power. Physical power. The capability to kill, to destroy, to tear down whole cities. If he but wanted to, he could destroy most of Kazomi 7 in less than a day. It was all a simple matter of making the right incantations, the rights glyphs and words, and it would be done.
But the best power is the sort that is never used. The strongest sword is the one never removed from the scabbard. Sometimes there are no masks....
And sometimes it is worth staking the lives of all who live on the decision of one person.
Vejar was human, although racial differences mattered little within his order. Sometimes he even forgot that he was human, but not today. Today was the day he knew at last that the right decision had been made.
Delenn of Mir had gone to Z'ha'dum, and there, as had been foreseen, she had made the decision that could change the future of the galaxy. She had been offered the chance to travel anywhere she liked. Home, to safety, to the arms of the one who loved her.
But she chose the path of pain and repentance and redemption. She gave up, however unknowingly, the unborn life growing within her, and in doing so, equally unknowingly, she had given birth to something greater.
An ideal had arisen within humanity. The witnesses to her sacrifice, to her nobility, to her remorse. It had begun with just two, two men who both had every reason to hate her, and it had spread. At the time she had died, her work was only just beginning.
Humanity had been saved. It was entirely possible that Delenn would never realise what she had done. It was also entirely possible that had she been given the chance to change her mind over that fateful decision, she would have done nothing differently.
The order was pleased. Master Elric was pleased, as was the One Above All. Neither would explain their reasons of course, their own hopes for humanity, but that hardly mattered. The order was pleased.
Save one member of it.
Vejar raised his hand and traced a pattern in the air. A silver mirror appeared from nowhere, and within it was an image of Delenn. Dignity and strength shone in her every movement, but Vejar could see the pain within. She was walking away from something.... no, from someone.
Vejar frowned. She was returning home, to Kazomi 7. There he would have to face her, and acknowledge his betrayal of her. How could he explain it to her? How could he explain the necessity of what she had done, of what she had lost?
How?
* * *
Home.
That was a strange concept for Delenn, especially when applied to anywhere other than Minbar. She had grown up on Minbar, played in its streets, worshipped in its temples, climbed its mountains and drunk from its crystal lakes. She had never thought her home would be anywhere other than Minbar.
But that was Minbar as it had been, not as it now was. Sinoval and the humans and the Drakh had destroyed all that, turning her world into a poisoned, barren rock, turning her people into paranoid, twisted reflections of what they should be. She remembered saying goodbye to Minbar, knowing she would never return.
But as she looked out at the planet below her, she realised that in many ways she had a new home now. Kazomi 7 was not Minbar, and it never could be Minbar. In many ways it was an ugly planet, colonised by the Drazi and used for decades as a merchant waystation for a variety of illegal purposes.
Until something changed. Like Minbar, the Drakh had come and devastated the world, but unlike Minbar, Kazomi 7 had survived. Its people had survived. Hope had survived and now.... now the world was her home.
There was a procession waiting for her, naturally. News of her return had been circulating for weeks. Lethke would have arranged it all, she was sure. He was waiting for her just outside the spaceport, as soldiers tried to hold back the swelling crowd here to greet her. She looked at them all, and marvelled at how many races there were. Narn, Brakiri, Drazi, Minbari, Vree, Llort, Abbai, a few humans. No Centauri that she could see, but almost every other race was represented.
She took a deep breath and stepped out of the ship to greet them.
The roar almost knocked her backwards with its volume. She steadied herself and walked calmly across to where Lethke waited, a unit of guards around him. Lethke smiled broadly as he extended his hand to her, and she took it.
"Welcome home, Delenn," he said simply.
"Thank you," she replied. "It feels good to be home."
The journey to the Neuadd was naturally designed to be as long and as visible as possible. Much as Delenn disliked the manipulation of the people, she had to admit it did serve a purpose. She had been gone for so long, and without her as a figurehead, the Council would have had trouble holding the planet together. Now that she had returned, everyone had to know she was alive, that she was back.
People strained against the cordon of soldiers. Hands reached out to her. Voices cried out her name. She absorbed it all, uncomfortable, but also welcoming it. It was nice to know she was making a difference.
She turned suddenly at the sound of a commotion. Someone had managed to break through the cordon and was moving towards her. The Drazi soldiers had caught him and were forcing him down, raining blows on his body.
"Stop," she said firmly, with more authority than most military commanders could muster. The guards hesitated, and she stepped down from the procession to approach the prone figure. It was a Brakiri. He was clearly old, and his face bore numerous scars and old wounds. Around his arm he wore an black armband, a sign of mourning indicating he had survived the grim days of the Drakh occupation.
She bent down and helped him to his feet. His eyes widened as he saw her. "It is you," he whispered, his tone reverential. "They said you were dead."
"I was," she said. The shouts and cheering had stopped. Everyone was looking at her. "I was dead," she said again, louder. Then she smiled slightly. "I got better."
There were more cheers. People shouted her name, but she did not hear any of it. She only heard the Brakiri's voice, rasping and harsh as he tried to speak through floods of tears. "I knew it," he said. "Thank you. Oh, thank you."
"What for?" she asked, genuinely puzzled.
He looked surprised. "Everything, of course.
"Everything."
* * *
With all the delays it was hardly surprising that it took her far longer to reach the Neuadd than she might have expected. There were numerous other attempts to break through the cordon to approach her, and she had to deliver a quick speech on the steps of the building before she went inside, Lethke following attentively.
"It is good to have you back, Delenn," the Brakiri said, smiling. "I cannot tell you just how good."
"And it is good to be back. I have missed you, Lethke. You.... and everyone here. How are things? I heard so little on Proxima."
He paused, and looked around. "They are.... not as you remember. A lot has happened since you.... disappeared. That was a long time ago, and much has changed. The war, of course, but...." He shook his head. "Problems with the Narns, and the Centauri.... and the Drazi as well."
"I had heard the Centauri had allied with the Shadows," she said slowly. "It was a lie, wasn't it, Lethke?"
"I wish I could say it was, but.... There was footage. It was truthful, not a forgery. We had it checked. A great deal, and every test showed it was not a fake. Centauri ships were fighting alongside the Shadows, against the Narns."
"I do not believe it of Londo. I do not."
"Nor I. It is possible the Shadows arranged this, but.... I do not want to believe it, but there is little choice. We have not been in communication with anyone from the Centauri Republic for months. The Narn representatives here are pressuring us to aid them in their war with the Centauri. They were never so zealous before, and they still provide little help in the wider war. And the Drazi...."
"How is the Council?"
"Fractured, Delenn. You were always the one who united us, whether you realised it or not. Without you.... Anyway, you will see now. G'Kar has done what he can, but his official status is.... unclear, and some are using that against him. The Narns have an Ambassador, but he is largely powerless. Come, we are wasting too much time here. The Council waits to see you. They are probably growing impatient."
Delenn smiled. "We cannot have that. Unless Taan has learned to control his temper since the last time...."
"I doubt it," Lethke deadpanned. "But we will not have to worry about that, as he is not here. He is with the fleet. Vizhak is here, and he.... Ah, you will see. I hope you can do better with them all than I can."
"I will do my best. I can promise you that."
"I have never asked for anything more from you, Delenn. And I never will."
* * *
The room was silent as she entered, and she stopped, an uncomfortable feeling creeping over her. Everyone was looking at her, and then, all as one, they rose to their feet.
Delenn smiled at each one as she walked past, recognising the familiar, welcoming faces, but feeling uneasy at the number of those she did not know.
G'Kar moved forward and embraced her warmly. She held him back, enjoying his presence. Ta'Lon was just behind him, his one–eyed face impassive. "I know," G'Kar whispered. "Sinoval told me."
Her face displayed no shock, but inwards, her mind was turning. She had sent four messages out before she had left for Z'ha'dum, messages to friends, companions, and a lover. John and Lyta she knew had never received theirs, and it was doubtful that Lethke had either. For the sake of the Alliance, for peace, for everything, none of them had to know her true motives for going to Z'ha'dum.
But Sinoval did know, and she was unsure if that was a blessing or a curse.
"We will talk later," she replied, stepping back. Then she smiled. "I missed you, G'Kar."
Another Narn was next. G'Kael. Delenn had known him for a while, and although he rarely spoke in the Council meetings she had attended, she was very aware that something was shining in his mind. She was reminded of a phrase she had once heard. A mind like a diamond. Brilliant, but cold.
G'Kael bowed, but said nothing. His assistant Na'Toth did likewise.
Her eyes passed over the empty spaces where the Centauri should have sat. Londo should be here. His Ambassadors should be here. He had done as much for the Alliance as anyone.
Vejar's chair was also empty, although that was not uncommon. Delenn was not thinking of him. Not now. There would be time for a conversation later. There were many things to be said.
Lethke had taken his seat by now, and Delenn turned to see a human bow formally to her, a trace of fear in his eyes. For a moment she did not recognise him, but then memory returned. Major Krantz, who had served Bester long ago. Bester had betrayed them all, and now he had disappeared. He was hiding somewhere in the shadows, waiting. No doubt he would return, and it seemed prudent to have someone who knew him as an ally when he did. Krantz had been too eager to change sides, claiming to have known little about Bester's plans. His lies fooled no one, but his presence was useful.
Disgusted at herself for thinking like a politician, Delenn greeted some delegates who had not been present before. Kalika, of the Abbai, with whom she had been in discussions before her departure. A Gaim representative nodded at her. A Llort was also present, his people finally having chosen sides.
And then there was Vizhak. The Drazi looked at her for a moment with piercing eyes, a terrible suspicion there.... bordering.... not quite on hatred, but a on strange emotion she could not identify. Vizhak nodded and then sat down.
Puzzled, Delenn took her seat, and caught a glimpse of something from the corner of her eye. It seemed strange in this room, incongruous. Something drew her to that sight, and she could not explain why.
It was shards of crystal. A data crystal. A crystal that must have been hurled against the wall with great force.
Shaking her head, Delenn turned back to the Council. There was a lot to be done.
* * *
Delenn felt drained by the time the meeting ended. The long hours of talk and argument and dissension had only reminded her of how much time had passed and how much had changed. It also depressed her greatly. Was everything they had built really so fragile? Did everything truly depend on her life? She had believed it would endure without her, that honourable men like Lethke and Vizhak and G'Kar could hold together the Alliance without her as a figurehead.
It had not been as she had imagined. There were deep rifts within the Alliance. Vizhak in particular was changed. He had said little. Delenn gathered he had been surly for the past several months. There was a conflict within him, one Delenn had finally recognised halfway into the meeting, the conflict of a man struggling between his conscience and his people.
G'Kael had delivered a message from his Government, demanding the Alliance dispatch even more Dark Stars to aid the Narns in their war with the Centauri. He made the request without shame or embarrassment or indeed any emotion at all.
Lethke pointed out that that would leave Kazomi 7 all but undefended. Even now there were no Dark Stars around the planet.
Nothing had been decided. Delenn could only think of Londo, could only think of sending more ships to help attack the people he loved so much.
There had been arguments and debate and discussion and nothing of anything had been resolved. She was only just beginning to understand what her departure had wrought.
She had chosen to go to her death knowingly, but only now did she realise the ramifications of what she had done.
This is a time for warriors, not healers.
Sinoval's words. He was right, but in a sense he was also wrong. This time needed both warriors and healers.
These thoughts weighed heavily on her mind as she walked down the stairs and through the corridors of the building. There had been several vacant seats in the Council Chamber, but the one her eyes had most turned to had belonged to Vejar.
There were many words to be had with the technomage.
She reached the door to his chambers, the rooms in the very basement of the building, where few others visited. The council building had been largely rebuilt over the old administrative buildings which had been all but destroyed during the Drakh occupation, but some parts of the old Kazomi 7 remained. Vejar's quarters were one of them.
As she reached the door a symbol appeared on it, glowing bright gold. A face appeared through the symbol, a nightmarish creation drawn from myths and nightmares. Delenn, who had seen more in real nightmares than any fake ones, simply stared it down, and it faded. The door swung open.
"Come in," said Vejar's polite tones from inside. "I've been expecting you."
Without any trepidation she crossed the boundary, and everything became dark. Hesitating, her heart thumping in her chest, she nevertheless moved forward. She could see nothing, but there was little here to be afraid of. Not any more.
A light appeared around her, and she discovered Vejar sitting before her. There was an empty chair opposite him. She sat down and looked at him. He appeared unchanged, still looking as young and fresh–faced as when they had first met. On the inside, however, she knew he was a very different man.
"Who are the effects for?" she asked softly.
He smiled, sadly. "A little art. A little power. We have existed always through trickery and deception and illusion. I suppose, in my last days, I could not entirely divest myself of all that we are." He paused, and looked directly at her. She could see into his eyes, and she knew that for all the power, all the wisdom, all the knowledge there, he was alone. So very alone.
"Yes," he said. "So you have met him. I wondered.... when I heard from Proxima about what had happened. The First One. The Eldest. We speak of him in hushed voices, wondering always if he was real, or not, if he still lived. He is real, then."
"Yes," she said simply.
"Ah. Well, that is good to know. One mystery solved. Many more still unanswered. Such is the way of all life, I believe. I suppose you wish to have me killed."
"No."
"Ah. I betrayed you, Delenn. You came to me in a gesture of trust. You needed my help for a great purpose, for a great sacrifice, and I betrayed you. I would not blame you for hating me, for wishing me dead."
"I do not hate you, Vejar. I do not wish you dead. I made the choice you spoke of. It was hard, it was painful, and the cost of it will remain with me always. Sometimes.... I still dream...." Dream, of a heartbeat that was not hers, but a part of her. Dream, of the cold black vastness of death. "But dreams are all lies. I live, and what was done....
"I do not hate you, Vejar."
He sighed, and genuine relief showed on his face. "I see.... Thank you, Delenn. You have learned a lot since last we met. More than I ever have. I owe you a great debt, Delenn."
"I could show you. The things I have seen, Vejar, they all come from one simple understanding. Vejar, I have seen the power you wield. We both know what you can do. Help us. The war is almost over. Help us finish it all. Help us to build a better world, a finer world."
He shook his head. "I cannot do that."
"You said you owed me a debt. This would erase that, would erase all debts."
"That was unfair! Delenn, please, listen to me. Who are you fighting for? Who are you? What do you want? Can you answer those questions? I know who you are fighting for, and I will never fight for them. What will your peace bring you, Delenn? What will be the result of your war?"
"The war will bring us peace. And peace will bring us joy."
"You do not see, Delenn. Oh, I am sure you believe that, but you are blind. All of you are. You fight this war, and you will win. The Shadow will be gone, but another will be cast over you, one greater and more powerful than the last, all the more so because it will look like the light. You will win, Delenn, and doom yourselves in doing so."
"The Vorlons are not the Shadows. They are not our enemies."
"They sent you to die, Delenn."
"They had their reasons."
"Yes, they did. They are not your friends. They are a greater threat by far than the Shadows could ever be."
"Then help us! Help us defeat the Shadows! Help us create a better world without the Vorlons! You have power, great power. So use it!"
He shook his head. "You do not understand."
She rose and turned. There was nothing more to say. She was angry, and the sound of her own heart beating pounded loudly in her ears, an echo of another heart, one much weaker, just behind it. "It is strange," she said finally, as she left. "The Vorlons say the same thing. I think we all understand much more than either of you gives us credit for."
Vejar said nothing. The beating hearts almost deafened her as she left.
* * *
Delenn knew what G'Kar was going to say. She had listened to him in the months since her return, listened to his pain and his grief. She had seen the battles between the Narn and the Centauri. She had felt G'Kar's anguish over watching his people fight to the death against his oldest friend.
And it was all the worse because the war was being fought in his name. A jihad. A holy war.
She thought of the Blessed Delenn and a dark cloud passed over her.
There was no other option. G'Kar had to go to Narn, had to go to the Kha'Ri himself. He had to tell them.... to tell them.... to show them that there was another way, that the war must end now.
"Are you sure about this?" she asked softly, looking at him across the table. He would be, she knew that, but she had to ask.
"Yes," he told her. He paused, deep in thought, and she nodded. The war had to be finished. The Shadows had to be defeated, yes, but not at this cost. This was only performing their task for them.
"I have waited too long," he continued, "afraid to confront my own errors. But now there is no time for fear, and no more time to wait." Delenn knew there was something G'Kar could not say, something he wished very much to keep to himself, something G'Kael and Na'Toth were also hiding. She did not pry.
"The war will soon be over," he whispered. "But what will the peace bring?"
"It will bring what we make of it, surely," Delenn said, hoping she could believe her own words.
"So there will still be no rest." G'Kar shook his head and rose from his chair. "I have missed you, Delenn, those long months you were gone." It seemed for an instant as if he was going to say more, but then he stopped himself and paused, beginning again a moment later.
"I am glad you have returned to us, Delenn. I wish we had more time together."
"As do I, but we will see each other again, G'Kar."
"Will we? I wish I had your faith. Sometimes I think.... a dark cloud is putting out the lights all across the galaxy. There are very few left shining now."
"The war will soon be over."
"That was not what I was referring to." She shivered.
* * *
It was of necessity a meeting that had to be held in private. It was not that either of them did not trust the other, but that both were very much aware of the shadows that lurked everywhere, darkest and most terrifying where it seemed to be lightest.
Vizhak and Taan Churok had never been close. On opposing factions during the last transitional period, a mutual animosity had arisen between them. Vizhak was a career politician, a man willing to work for the good of his people, to represent the Drazi abroad and to profit them all from his actions. Taan Churok was a bartender, a man interested only in his own concerns, but who had been forced by fate to take a more active hand.
However, as the Drazi representatives on the Alliance Council they had been forced to work together, and a tentative alliance had arisen, although it had taken far longer for these members of the same race to learn to trust each other than it had those of radically different peoples.
"When did you return?" Vizhak asked. It was he who had been invited here, and the unfamiliarity of it irritated him. He was no stranger to intrigue, but his experiences had largely been of the legitimate world. It had been something of a revelation to learn that criminals could evade and conceal just as much as politicians.
"Returned yesterday," replied Taan. "Came in secret. Not want others to know. Not yet. Time not right."
"How is homeworld?"
"Wounded. Streib attack bad. Very bad. We live still, but many dead. Too many dead."
"No help from Dark Stars?"
"None. Dark Star fleet too busy to aid us. We were here from start, but no aid for us. And more. Orders from Sheridan. More ships are needed. More soldiers to go and die somewhere else. More deaths while homeworld suffers."
"Delenn is back now. Talk to her. She understands."
"Not Delenn that is problem. Sheridan. Vorlons. Everywhere we look, Vorlons are."
"Still, talk to Delenn. She will help."
"No! You think she will help us, when her lover will not? She wants war over. She grieves for dead, yes, but they are still dead. And behind her, are Vorlons, yes."
"Then what do we do? Cannot leave the Alliance."
"Some at home say just that. But no, not yet. We need watch, and learn. And wait. Watch for Vorlons. There are.... ways, things that can be done. Talk to technomage. Vorlons be just as bad as Shadows. If Alliance is to hold, if Drazi are to survive, then Vorlons need to be defeated."
"We cannot war with Vorlons."
"No. Another can. We find Sinoval. He will help."
The shadows twitched around them. Neither noticed.
* * *
A million sparks of light flitted from world to world. Somewhere, in a place beyond any mortal comprehension, decisions were made, conclusions reached, consensus achieved.
Wait until the war is over. Then the Drazi will learn what it means to challenge us.
Wait.
Such was the way of the Vorlons.
* * *
Time passed. On Proxima 3, General Edward Ryan was murdered. In his secret hideout, Sonovar set himself on the road that would destroy him, as he schemed with Forell. On Centauri Prime, Lord Kiro waited, and plotted, and fed his monstrous son.
And for a few days there was motion - frantic, terrible motion. Ryan's murderer was found. Sonovar attacked the shipyards at Greater Krindar and was defeated. Morden arrived on Centauri Prime.
And a black cloud left a hidden world that the Shadows had claimed millennia ago, a black cloud aiming for Kazomi 7.
* * *
The old man sat down on his chair and looked at his companions. The Round Table had been hastily assembled. Some were absent of course, but there were enough here.
In a simple, matter–of–fact voice, he explained that the murderer of General Ryan had been located and interrogated. He was merely a tainted agent, primed for this one mission, his objective to cause chaos and distract from the main concern. He was to be handed over to Proxima Security in such a way as to not draw undue attention to where he had come from.
One of the Knights sat forward. In a clipped tone, he asked what other matter was this agent distracting everyone from.
The old man's reply was simple. The utter destruction of Kazomi 7.
More than one Knight inquired what action was to be taken.
The old man replied with one word. None.
When pressed for clarification, he obliged. Orders had been sent from the Vorlons. No action was to be taken. Kazomi 7 was to face this threat alone. And if it was destroyed, so be it. No help was to be given. No one was to be told.
But there was one thing the old man did not tell them, one thing they did not need to know.
The interrogation of the Shadow agent had been done through the network. Once Mr. Byron had pulled the information from the man's mind, it would be free in the network, floating around, transmitted between countless nodes, as indeed it had been to the Vorlon High Command.
Somewhere in that vast network, the information could be accessed by one with the sensitivity to do so.
But surely no one existed. No one attuned enough to the nodes to access them without the Vorlons' permission.
No, there was no such person. There was nothing to worry about.
* * *
Kazomi 7.
That was it. Corwin did not know how he knew, but that was it. The information just leapt into his mind. The attack on Greater Krindar was all a distraction aimed at keeping them away from Kazomi 7.
"You know this, don't you?" he asked. Several of his bridge crew started, but he was not talking to them. There was no answer, none that he wanted to hear. "Carolyn. You know about this, don't you."
From nowhere, from the edges of his mind, came a reply, a soft whisper from the horizon. Yes.
"What is it? What are they going to do?"
Must not.... say....
"Carolyn, please! We need to know. I won't let you be hurt."
Destroy it.
"Destroy what?"
Kazomi Seven.
The General had once told Corwin that what marked out a great leader from a good one was that a great leader could react within a split second. There was no time for arguments, no time for debate, no time for thought. Time only for action.
"Get me through to Daro and Kulomani," he snapped quickly. "Muster every ship from the area. Get a signal to Proxima, Kazomi Seven, everywhere. Recall all Starfuries."
"What is it, Captain?"
"We're going to Kazomi Seven. And quickly."
* * *
Vejar looked up and smiled humourlessly. "I have been expecting you, brother," he said softly.
"Of course you have," said another voice, one that left no echoes, carried no breath. A voice that came from light years away. "Why else the spirit circle, the prepared drink?"
Vejar shrugged. "A premonition, no more. I do not believe the others are happy that you are involving yourself."
"Oh, I plan on involving myself in much more than just this, brother. I will not be hidden in the shadows forever."
"I doubt there are any shadows big enough for you to hide in."
"You always did have a way with words."
Vejar sighed. "Why have you come here, brother? I have been here ever since you all left for your sanctuary, and you have not deigned to visit me before."
"Things are changing, and quickly. The war is almost over. I will argue that we may be able to return once the Lords of Chaos have departed from this galaxy. I will of course be denied that request, but I will at least try."
"The peace will not bring any greater safety for us than the war did. Less, even."
"I know, but we will at least be able to act. An alliance is forming, a secret alliance, a secret commonwealth of races and peoples and factions. It is just beginning, tiny strands across the stars, little threads between one person and another. They do not know each other yet, but it is there. Their leader has already been named, has already chosen the destiny. Through them, we can act."
"I know. I have sensed something similar. Some have come to me, requesting my aid. Delenn, the Drazi.... others. I cannot offer it to them, to any of them. That is not our way."
"Then it should be. I will make it our way."
"What your propose.... it is dangerous, brother."
"Of course it is. What is the point otherwise, hmm?"
"I see. I think you should go now. Something is going to happen here. The air has been thick with warnings all day."
"You are on a former Drazi world, brother. The air is always thick. How you tolerate it I do not know."
"I am serious. I pray we do not see each other again."
"I think we will."
"As do I. Go with grace, and power be your servant, not your master. I think we will talk again, brother.... Galen."
"Oh, we will. Be sure of that."
* * *
Delenn knew it would be a difficult meeting before she even set foot in the chamber. There was something about the whole affair. She had heard reports that Vizhak had been on Kazomi 7 for weeks. She had been unable to contact him on the Drazi homeworld. Taan Churok had been unusually secretive. She had even heard he had gone to see Vejar, and returned in a foul mood. She had also gone to speak with Vejar, and had been turned away by the strange apparitions on his door. She had thought she could hear conversation beyond.
Besides, there had been something in the air. It had felt.... dark and thick and heavy.
Something was going to happen, she knew it. She tried to reach out to Lorien, but there was nothing there. She also tried to touch Lyta, for a brief glimpse of friendship, but again there had been nothing. The two had shared no more than a few words since Delenn's return from the dead. She did not even know exactly where Lyta was.
And then there was this sudden calling of a meeting of the Council. The whole Council. Vizhak had issued the summons. He was not even supposed to be on the planet.
She entered the Council chamber to find it filled with a ponderous silence. She looked at the people before her, and all of them could sense it. Something was wrong.
They were all here. Lethke, G'Kael, Taan, Major Krantz, representatives from the fleets. Vejar's seat was not surprisingly empty and there was no sign of Ulkesh, but beyond that only one person was missing. Her eyes passed over Vizhak's empty place. She had a strange feeling it would not be empty for long.
As she took her seat at the head of the table, she glanced at the corner of the room. The data crystal shards she had noticed before were gone. Evidently someone had come and cleaned the area.
"What is the intent of this meeting?" she asked. The silence was shattered, and the grim tableau of seated figures broke. Lethke leaned forward, G'Kael leaned back, and Taan Churok was the first to speak.
"Message from homeworld," he said. "From Government. Vizhak will bring it."
"He has returned, then?" G'Kael enquired. "At least he sees fit to let us know he has returned. A little lesson, my friend. Drazi do not sneak around very well. One day, that unfortunate problem will get you all in trouble."
"Drazi not sneak at all. Not know of which you speak, Narn, but be silent."
G'Kael nodded, and then sat back again.
"Taan, what is the nature of this message?" Delenn asked. "Is it so serious as to require the whole Council?" She was feeling very uncomfortable about this.
"Vizhak will say."
That instant, Vizhak entered. There was something about his arrival, a dark wind that brought grim tidings with it. One look at him, and Delenn knew this was bad.
He went to his seat, but did not sit down. He cast cursory glances around the table, and then began to speak. "Have consulted with Government on homeworld. Have talked to military. Have talked to priesthood. Have received orders from Government today.
"Kazomi Seven is to be returned to Drazi people. Is to be Drazi world once more. Not Alliance world, not Narn world or Brakiri world or Minbari world or human world. Is to be Drazi world."
"What?" Lethke breathed, at the same time as G'Kael's protest and Krantz's spluttering.
It was Delenn, however, who commanded their attention as she stood. "Vizhak.... your Government made Kazomi Seven the centre of the Alliance. We were grateful to them. It was a great gesture, and one none of us has forgotten. We have worked with your Government in every way possible. Why do they take this step?"
"Yes, Alliance grateful. You grateful. You, I trust, Delenn. You, Government trusts, people trust. But Alliance none of us trust."
"You dare...!" began G'Kael.
"Our ships die. Our people die. We fight this war for you, for all of you. Shadows beaten now. Defeated. War can be over. But no, still is war. Still Drazi die. Drazi homeworld attacked by Streib. Drazi homeworld unprotected because all Drazi ships and soldiers here.... fighting your war! More Drazi die defending it. No Alliance ships come to help. Drazi die alone.
"If Alliance not help Drazi, then Drazi not help Alliance!"
"Vizhak," Delenn said softly. "I did not know of the attack on your homeworld. I would have sent help if I had known. If I had been here."
"Believe you, Delenn. But you cannot do everything. You cannot be everywhere. And you not in charge of military. Your lover denied us aid. Your lover sends our soldiers to their deaths. Your lover sends armies to fight elsewhere."
Delenn recoiled as if physically struck. John. Had he become so truly obsessed with this war he did not see what he was fighting for? She had to talk to him, had to make him see.
She had to tell him she loved him.
"Some in Government believe there can be peace with Shadows. Some believe we were too quick to reject last time. Shadows are broken now. Done. No threat to Drazi now. There can be peace. There cannot be peace while Drazi with Alliance. So, Drazi want not to be in Alliance. Drazi want Kazomi Seven back."
"And you, Vizhak," Delenn said calmly. "What do you want?"
"I want.... I serve my people. I serve my Government. They want peace with Shadow. I want no more Drazi dead in others' wars. I want no more sons dead."
"Your son?" Delenn whispered, her face ashen. "Vizhak.... I did not know."
"Of course, you not know. Delenn, not you we distrust. Not you. Your lover. Vorlons. Dark Stars. War is over. There can be peace."
"There can be no peace with the Shadow," G'Kael said calmly. "We learned that last time. You remember what they did with the prisoners they returned. You want peace with such as they?"
"I want it over."
"We all want it over," Delenn said. "And soon, it will be. All of it. No more wars, no more deaths. No more.... dead sons." She hesitated, trembling. "It will be over, but G'Kael is right. There can be no peace with the Shadow."
"Government wants peace."
"And there will be. I promise you. I will speak to your Government, if you wish. And if you wish to leave the Alliance and take back Kazomi Seven, you may. You have given more than most to the Alliance, Vizhak. You and all your people. I can see why you might want it all over with.... but soon it will be. Soon, we will all be safe. Just a little longer. That is all we ask."
"Talk to them, Delenn. I believe you. They believe you. There is one you wish to talk to. One who can give us what we want. Talk to your lover. Make him see us as people, not as toys."
"I will," she said firmly. "Trust me, Vizhak. I will."
There was a silence, Delenn and Vizhak both looking at each other across the table, neither moving. No one dared breathe.
Not until a message was brought in, an urgent warning for the entire planet from Captain David Corwin.
Soon after that, there came the Vorlon.
* * *
Things moved quickly after Corwin's warning reached the Council. Arguments were forgotten in the face of this new threat. Ships were mobilised, defence systems prepared. Help was pulled in from nearby worlds. G'Kael sent a request to Narn for urgent aid. Delenn likewise to Proxima. Both doubted that help would arrive in time.
Vejar sat alone in his darkened room and reached out to the skies. He could feel it coming. A Fist of Darkness, so some races called it. A creation of flesh and technology and evil. A weapon designed for the sole purpose of destroying entire planets.
And he realised something else also. Whatever the Shadows could do, so could the Vorlons.
Ulkesh arrived in the Council chamber as preparations were being made. Delenn stood up, her skin crawling as she looked at him. This was the being who had sent her to Z'ha'dum, sent her to die, who had toyed with her love for John for his own purposes.
But he was also the representative of an ancient and powerful civilisation, a race that could help save this planet.
<No. There will be no help.>


"What?" Delenn whispered, hardly able to believe what she was hearing. Always before, the voice of a Vorlon had been musical in her mind, a whisper of symphony and melody and rhapsody, a rise and fall of beauty. Now Ulkesh's voice was that of the grave, the dank and dreary rustling of bones, the dreaming of dead men.
<There will be no help. Leave this world. Its purpose is done.>
Delenn did not need to look at her companions to see the stunned horror on their faces. She also did not need to look to feel the rising fury in Vizhak and G'Kael and Taan Churok, even the normally calm Lethke.
But she spoke first.
"How dare you?" she cried. "How dare you? This is our home now. The cradle of all our hopes and dreams. We crafted something here, something that will live on long after all of us have gone. We created an alliance from death and torture and pain, and we made something better.
"And you expect us just to leave!"
<The Alliance will endure. This world has served its purpose. Let it die.>
"No," Delenn said firmly. "I will fight to save it, as will we all here. If you will not help us, then leave. You will not be welcome here any longer! None of you will!"
Ulkesh looked at them all, the darkness within his eye stalk seeming so much more intense, so much deeper. There was a slow surge of wind chimes, clattering against one another, echoing far distant screams,
<It is not necessary for you to die,> he said, after a time.
"You don't understand us at all," Delenn said. "You do not understand. Now, stay and help. Or go, and do not return!"
Ulkesh lowered his eye stalk and turned. Delenn did not see him leave. She turned back to the others.
"Well said," said G'Kael, approvingly.
"We have no time to worry about the Vorlons. We have to defend Kazomi Seven. There will be time for worries later...."
* * *
"Come on," Corwin said. "Come on, come on."
"A message from Proxima, Captain."
Corwin drew in a deep breath. He had been expecting this. "Put it through."
Unsurprisingly, it was from the General. Corwin had rarely seen Sheridan look so angry. "Captain Corwin," he said. "You are abandoning your post. Return to Greater Krindar immed...."
"Sorry, General. Kazomi Seven is under attack from a Shadow planet killer. They need every ship they can get to help them."
"We received a message as well. That is beside the point. Return to your position."
"Oh for the love of.... Listen to yourself! Kazomi Seven is under threat. The whole world is going to be blown up...."
"You don't know that, Captain."
"Yes, I do! The whole planet is going to be destroyed unless we help them. All of us. Put these damned Dark Stars of ours to a real fight for once. Besides.... Delenn is there."
"That's.... not the...."
"No, it isn't. But I remember when you would have done anything to save her, and never mind what was right. We went all the way to Z'ha'dum to get her back, didn't we? What's a quick trip to Kazomi Seven?"
"Captain...."
"No, General. We're going. Court martial me when we get back. If Kazomi Seven is still there, and Delenn's still alive, it'll be worth it.
"Of course, you could come along and help us yourself."
"Captain.... David, I...."
"Think about it. Think about the person you want to be. If you like I could find you and hit you again. Agamemnon out."
Corwin let out the deep breath. "Come on, come on," he whispered.
* * *
The races in service to the Shadows called it a 'Fist of Darkness'. To the fleets of Kazomi 7 it was a death cloud, a vast thing that shimmered into view in the skies above their home, the centre of the United Alliance, a place where Valen had once stood and taught, a place that was home to the Blessed Delenn, a place where lived the only technomage in the worlds of the younger races.
Delenn stood on the bridge of the Drazi warship that had been given the honour of carrying her, and looked at it silently. Many had said she should not be here, but she had remained firm. There was too little time to launch a full evacuation of the planet, and she would not leave while others stayed.
Shadow ships swarmed around it, their cries piercing in the night. The cloud blocked out the stars, leaving an empty void in space.
One of the Drazi said something, and another chuckled, an unusual sound to come from a Drazi.
Delenn mentally translated it.
"At least we are fighting in the shade."
The fleet swept forward.
* * *
G'Kael had learned patience, he had learned endurance, and he had learned composure. He had learned many things, from many teachers. The two most important teachers had been Ha'Cormar'ah G'Kar and the Centauri.
Sometimes their lessons were hard to remember.
"How long can it take?" he cried. "We cannot rely on communications staying open much longer."
Na'Toth let out a wry chuckle. "There is nothing that takes as long as waiting for a politician to reach a decision."
G'Kael muttered something angrily, and then tried to re–establish his composure. Na'Toth should know. She had been a member of the Kha'Ri until recently. "We don't have time," he snapped again.
"You did not have to stay here," Na'Toth pointed out. "You could have left."
"No, I couldn't. There's.... something about this world. It's special somehow. I'm not going to run and hide while it gets destroyed. I've done too much running and hiding. Besides.... I want to spit on that Vorlon's encounter suit and prove to it that we were right." He paused, and then looked at her. "Why did you stay?"
"Did I have anywhere else to go?
He shrugged. "Well said." The communications screen lit up, and he turned to it. The picture was crackling. "About time," he said. "We need military aid out here, and quick. As much as we can spare." There was no reply. "Can you hear me? We need...."
".... can't.... sound.... blocking.... Kha'Ri in.... closed session.... cannot talk to.... can you hear...?"
"No!" he shouted. "Listen to me. Send help now!"
".... must.... repeat.... signal...."
The screen went blank.
"Too late," G'Kael sighed. He looked up, through the stone that made this building, past roof and clouds and sky, into the heavens. He imagined all the stars there. He imagined them all going out as a cloud swept over the planet. "I think we're on our own now."
"No," Na'Toth said. "We always were."
* * *
Darkness washed over Delenn, a great and terrible darkness, as the cloud engulfed her ship.
The Stra'Kath had tried to fight it, but there was little to fight. The Shadow ships that had shimmered into the heavens with the black cloud had merely taken up position by the jump gate, preventing any flight. The Alliance ships had surged at the cloud, only to be torn apart by missiles that burst from inside it. The vast spears tore ships apart, destroying them utterly.
And then the cloud had engulfed the Stra'Kath, and there was only darkness.
And cold. It was so very cold.
"Can we get through to the other ships?" she asked, knowing the answer before she even asked the question.
"No. All communications are down."
"What can we sense?"
"Nothing."
"We will not die here," she whispered. Lyta, can you hear me? We need help. Kazomi Seven needs help.
There was nothing.
John, Lorien. Sinoval. Anyone. We cannot fight this thing. Without the Dark Stars we don't stand a chance. It can destroy us in a heartbeat.
She stopped, the sound of a beating heart echoing in her ears. This thing could destroy them all. It was a weapon capable of destroying whole planets. There were no Dark Stars to oppose it.
Why were they still alive?
Delenn was trying to ponder this when a curtain fell across her mind, and she slumped senseless to the floor.
* * *
Vejar closed his eyes and reached out to the darkness amidst the stars. He could feel it, the malevolent sentience that burned within the Fist of Darkness. The Shadows were every bit as adept as the Vorlons at using organic technology, at corrupting sentient life for their own ends.
And speaking of corruption of sentient life....
Something was coming this way. Souls screaming in prisons of light. With them came the residue of pain and terror and wrongness.
Dark Stars. Aptly named. There were few stars in any galaxy darker than they were.
He paused, and probed a little further. Something was strange. One of them was.... different. The bonds were looser. The bonds had been intentionally loosened. The telepath had more freedom. Not enough, but more. She even had a name. She even had someone to talk to.
Strange. Very strange. Galen would be able to exploit that. Galen would involve himself in this, and do what he could to save Kazomi 7. Galen would generally make a point of interfering.
"Damn you, Galen," Vejar whispered. "Look at what you've done to me."
He reached out, and made contact.
* * *
There was darkness. She was alone, standing in nothing, with ever nothing and only nothing.
"Welcome," said a familiar voice, and she started. Lyta walked out of the darkness to meet her. The voice was Lyta's, but something.... was wrong.
"Who are you?" Delenn asked, forgetting herself for a moment.
"I'd have thought you would have learned how dangerous that question was by now," Lyta said jovially. "I'm no one. I'm.... an idea. A concept. I represent one thought amidst many.
"I'm certainly not Lyta Alexander.
"Nor am I Arthur Welles." The voice changed, as did Lyta, and suddenly Mr. Welles was there. He was sitting down, leaning back, one leg crossed over the other, his fingers steepled up before his face.
"Nor am I Marcus Cole." Again the voice changed, and this time Marcus was before her. There was a terrible wound in his chest, ribs caved in, blood staining the front of his tunic. He did not seem to notice the messy and bloody pulp that was his heart.
"No, I'm.... an idea." The voice changed again, and Delenn straightened. She was looking at herself. An exact, flawless, mirror image of herself.
"What do you want?" she asked of herself. That was a question she was not afraid of. That was a question she knew the answer to.
"Ah," the identical Delenn smiled at her, a smile that she would never display, half–mocking and filled with the implication that she knew something no one else did. "That's better. I want to talk to you. To be precise, I want to warn you. Some of us have sent a message to someone else, but he hasn't received it yet.... and that wasn't really the message we wanted sent, if you understand me."
"What do you mean?"
"What, does that surprise you?" Sinoval stood before her, his dark eyes staring directly into hers, his terrible, twisted pike raised in his hands. She did not take a single step back. In contrast to the real Sinoval, there was nothing to fear here. "That there might be factions amongst us? Why should there not be? The Minbari are factionalised, the humans, the Narns, don't even ask about the Centauri. Even the Vorlons were divided on some issues. We are chaos personified.... you honestly thought we all had the same goal, the same ambition, the same purpose?"
"You sought to destroy us all. Do your motives really matter?"
"Touch?." President Clark smiled. "But yes, they do. And we never sought to destroy you all. That would not suit our purpose."
"What is your purpose then? There was a reason for this, I am sure. Tell me! Teach me! Maybe this can all still be avoided. Maybe there can be something good from all this."
"No." Lorien's face bore an expression of infinite sadness. "It's too late for that. Too late by far. We are old. Very old. I remember my first footsteps in the heavens. I looked at all those stars, shining in the black sky, and I remember crying out in pleasure until tears poured down my face."
Vizhak paused. "Not actual tears, you understand. We cannot cry."
"All races can cry," Delenn said softly. "In one form or another."
"A beautiful concept," said G'Kar, smiling. "And true, to an extent. Anyway, I saw the stars, and I remember thinking of all the millions of lives that lay out there, across the galaxy, and even beyond the rim. All those lives, all those races we could nurture and help. We could strengthen them, test them, pull them up to their destinies. Few races are as long–lived as we are, and every year we waited, countless billions died.... died before seeing the heavens. Did we really have time to wait?"
"No," Londo said. "There was no time for patience. The strong would see the stars, and in their quest to touch them, the weak would rise alongside. Once something has been done by one man, it becomes so very much easier, doesn't it?"
Sonovar snarled. "But for some of us, there was only revenge. We had been defeated so many times before. Always defeated by the Vorlons, by Valen.... There was nothing left for us. The younger races had rejected us so many times.... why should they benefit from our teachings? Why should we help them to the stars? Burn them all! Let the strong fight for every inch of the journey!"
Neroon looked down, his face full of sorrow. "Isn't that always the way, Delenn? Hatred wins out over love always. Some of us did love you. Loved all of you. We only wanted to show you the stars."
"Then stop this!" she cried. "The war can end now! We can all work together. All of us! You can still show us the stars."
"No," whispered a voice, and she stumbled back. It was John. He looked at her, and his eyes shone with the love she remembered seeing there before. His voice trembled. "It's too late for all that. There are few of us left now. The hatred has ruled us all, and all we can see is our revenge. We have lost, we know that, and this will be the final defeat. There is nothing left, there are no more chances after this.
"We have lost, and so we will leave behind a galaxy of ash and ruin to make it wish we had won."
"It needn't be this way," she whispered.
"What else is there?" John asked. "I only wanted to let you know.... to remember us. We have done so much evil, but some of us have done good as well. Please.... if you can remember us at all.... remember the good and the bad."
"I will never forget you," she said, unsure to whom she was talking. The Shadow.... or the memory of the John she had once loved?
"Oh, one last thing." John was gone, but the voice came from everywhere. "The others of us have sent another message.... one based on revenge. We have left behind a weapon to strike down our greatest enemies. A terrible weapon. The message has not been received yet. If it is.... make sure he knows what you now know as well. We have poisoned the past and the present. Do not let us destroy the future as well."
"Who was this message to?" Delenn whispered, a sinking feeling in her heart.
"I think you know that," came the last faint echoes before the voice was gone, and the light returned.
* * *
They bent over her body, looking for some sign of life, but there was nothing.
"She is dead," one of them whispered.
"Yes," another agreed. "But she has been dead before. She will die and live and die and live.... until all is done, until Droshalla welcomes her home."
Delenn's eyes flickered, and opened. "Help is coming," she whispered.
At that moment, jump points opened and blazing sparks of light screamed into view.
* * *
Corwin took in everything in an instant. He could see the dark cloud that had consumed so many of the Alliance ships. He could see it moving slowly, inexorably towards the planet itself. He could see Shadow warships at the jump gate, and he could see them moving forward to meet these gatecrashers, those who had dared to arrive without an invitation.
Corwin saw all these things with eyes that were not his, sensed them all with senses that were not his.
"Carolyn, are you there?"
I am here. Someone is trying to reach us, to talk to us.
"Who?"
Power. He is power.
"Can you help us? Can the rest of you help us?"
We will fight. What else are we here for? But.... will the fighting ever be over?
"I hope so. Believe me, I hope so."
David Corwin.
The voice came from nowhere, from everywhere. It subsumed Carolyn's voice and spoke with a power and authority Corwin had rarely heard before.
"Who are you?" he asked. None of his crew reacted to him talking to no one. Peculiar events were commonplace on this ship.
A friend. Not a friend of yours, but just a friend in general. I can help you destroy that thing.
"Whoever you are, help me do that and you can be my friend for life. What do we do?"
Enter it. A warning. This will not be easy.
"Nothing worthwhile ever is."
* * *
Why am I still here?
Ambassador Lethke zum Bartrando looked up at the skies. He could see the cloud falling over the planet, a dark cloud that blotted out the suns.
Why am I still here?
He could have fled. Hasty evacuations had been organised. Some of the Ambassadors had chosen to leave, but none of those who had been here from the start. Vizhak and Taan Churok had gone to their ships. G'Kael had done likewise. Delenn was with the fleet.
Lethke was on the surface, waiting for the end.
Why am I still here?
The answer was simple.
Because I believe.
He continued to wait.
* * *
Delenn jumped to her feet. She could feel the Dark Stars coming. She could feel the intelligence within the cloud sense this, and reach out. She could feel the hatred, the dark and terrible rejection of all that the younger races were.
We tried to show you the stars, and you rejected us. We tried to give you heaven, and you cast us down. Then, if you will not see heaven, we will show you hell.
"It doesn't have to be this way!" she screamed. There was no answer.
* * *
It was cold, and dark, and he was alone.
No, he was not alone. Carolyn was with him. In some strange way he could not explain, so was Lyta.
And this strange man, who spoke to him from nowhere. He was here as well.
"Trust me, all of you," Corwin told his crew as the Agamemnon swept into the heart of the cloud. "I know what I'm doing. I hope."
Outside the cloud, Daro and Kulomani were fighting off the Shadow warships, adopting defensive positions, buying time.
"I hope you know what you're doing," Corwin said.
Of course I do. The Fist of Darkness is alive. There is intelligence. There is power and there is hatred. As with any living thing, find the brain and destroy it. Then the cloud will die.
"Fine, so where's the brain?"
There.
Corwin looked, and moved forward. Something burst through the darkness, a spear of rock and poison and anger. It barely missed the Agamemnon, so close, but silent in space.
"Carolyn, can you hear me?"
Pain, pain. It hurts!
"Carolyn, we need your help. All of us do."
Hurts!
"Carolyn, billions of people drown in blood if we fail. We will not fail. We need your help."
What.... what must I do?
"Protect us. Take us forward, and keep us safe. We'll do the rest."
"Captain!" cried a voice, and Corwin turned. He did not need to hear the tech's warning to realise that another spear had been launched. This one would not miss.
"Carolyn!" Corwin cried.
A shield of light rose up around the ship, and the spear struck it directly. The whole ship rocked, and Corwin stumbled. They had been hit, but they were still alive.
"Carolyn," he whispered.
I'm still here. Do what you must.
Corwin smiled. "Take us forward."
* * *
Vejar hummed as the smoke moved around him. He could feel it, feel the cloud rushing around him, feel the presence within it, feel the light and the pain that was Carolyn Sanderson, and a million like her.
"There you are," he whispered, seeing with eyes that were not his own. "I can feel you. I am not afraid."
He prepared an incantation.
* * *
Corwin leapt back as a glowing symbol appeared in the air before his eyes. "What the...."
Have no fear, Captain. Just a little something to protect you all, and to help defeat the Fist of Darkness. You will be able to strike it now.
"About time. All batteries.... fire!"
* * *
"Please," Delenn said. "Where are you? There's still time. It doesn't have to be this way!"
No, there is nothing else.
"Stop this! There can be peace."
No peace. No forgiveness. We will die, and that will be all.
There was a burst of light, a light that struck everyone in the ship. Delenn felt it burning her eyes, burning into the back of her mind. She fell, again.
* * *
Vejar smiled, and then he frowned. "Damn you, Galen," he whispered. "We will both pay for this in time."
* * *
There was the faint echo of a scream, one that touched them all. Delenn found tears in her eyes.
The Fist of Darkness died.
* * *
Before, there had been only revenge and hatred. Now, there was only the knowledge that they did what they must do. The Shadows knew their triumph, their unholy Fist of Darkness, had been destroyed, and there was nothing left for them but death.
The warships moved forward, not caring when jump points opened up behind them, and the Dark Stars swept forward.
The Shadows went to their deaths.
* * *
We tried to show you heaven. Now you will all see hell.
* * *
General John Sheridan said nothing as he watched the Shadows' last stand. They went to their deaths knowingly, charging forward, not even caring to try to escape.
Soon. It will all be over soon.
And what then?
The future.
He did not know if that thought was his own, or another's.
* * *
Vejar sat back, his mind returning to his body. "I have seen heaven," he whispered. "And I have known hell. I doubt there is anything left for you to show us."
* * *
Delenn's eyes brightened as realisation came to her of who had just arrived.
* * *
David Corwin smiled. "Well, I'll be damned," he muttered. "See that, Carolyn! Maybe we're getting somewhere after all."
* * *
Delenn was alone, staring at the stars. "I remember," she whispered, "when I first realised I could reach out and touch them. My father carried me on his shoulders and pointed up into the night sky. They seemed so close. Then I looked down into the lake, and they shimmered there. I felt I could just reach out and touch them, scoop them up in my hands."
She sighed. "So this is what victory feels like. All these years and yet.... what has our struggle brought us?"
An echo of an echo, a whisper of a dead man's torment, reached her ears. "There is a saying among some peoples. Everyone gains exactly what they deserve. It would appear you have gained the victory which you most deserved."
She shivered, and held herself tight against the cold. "For all our sakes, I hope not.
"I hope not."
* * *
So what now?
Soon. It is almost over now. There is just one more thing to be done. One more battle to be fought.
To Z'ha'dum.



Chapter 5


"It is over."
"Yes, it is over."
"You have won."
"Yes, we have won."
* * *
They came, from star to distant star. From worlds of fire and worlds of ice. From darkness and light. From hope and despair. From love and hatred.
They came, they gathered, ships passing in the night. Old friends, older enemies, all drawn by the same irresistible force.
It will soon be over.
The words hung in all their minds.
It will soon be over.
No one was sure when exactly it had begun. People spoke of the Battle of the Second Line, where the Shadow ships had first appeared in force to go to war. Some mentioned the Third Line as the true beginning of the war, the apocalyptic battle that had seen the destruction of an entire planet. Some spoke of the terrible day when Minbar had been scorched with fire and fury from the heavens.
Some, most notably the Narn and the Centauri, referred to the beginning - or perhaps continuation is a better word - of their conflict, over three years gone now. Some, who saw with wisdom, placed it at the very beginning, when the Centauri had reached a defenceless, peaceful world and launched an unprovoked attack.
Then there were those who were reminded of the human / Minbari conflict, the Battle of the Line, the Battles of Mars and Orion, the fall of the Black Star, the fateful first encounter.
A precious few even cast their minds back a thousand years, to the appearance of Valen, and the first War of Shadow.
But whenever it had started, whenever the first battle had begun, there was one thing all could agree on.
It will be over soon.
And so to Kazomi 7, they came.
* * *
The newly inaugurated Lord–General Carn Mollari knew little of the world of Kazomi 7. At least, he knew little that was not common knowledge. It was the centre of the United Alliance, a former Drazi colony, a crossroads between trade routes, that had been attacked and devastated by the Drakh in an unprovoked and brutal assault. From out of that period of nightmare and destruction, the Alliance had been formed.
Carn knew that his uncle, the High and August Emperor Mollari II, had played a part in that birthing, but little of the specifics. It was not something his uncle had ever liked to talk about.
He looked down upon the world. It did not seem much at all, really, but then the true wonder was not the planet itself, but what was above it.
Ships from countless different races. Drazi and Brakiri and Gaim and Llort and the Alliance's own ships - the Dark Stars. Carn noticed one or two Minbari warships, a few human capital ships. There was the fleet he had brought from Centauri Prime.
And there were the Narns as well, of course.
This was the largest war fleet every assembled in known history, and it was still growing.
"It will soon be over," he whispered to himself, merely repeating the refrain that was on everyone's lips - or whatever passed for lips in the case of some aliens. "It will soon be over."
But then he thought of his uncle sitting alone on his uncomfortable chair, and of the smiling human who always stood behind him, and Carn doubted very much whether it would soon be over. He doubted whether it would ever be over.
"So, this is it, hmm?" Carn turned, and bowed in the presence of Minister.... no, Ambassador now, Durano. The former Minister of Intelligence and now Ambassador to the United Alliance from the Centauri Republic. It was a glorious position. Durano was to be the voice of the entire Republic in matters of foreign affairs. It was a clear promotion....
So why did the whole thing stink of wrongness?
"It does not look like much, does it, Lord–General?" Durano asked. "But then I learned never to judge by appearances."
"As you say, Ambassador. The fleet, however...."
"Yes, the fleet. The largest ever assembled, or so we were told. Whatever power could gather this many races all together for one single purpose.... that sort of power should never be underestimated. There is a lot to discover here."
Carn turned as his personal aide came into the observation room. He was still unused to being in a position where he needed a personal aide. Kiron Maray had performed a similar function for the previous Lord–General, and he had done so with perfect efficiency. Carn had no complaint with his performance or intelligence, only that it seemed wrong, somehow. Carn did not feel like a Lord–General.
"Lord–General Mollari, Ambassador Durano, we have been invited to the surface to meet with the Alliance Council."
"We had better go, then," Durano said. "We would not want to keep the Council waiting."
Durano turned to leave, but Carn took one last look out of the window. Another ship moved into view, very near by. Carn's lips twitched into a wry smile. Na'Tok was here, then. The Narns were every much a part of the Alliance as the Centauri soon would be.
"I will see you down there, my friend," he whispered, to no one in particular. Then he followed Durano, ready to meet with the Council.
* * *
"You are a coward!"
There was little warmth in the rising suns, little light through the dark, cloudy skies. There was little comfort in the strong, foul–smelling breeze. There was little life in the dust–choked lakes that once had shone with light and beauty and colour.
Still, Kozorr looked out across the landscape before him, and smiled. He had come home now, and he was never going to leave it again.
"You are a coward and a weakling! You knew how to fight once! You can learn how to fight again!"
Minbar had once been a thriving and beautiful world, filled with ancient wonders and beautiful visions. Then the humans and the Drakh had come and rained poisoned fire from the heavens, searing the ground and destroying the air and turning all to death.
Kozorr had not been there to defend his world. He had spent that time in agony, with a broken and shattered leg, a flayed and mutilated hand and a cracked headbone, all injuries sustained honourably and nobly, although such a differentiation meant little to him these days.
They had left Minbar, under the guidance of the Primarch Sinoval the Minbari people had abandoned their ancestral home and taken to the stars. Now Primarch Sinoval was gone, disappeared, and the Minbari had returned home.
The poisons had faded, but not vanished. The air could be breathed, but not easily. The ground could be cultivated, but not without hours of back–breaking labour. The task was difficult, and would not be achieved in generations, but the first act of the new Grey Council had been to begin to restore Minbar.
Kozorr, once a warrior, now a worker by acceptance and marriage, had welcomed this task.
"Look at me! What has happened to you, Kozorr? You were a warrior once. How are you so blind now?"
He looked away, turning his back on that glorious sunrise, and found himself staring at Tirivail. Her eyes were filled with fury, and her bearing was one of absolute control over herself. She was a warrior.
She was more than a warrior. She was Satai. One of the new Grey Council. One of the three warriors. Her father, Takier, was another. The third position for the warrior was as yet undecided. Both Takier and Tirivail wanted Kozorr to take that position, but he would not stand there. He had stood in the columns of light once, a part of Kalain's ill–fated Grey Council, and he would not stand there again.
Besides, he was a warrior no longer.
"You are a coward," Tirivail spat again.
She looked glorious in her wrath, her eyes flashing. She was a true warrior. Once he had thought he had feelings for her, feelings beyond mere admiration of her beauty and her skill. Perhaps he still did feel for her, but he knew true love now, and beside that, what he felt for Tirivail was as a candle to a star.
"No, Tirivail," he said. "I am no coward." Once he would have called her 'my lady', but no longer. There was only one woman who merited that address from him now. "Indeed, I feel braver now than I ever have."
"It is her, isn't it?" Tirivail sneered. "You could have come with me, Kozorr. We could have ridden into battle side by side, flames lashing around us, weapons held high, glorying in triumph and victory after victory. You could have known me in battle and in love, and yet you turn to a weak worker, and she has made you a coward."
"Kats is not weak," Kozorr said. His visage was unchanged, but there was danger in his voice. Tirivail noticed it and took a slow step back. "She is not weak, and you know that. And all she has done to me is help me see the truth."
"No," Tirivail admitted, grudgingly. "She is not weak, I will give her that much. She is strong, for a worker. But she is not a warrior. You are."
"Not any more."
"We go to the greatest battle ever to be seen. We will ride to the gates of Sheol and cast open the doors. We will walk where only Valen himself once walked, and we will write new legends to last for the next thousand years! We will be the new Marrain, the new Derannimer, the new heroes for future generations. How long have we all dreamed of this....
"And you will remain here, hoeing fields and building bridges?"
"I would rather build a bridge than destroy one. I have had enough of war, Tirivail. I will not fight again. I will not kill again.... and I have no wish to be a hero."
"Then what do you wish to be? What else is there, if not a hero?"
"Husband," he said, smiling. "Father, even. I have done too much in my life I am not proud of, but this.... this is right. I know it."
She shook her head. "I do not understand."
"You will," he said, smiling. Confusion rose in her eyes, and then she turned, making for the door. "Tirivail," he called after her. "Return safely."
She made to say something, but fell silent. She left.
* * *
Captain David Corwin was a rarity in many ways, and he knew it. One of the few human captains in the entire Dark Star fleet, he also had the greatest experience of battle relative to his age of anyone, whether Drazi, Brakiri or Narn. He was in command of the third ship of the fleet, a powerful and prestigious position. He had been instrumental in many of the key engagements of the wars.
He was also one of the few captains to sleep on his ship.
Few people liked the Dark Stars. The crews spoke of dark dreams, of strange visions, of hearing screams of pain just echoing through the walls. Not many lasted long on them, despite necessity and prestige. Those who did became either dour and uncommunicative, or fearful and haunted. Of either type, few spent any longer on their ships than they had to.
All except David Corwin.
Oh, there were as many strange happenings on his ship - one of the few Dark Stars with a name, the Agamemnon, another rarity - as on any other. There were voices, strange sightings. The Captain frequently spoke when no one was there, addressing someone called 'Carolyn', a human name that belonged to none of the crew. During the epic battle with the Fist of Darkness to save Kazomi 7 he had spoken to two people, neither of whom were there, one was this Carolyn, the other was unknown.
Some speculated that he was insane, some that he was farsighted, and could see things others could not. Still others believed that he was supernaturally lucky. A few, with perhaps more wisdom, suggested that all three could be true, and indeed, all three were true.
But everyone flocked to his ship, and the Agamemnon was considered the finest post in the fleet, even more so than the Dark Star 1, ship of the fabled Shadowkiller, General Sheridan himself. Captains Daro and Kulomani, of Dark Stars 2 and 4 respectively, recognised Corwin as at least their equal, if not their superior.
Many things were said about Captain David Corwin, but one acknowledged fact was that he spent more time on his ship than any other captain, save only Sheridan himself. His crew had fewer instances of insanity or breakdown. For some reason, whatever curse afflicted the Dark Star fleet, the Agamemnon was largely immune to it.
So, when David Corwin left his ship and came down to the surface, it was for a good reason.
In this particular case, it was for the very best of reasons.
"I'd heard you were here," he said, smiling. "I wanted to come and see you earlier."
"Oh, David," said Lyta, smiling in her turn. She looked around, and for a single moment her eyes became black. She looked back at him and her smile returned, more relieved this time. She did not say the words, with either voice or mind, but her meaning was clear. We are safe now. We can talk now. "How are you?"
"Well.... I guess. Still alive, anyway. I meant to come and see you straight after the battle, but we had to return to Krindar pretty quickly. I wasn't sure if you'd be here."
"Oh, yes.... we were here. Whatever you said to him, it got the General riled up. He was determined to come and do what he could. And of course.... where he goes, I'm not far behind. The Vorlons don't want him hurt. Too much is riding on him."
"Are they still.... influencing him?"
"I don't know. I don't even know exactly what it was they did to him in the first place. But I can't sense any telepathic influence. I think they're just.... making him see what he wants to see. Half of what he's doing, he's doing himself."
"Good. Well, maybe not good. I don't know. I'd like to think this is easier to deal with.... if there isn't any.... you know."
"I think so. And rather you than me. How is Carolyn?"
"The same, I think. I'm talking to her a lot, like you said. I call her by name as often as possible, to remind her of who she was.... is. Half the crew think I'm insane, I've no doubt, but.... Will we be able to free her?"
"I don't know. I think that will involve bringing down the whole network, and whether that will free them or kill them all I don't know."
"Surely death's better than that."
"I think so. David.... if that ever happens to me, I'd prefer to die. Do you understand?"
He paused, and swallowed harshly. Then he nodded. "I understand. You can count on me." There was a painful lump in his throat.
She smiled. "It isn't going to happen though. This is almost over. Once the war is done.... there'll be a few years. A time to consolidate, to rebuild. I'll have time."
"To do what?"
"To get away. To find Sinoval. He's gone into hiding now, or so I can.... gather. But I can find him. He'll let me find him. He's the one who can do this, if anyone can. I think that's his whole purpose. They're afraid of him."
"Sinoval. You'll go and.... work for him?"
"Not work for. Help him. But not until all this is done. As soon as this is over, as soon as I get the chance, then.... I'll be gone. You probably won't even see me leave."
"Good luck, then," he whispered. "I think I'll miss you."
Lyta smiled. "You could come along. I'd like to have you with me." She paused. "I can't believe I just said that," she added.
"I.... I...."
"No," she said quickly. "It doesn't matter. I've.... got to go. Good luck, David. Stay alive."
"Uh.... yeah. You, too."
Stay alive. He intended to. After all, what else was there?
* * *
Durano read the document carefully, keeping his mind calm. Precision was everything. There was a human saying he had picked up over the years, one he had liked the sound of very much.
God is in the details.
It was called the Kazomi Treaty, that would formally end the war between the Narn Regime and the Centauri Republic, with provisions allowing both entry into the United Alliance. Ordinarily such a complex and involved piece of legislation would be the result of months of intensive negotiation, constant references to various Governments, meetings, give–and–take and numerous draftings.
The Kazomi Treaty had taken less than two weeks, and most of it had been drafted beforehand. It had been made very clear there was little room for re–writing.
Durano skimmed past the territorial provisions. They were unchanged, and were more than reasonable. All borders were to be reset to the period immediately before the conflict. Worlds captured by either side were to be returned to their original jurisdictions. All invading or occupying forces were to return to sovereign soil.
More than reasonable, given that the Narns had had by far the advantage in that area. They had taken several more worlds than the Centauri.
The military provisions were awkward, but Durano was an experienced negotiator and he recognised them as inevitable. Certain sensitive systems were to be classified as Demilitarised Zones, with no armed presence from either side. Certain other systems were to have limited military presences. Some stations and satellites were to be removed.
Also, and this would be the hardest to push through what was left of the Centarum.... there were strict limits on the Centauri Republic's military capacity. There was a similar provision regarding the Narns, but their limits were much.... less confining.
That was inevitable, really. The Centauri were to all intents and purposes the losing party in this war, and such provisions were only to be expected.
There were no orders for payment of reparations by either side. Durano knew several bodies back home would insist on payment from the Narns, but he also knew that one was dead in the water from the start, so he had not pushed it.
The Alliance was to convene a full and exhaustive War Crimes Tribunal into the entire affair, investigating rumours of atrocities on both sides. The former Lord–General Marrago was at the top of the list in that area, but there were some Narns named as well. The whole passage was vague and unclear, and that summed up the reason Durano did not like this treaty, not at all.
Oh, the peace treaty was reasonable, quite fair in some respects. Had Durano negotiated the document from the very beginning, he would have been more than pleased with his efforts.
But then came the provisions for joining the United Alliance, and everything went wrong.
The Centauri Republic was to commit a set proportion of its military to work alongside the Alliance fleets, in whatever capacity they were necessary. Anyone in command of that fleet would be subject to the authority of the United Alliance Council and its General, John J. Sheridan, including the Lord–General himself. Indeed, based on the wording of the section, were Emperor Mollari to lead a ship to the Alliance in this way, he would be subject to the Council's authority.
The demands on the fleet were extortionate. Durano was not a military man, but he had worked out that those demands, coupled with the limitations on military capacity, would leave many key areas barely defensible. Even the homeworld would be defended at minimum capability.
He read on.
The Republic was to have a permanent Ambassador placed on Kazomi 7 at all times - that would be me, Durano thought grimly. This Ambassador would have the same rights and responsibilities as all other members of the Council, and his vote - or that of his assistant were he absent for any reason - would carry the same weight as any other Council member.
The Alliance would have free rein and free rights of transport across all worlds, stations and colonies of the Centauri Republic. All official Alliance parties would have freedom to travel anywhere in Centauri space. Alliance investigators would be dispatched to all Centauri worlds, to investigate the details of the Shadow involvement with the Centauri.
A permanent Alliance observer would be placed on Centauri Prime and other key locations. This observer would have access to all records, papers and private meetings, however confidential. He would report directly and solely to the Alliance Council, and would not be bound by any laws of the Republic, or any authority of any individual within the Republic, up to and including the Emperor himself.
There was more, detailing levies to be paid to the Alliance, obligations to send further military capabilities if formally requested and so forth, but most of it was irrelevant. The early passages alone were an effective acknowledgement of the slavery of every Centauri man, woman and child to the Alliance.
Durano sat back, unable to find any loopholes. Whoever had drafted the treaty, they had known what they were doing. He was not sure if the Narn membership treaty had similar provisions, having been unable to read it.
He had spoken to the Emperor about the effects this would have. Londo had looked at him with dark, haunted eyes.
"Durano.... we are a defeated race. We are doomed, all of us. Sign it.... or none of us will ever see the light again."
Durano looked up, casting his eyes around the room. The Council members were here. Almost all of them. Some of them believed the provisions were exactly what the Centauri deserved, others that they were too much. Some clearly thought they were not harsh enough.
But which was which, that was the question.
He remembered his earliest and most influential lessons.
Trust no one.
And, God is in the details.
He signed.
* * *
"I cannot help you further."
Vejar looked up at his guest, and sighed to himself. He had tried very hard to cultivate a mystique, an aura of strangeness. Here he was, alone in his darkened chamber where he cast powerful magics and sorceries and, so some probably believed, drank the blood of babies.
Unfortunately, that mystique was ruined when people kept coming in for a talk and cup of tea all the time.
Not that he objected to David Corwin's presence as such. Sooner or later the man was bound to work out just who had been responsible for aiding him during the battle with the Fist of Darkness. It spoke well that it was sooner rather than later. Vejar sensed Corwin could be a powerful ally.
But he could not help now.
"I have done all I can at this time. To act further would.... draw more attention to myself than I would like, than I can bear."
"You helped me before."
"I did, yes.... and I should not have done that."
"I need to free her. I can hear her all the time. She's trapped somewhere in the heart of my ship, in constant pain, in agony, losing her mind! You can help me free her."
"Maybe I can, maybe I cannot. We have heard whispers about the Vorlons' 'network' for some time, but its power is beyond our own. How can I say I will not kill this.... Carolyn in the process of trying to free her? How can I say this will not draw the Vorlons down upon my own head? I have no wish to die.... not yet."
"Then you're afraid."
"Of course I am. If you knew what I know, you would be afraid too."
"I see. I am going to free her. You know that."
"I know you will try. You will probably fail."
"Well, at least I will have done something!"
As Captain Corwin left, Vejar sighed again. He did not want to have to turn him away, but the time was not yet right. The war was not yet over. The Vorlons had not yet moved in force.
"You're afraid."
Vejar had power. He could cast sorceries that few could even understand. He could summon demons, hex computer systems. He could kill with a glance. He was probably the most powerful mortal being on Kazomi 7, and even the definition of mortal did not truly fit him.
But yes, he was afraid.
When he thought of the Vorlons, how could he not be?
"It is easy for you to talk, Galen," he said softly. "You don't have a Vorlon only a few hundred metres above your head."
No, but Vejar knew that that would not stop Galen even if he did.
* * *
True love is like any addictive drug, he had read once, in that it is boring and yet dangerous at the same time. John Sheridan had little doubt that his feelings for Delenn of Mir were true love, but while he had plenty of evidence to justify the dangerous part of it, at no time had their relationship ever been boring.
He did love her, he knew that. He knew also that he had become something very different while he had thought her dead. It was as if he was a poor sinner who had found there was a heaven after all, only to be thrown out of it after a few, glorious months.
And now he was doubting if he would ever see heaven again.
He could not look at Delenn now without thinking of their son, their son who had died before he had been given even a chance at life, their son who would be the only child either of them could have. A dark rage filled him, a determination to seek only revenge. But on whom? All the people to be revenged against were gone.
"John," Delenn said softly, and as always a tremble went through him when he heard his name spoken in her soft, beautifully accented voice. "We have to talk."
He nodded, his throat suddenly very dry. "You're right. I'm.... I'm sorry.... the way things have been...."
"Hard, I know. But we are together now.... and we may never be so again. The last battle is coming, we all know it. We have both been far too lucky thus far. We may not be lucky again."
"Lucky?" he said with a whisper. "Good God, Delenn, how can you call what has happened to us luck?"
"We are both still alive. We have known great love. We have known good and loyal friends. We have endured hardship and adversity and we are both still here. We have both triumphed far more than we have failed. That sounds like luck to me."
"When you put it that way...."
"None of us knows how much time we have, John. We must think of the present first. John.... I am sorry about our son. If there had been any other way.... but there was not. You have to believe me."
"Sorry? Delenn.... I don't blame you." The lie burned in his throat. "I could never blame you. How could I...?"
"Still, I am sorry, and I always will be. I think.... sometimes I wonder if there was anything else I could have done...."
"Delenn, I don't blame you!" Each time he said it, the lie hurt more. "It is.... done. Delenn, I watched one woman I love collapse because of tragedy, and I couldn't do anything about it. I ran away from Anna because it was my way of coping with.... what happened, and because I was too busy running away I didn't see her destroying herself.
"I was running away from you as well, Delenn. I didn't want to face.... I couldn't.... but I don't want to run away any more. I love you, Delenn. I never want to see you hurt, or upset, or in pain again. I want to protect you and keep you safe from harm, and I know I can't, and that scares me and.... I'm sorry, Delenn, I just...."
Gently, she reached out and took his hand. Her skin felt so soft against his. "We do not have the future. We only have today. We love each other, and surely.... surely we can find a way."
"You're always so much better at this than I am," he whispered. "How is it you're so much better at this?"
She smiled. "I don't know," she said. "I am trembling so much I can barely stand."
"Then sit down."
Quietly, she sat down next to him. He put his arm around her, naturally, and held her close against him.
Then they kissed.
Today is all there is.
For tomorrow we die.
* * *
The arguments had been long and tortuous, and had grown heated on more than one occasion. Some, like Takier, preferred to remain autonomous. The Minbari had survived for centuries without asking for help from anyone else. Why should they do so now?
Tirivail recognised the necessity of a military alliance. The civil war had cost them all greatly, and the Minbari needed allies, there was no doubt about that. However, she questioned whether committing fully to the Alliance was necessary in itself.
Gysiner and Chardhay, speaking, as they often did, as one, reminded the Council that the leader of the Alliance was the Blessed Delenn herself. By joining the Alliance they would in effect be making her the leader of the Minbari Federation, as she should have been so long ago.
It was the votes of Kats and Lurna which had swung it. Takier and Tirivail had bowed, accepting defeat.
And so it was that Kats found herself standing in the Alliance Council Chamber, looking at the diverse members of the Council. Sinoval had told her a little of his meeting with the Council almost a year ago, and already it had grown larger.
With these people, she thought, there lies the power of half the galaxy.
Of course an Ambassador would be needed, and that had not been fully finalised yet. Many in the Council wanted Kats herself to take on that role, arguing that she was the most suitable. She had refused, not wanting to leave Minbar, and especially not wanting to leave Kozorr. Already she missed him, her heart burning.
But someone was needed to come to speak for the Federation in the opening meetings, to resolve the treaties and trade pacts and all the other necessities of diplomacy. Takier and Tirivail had brought the ships to aid in the final battle at Z'ha'dum, and Kats had come along as well.
She missed Kozorr, and she remembered their final night together before she left. She also remembered their final morning, as she had awoken to see him staring at the sunrise. She had gone to him, and they had spent the morning in silence, fingers brushing, looking over the new world that they would create together.
Then she had left, with no words spoken. None needed to be said.
Unlike now, when many words needed to be said. A great many words.
"Friends, Ambassadors, Council Members," she began, "as representative of the Grey Council and the Minbari Federation, it is an honour to be here, and an even greater honour to bring the Minbari Federation into the United Alliance of Races...."
* * *
We will send aid.
No, none is necessary. They will fight this battle themselves.
And if there is no battle?
There will be, a battle of words if not of weapons. They understand now.
They understand too much.
The war will be won. When that is so.... their understanding will avail them little. The war was that of the Enemy. The peace will be ours.
As you say. They will fight this last battle alone.
* * *
And so it was here, the largest fleet ever assembled in mortal memory. Drazi Sunhawks, Brakiri fighters, Minbari warships, Centauri and Narn fighters together, Llort, Vree, Gaim, Abbai.... and the fearsome Dark Stars.
On the bridge of the Agamemnon, Captain David Corwin looked around at his crew, and thought of the countless thousands of lives within this fleet, many of whom would not return. There was an old phrase he had heard once, a line from a poem perhaps, relating to a terrible war on Earth over three hundred years ago.
"When you go back, tell them of us and say, For your tomorrow, we gave our today."
He looked down at Kazomi 7. He thought of Mary, somewhere safe from all this fighting. He thought of Lianna, and her child, forever without a father. He thought of his parents, his brothers and sisters, all long dead. He thought, strangely enough, of Bester.
"Know what we are fighting for," he whispered.
He did not know what everyone else was fighting for, but he did know what he was fighting for.
The ships, as one, turned. Jump points opened, and the fleet moved for Z'ha'dum.
* * *
It was a dead world, at the end of space in a region filled with dead worlds.
A thousand years ago a fleet came here, and there was bloodshed and fire and shadow, as Valen led those who followed him into the depths of Z'ha'dum. It was said he uncovered the world's greatest secret there, although none knew what that secret was, at least none who admitted to knowing.
It was at Z'ha'dum that Marrain and Parlonn had met for the last time, in an epic duel that proved, for once and for all, which of them was better. It was there that Marrain had set a tomb for his fallen friend, and there that the seeds of his betrayal were nurtured and grew, although they had existed all along.
That tomb had long been sought and rarely been found. There were countless catacombs beneath the barren, wasted surface of Z'ha'dum, tunnels leading into the very heart of the world, and none knew them all. Not the Heart Guards, not the Drakh magi, not the Zener Flesh–Sculptors, not even the Pale and Silent King himself. There were whispers of course, rumours of what lay below. Drakh would occasionally enter the unknown and forbidden areas seeking knowledge and understanding. Few returned.
Less than a year ago, three mortals had travelled into the heart of the world. One had died, one had been recaptured and the third.... the third had disappeared. All three, in their own way, had discovered the greatest secret of Z'ha'dum, the one the Shadows reserved for the most trusted of their race. The Priests of the Fallen Midnight, the Heart Guards, and the Pale and Silent King. Not even the most trusted of the Drakh knew.
At the heart of Z'ha'dum, rested the Eldest. The First of the First Ones. The Father of All Darkness. The first living being in all the galaxy to reach sentience.
The name he chooses to use is Lorien, and he is not alone.
"You do understand, don't you?"
"Of course I do. I had.... how long.... to think about it?"
"A year or so by your standards has passed in the world outside. A little longer in here, I believe. It has been said by many that time does not work in the same way on this world as it does on others. They may be right."
"Time doesn't work the same way on a Monday morning as it does on a Friday night. I've had long enough."
"This part of it will soon be over. I had.... hoped there would be some understanding by now, but it seems I was wrong. A pity. It is a terrible thing when your children fight. I had hoped for something.... more than this."
"I'll do what I can."
"I was not talking about you. I very much doubt you will be a disappointment to anyone."
"Tell that to my father."
"You know where I will send you?"
"I know. I know who I'll meet when I get there, and what to say to him. And after that...."
"After that.... you will be on your own."
"I'll cope. How long will it take me to get there?"
"Ah, time again. Not long, I believe, although whether by my standards or yours I cannot be sure. Very little in this galaxy is certain in any way."
"Yes, whatever. I guess this is goodbye, then."
"Yes, it is. It has been.... interesting having you here. You have a most unusual outlook on things."
"You need to get out more if you think I'm interesting. It's been nice knowing you. We'll meet again, yes?"
"Oh, yes. Of that, I am very sure."
There was a blaze of light, and she was gone. The Eldest sighed and continued his long and lonely walk. Someone was waiting for him. One of those above had come to consult with him. He knew why.
"It is a terrible thing when your children fight," he repeated to himself.
The Shadow was there, on the precipice. It was larger by far than was usual, and the dappled grey and purple on its head bespoke its rank. Lorien rose through the mists of earth and air and appeared beside the Shadow. He did not always come when a pilgrim arrived here, but tradition was tradition, and times were changing swiftly.
Besides, this was the Pale and Silent King, and few ignored such a meeting.
Lorien pondered the origins of the name, and thought of the irony. Few understood the meaning now, and yet it was maintained anyway. For a race which thrived on change, the Shadows could be very traditional.
<They are coming,> the Pale and Silent King said. Lorien only nodded once. <They are coming, Eldest.>
"As they did once before. I remember the fighting well."
<This time will be the last.>
"You have survived before. You have been driven from this world countless times in the past, and always you returned."
<We returned for you, Eldest. Such was our bargain, in the dawn of ages, that we would guard you in your place of retreat. We will not be able to return this time. This time.... we will be lost.>
"All things change."
<Not our duty. Never our duty. We were to be their teachers, their guides. We were to show them the stars.>
"And yet they have made it to the stars on their own. Without you."
<No, Eldest. Their every action was because of us. Waking or sleeping, we were there.>
"And the Vorlons. They were there also."
<Yes. The Vorlons were there also. As they will be here. Their minds and their voices are coming here.>
"You have defence systems. You have ships. You can defend this world."
<No, Eldest. We shall lose. We shall be defeated. But we will die with pride. We will defend your home to the last, and in our deaths, all of them shall see the stars. Maybe even some of them will understand.>
"Even when you are all gone, you seek to manipulate them. As you say, you are lost. Why fight? What can this gain? The Vorlons will understand this too. A day will come when I will talk to the Vorlon Lights Cardinal in their ancient home and he will say the same things you have said. Their time is done. You chose to stay when the others left. All of you chose to stay. You must have known you could not stay forever. You must have known a time would come when you were not needed. That is change, after all."
<Some things do not change. Our duty does not change, and nor do you, Eldest.>
"A time will come when I myself must leave. Not now, no, but soon. I will join you all beyond the Rim, and see what lies beyond."
<We will die for you, Eldest. We have always lived for you, and now we will die for you.>
"That is not necessary."
<It is our duty. It is.... what is.>
"And you will be the last."
<As you were the First. Fare well, Eldest. We go to our deaths.>
Lorien sighed. Unnecessary. It was all so unnecessary. He had to remain here. He had to watch. The time was not yet right for him to leave. The Shadows believed that if he ever left Z'ha'dum, the entire planet would be destroyed. So did the Vorlons for that matter.
He looked up, and with eyes that were not in his head but in his soul, he looked through kilometres of rock, of city, of air, of sky, of star.
And he saw the ships appear in the skies above Z'ha'dum.
And he saw the Shadows make ready for them.
* * *
There was always that one, single moment of hesitation in battle, an instant when both sides stopped and thought. Such moments brought about either victory or defeat, and it was a wise leader who knew how to use them.
Both fleets moved, casually, slowly, circling around each other. The Shadow warships hovered above their ancestral home, the place of their duty, the place where their Pale and Silent King waited. They knew their duty. All of them knew their duty. And some of them knew only revenge.
You did not let us show you heaven.
So we will show you hell.
The Dark Stars hummed, the trapped souls within them focussing their minds and efforts at the commands of far distant masters. Through their eyes the Vorlons watched, and through their mouths the Vorlons sent their reply.
We will show them heaven. And we will show them hell. You are not needed.
Still the battle did not start. The Alliance ships continued to jump into view, taking up their positions, each ship according to their precise orders. Defence, shock attack, reserves. The whole plan had been evaluated, calculated, prepared.
The war was over. Now.
And still the battle did not start. Neither side moved. The Alliance could not know that the Shadows were arguing amongst themselves. The Vorlons did, and, sensing some final deception on the part of their ancient enemies, waited.
A message was sent to the Dark Star 1, flagship of the fleet, to General John 'Shadowkiller' Sheridan himself.
A reply was sent, and from the dead world of Z'ha'dum, there came a shuttle.
The Vorlons still waited.
* * *
He had stared into the face of death twice before in his life, and, through fate or miracle or chance or stubbornness or destiny, he had survived both times. He knew that this time he would not.
He walked with a limp, his every breath clouded with smoke. Things rattled inside him, things that should not be moving like that. Bright lights flashed before his eyes.
He remembered hanging there, in that dark room, tears rolling down his eyes as he looked at the body of his wife. They had killed her, with their experiments and their tortures. He had never hated anything before in his life, but he hated now. Oh, how he hated them now! He would sell his soul for revenge. They had taken his wife and his daughter, and maybe his son too.
And then something had moved, emerging from the darkness. He recognised the silhouette, and a curse rasped from his mouth. He wanted revenge.... but he could not move, not so much as an inch.
"Come back.... have you?" he had whispered. "What more can you do to me? Kill me.... If you have any mercy at all.... just kill me!"
"Oh no," said the figure, her cat's eyes dancing with pleasure. He knew her. Not a Minbari, no, but she might as well have been. "I have no mercy, and you aren't going to die. Not for a very long time. There are some people who want to meet you."
He shifted back to the present and saw the guards looking at him. He limped past them, moving as they directed. He had a mission to perform, his last mission for the people who had treated him well, the people who had given him a chance, not just for revenge, but also to do some good.
There were others who could have been sent, he supposed. People in better health than he was. Drakh magi. A Zener surgeon or diplomat. A Z'shailyl even. But they had chosen him. The Pale and Silent King had chosen him.... for this last meeting.
One last warning. One last message before everything collapsed into flames.
He could feel the presence of the Pale and Silent King in the back of his mind, illuminated through one of the Drakh mage–orbs. The Drakh armada might have been torn apart and scattered to the winds at Minbar two years ago, but they still had their uses.
As, apparently, did an old man. An old, dying man.
He remembered the flash of light that had seared his eyes and his mind. Welles was at his side, Clark before him, ready to unleash devastation on Proxima. One of them had moved, and then there had been a roar, a burst of energy, and the sound of Clark's body tearing apart.
He should have died then. The Shadows had been able to save him to get him off–world, but he still should have died. Not even the Zener could fully repair the injuries he had suffered, the pain the Vorlon's light had caused to his Shadow–enhanced body. He wondered if Welles still lived.
The Shadows had not been able to save him after all. The Zener had restored his sight and mended most of his bones, but there was little more they could do, especially with the lack of resources. He was a dying man, and he knew it.
But he had one duty to fulfill first.
The guards stepped aside, Narns mostly. The infamous Narn Bat Squad. A wry smile touched his face, as he entered the room.
General John Sheridan and the Blessed Delenn rose to meet him.
Former Ambassador David Sheridan coughed. "Hello, son."
* * *
We should fight.
No, there can be another way.
What other way is there? We should fight. The Enemy is beaten. We can destroy them. We can take their world. We can....
Why do they not fight now? There is some trick, some plan. The Eldest has been talking to them.
The Eldest will not betray us. He will not aid them.
When we own Z'ha'dum, we will ask him. We will serve him, and follow in his path. But for now.... he has chosen to live with them.
They were unworthy of him.
Yes. And see, they have been defeated. Let them have their last, little deception. They have lost.
So, what shall we do?
Wait. Still.
* * *
"Hello, son."
"Dad?"
Delenn straightened, looking at the man before her with calm eyes. He looked ill, broken and shattered. In one way he reminded her of Welles, in those last days. Knowing he was dying, but with an inner peace, an acceptance of what was to come.
Then she looked at John. He looked torn, stunned surprise meeting with a steely resolve. As far as she was aware, John had not known his father was still alive. Ambassador Sheridan had come to Kazomi 7 to negotiate a false peace treaty, and he had spoken with his son then. Delenn had passed that off as a fever–dream on John's part, not wishing to hurt him with the knowledge that his father was working for the Enemy.
She supposed he might have acquired that knowledge on Proxima, but she honestly did not know. Gently, slowly, she reached out one hand to brush against John's. Still he did not say anything.
David Sheridan was one of the people responsible for the death of their son, whom she had ironically and unknowingly given his name. She had chosen the name David because of Captain Corwin, not for John's father, but the name was there in any case.
She should hate him, but she could not. She had not hated Welles, and had forgiven him at the end. Hatred was not the answer, not to anything. She did not even hate the Shadows any more.
"I thought you were dead," John whispered.
"I should have been. The Shadows got me off Proxima just in time, and their scientists patched me up.... as well as they could. I'm still dying, mind."
"You could come back to Proxima," John said quickly. "Or to Kazomi Seven. Between all of us, we can probably find a way to heal you properly."
Ambassador Sheridan was surprised, and so was Delenn. She looked up into John's face, and found no sign of emotion there. Nothing at all. The sight scared her.
"Ah," the Ambassador said. Then he sighed. "No, I don't think that's a viable option any more. I made my decision, and I will stick with the consequences."
"You taught me that."
"Yes."
Another silence. Delenn tightened her grip on John's hand. His skin felt very cold. She made to speak, but John spoke first.
"Why are you here, Dad? What is this - some last threat or joke from the Shadows?"


"Nothing of the sort. A last parley, you could say. A last message."
"Well?" Delenn said nothing. She had an uncomfortable feeling she had heard a message similar to this before. You would not let us show you heaven.
"It's not too late, you know. Turn on the Vorlons. They aren't your friends. They're.... a relic of the past. Foolish notions.... but dangerous for all that. Join us, listen to us, ignore us.... do whatever you like. But don't work with the Vorlons, whatever you do."
"They have helped us," John said calmly. "They brought me back from death. They provided us with these ships. They've given us almost everything we've needed. They aren't perfect, no, and I'm not saying I trust them entirely.... but they've given us more reason to trust them than you have."
No, Delenn thought. They've given us no reason to trust them at all, and every reason to abandon them.
Ambassador Sheridan shook his head. "You don't understand." He paused, and then chuckled wryly. "Hah! They'll be telling you that in a few years. If they aren't already. They're fond of saying that. You don't understand. This time you really don't.... or maybe you do. I don't know.
"But I know this. We've lost. We admit it. We're done for, and this time there's no coming back. There's two ways to handle this. Unfortunately.... most of us chose the wrong one."
"You mean trying to blow up Kazomi Seven."
"Yes.... that was part of it. Revenge, you see. Scourge the galaxy. Too many believed that.... if you didn't want to listen to us, you shouldn't be allowed to listen to anyone. It wasn't just Kazomi Seven, you know. Centauri Prime, the Narns.... all over the place. Let the galaxy burn.
"But not any more. You know, I've spent my whole life indulging in diplomacy, working out factions, who they are, what they want, and it still hit me to learn that the Shadows are every bit as factionalised as anyone else I've ever met. The Vorlons will be too, I suppose. Some of them preached revenge, others hoped that we could get one last lesson through to you all before it was too late.
"The revenge faction lost a lot of prestige when Kazomi Seven survived. And Centauri Prime. They had at least one other plot in motion that I don't know about. Something to do with a legacy, but that doesn't matter. The Shadow leaders recalled all ships, all warriors and servitor races here. Ready for one huge battle.
"What you see out here isn't the half of it. We have more of those death clouds. We've got the Z'Shailyl, the Zarqheba, the Drakh magi, not to mention the defence grid. Maybe we could even win this battle, although I doubt it if the Vorlons get involved, but that doesn't matter.... because what would be the point?
"Look at you all. Everyone is stronger now, because of us. The Alliance would never have formed if the Drakh hadn't attacked Kazomi Seven. All of you are different now.... better, stronger. That was all we wanted to do. Make you stronger.
"I think it worked too well. It's been said the greatest joy in any teacher's life is to be surpassed by his pupil. No one on Z'ha'dum is saying that now."
He paused, and looked down. "There was a message from the Shadow leaders, from all those who didn't just want revenge.
"We wanted what was best for you all. We tried to show you the stars, and you rejected us. We tried to give you heaven...."
"And we cast you down," Delenn whispered. "Then, if we will not see heaven, you will show us hell."
He looked surprised. "You know? Then I suppose you already know what we are going to tell you now. We only tried to do what was right for you, and along the way we stumbled and fell.... but still we tried. When we are gone.... when you remember us.... remember the good as well as the bad.
"There. Now, I will go. If you will let me. I want to be on Z'ha'dum when the end comes. It is strange, but I feel more at home there than anywhere else since Earth.... Including Proxima."
"Wait! Dad!" John said. "Are you all just going to fight us then? Your planet killers, and your Drakh and your warships. You're all just going to fight now?"
"Yes."
"And you know you'll lose."
"Probably, we will."
"But you'll go ahead anyway? You'll kill God knows how many of us, and all your own people, and all those servant races who swore to follow you. You'll throw them all away?"
"What else is there? We cannot continue as we were. We can only fight."
"Can the Shadows hear you? Right now?"
"Yes. Their leaders can hear this through a Drakh mage–orb. There is something blocking it, some trick of the Vorlons, but the signal is still there. They would have to be much more powerful to shut down a signal like that completely, here, at Z'ha'dum."
"So their leaders can hear you?"
"Yes."
"Good. Dad.... how about coming for a little walk with Delenn and me? There are some things to show you. All of you."
* * *
Images from the End of the Age.

Tirivail of the Minbari - "I came to storm the gates of hell, to stand where the heroes of old stood, to fulfill their legacy, to become a legend and a hero myself. In a thousand years, I want my name remembered, I want there to be people following my stories, emulating my deeds.
"But I wonder.... what is the point? My father is Warleader now, my Clan leader, Satai. My sister served Primarch Sinoval. My brother died with honour. What have I done to match their deeds?
"I do not want to be forgotten. Not by anyone.
"And if I have to storm Z'ha'dum to do that, then so be it."

Kulomani of the Brakiri - "My father made trinkets for sale at market, little jewels, things that spun in the starlight of our world. He made them himself, with time and effort and skill. He taught me how to make them. He wanted me to follow his path, to pursue his dreams and not my own.
"I left, and joined the military. I wanted to see the worlds I had only ever heard of as a child, to see sunlight, and stars, to see Minbar and Narn and Earth and even the dead worlds at the Rim my people spoke of with such fear.
"My father died fifteen years ago, and I never spoke to him after he left. Soon it will be the Day of the Dead. I will return home, and talk to my father then when he returns to me. I will explain my decision, and tell him all the things I have seen, and I will beg his forgiveness.
"And if I die here, then I will return to my son as a shade, and explain to him all the things I have not yet said, all the things I have not said since he left to pursue his own path, far from my own...."

Ta'Lon of the Narn - "What is there to say? I fight because that is what I do. I have met the one I will follow all my life, until I am gone. He asked me to come here, to stand here at the end of his dream and watch the nightmare end, and so here I am. What else is there to say?
"Loyalty is a virtue, or so I was told. But more than that, it is what I am. Take away my loyalty to the Ha'Cormar'ah, and I am nothing. I have lost my eye, my friend, my parents in this war, but I believe these things were justified because he claims it.
"And if I for one single moment doubt that is so, then it all will be for nothing.
"So what is there to say? I will live or die at his word."

Lord–General Carn Mollari of the Centauri - "My father told me something once: that it was better to look to the future than to stare at the past, better to create our own society than live on memories of what used to be. His brother, on the other hand, was too busy dreaming of the golden age of our people ever to amount to anything.
"Now his brother is the Emperor of the Centauri Republic, his son is their Lord–General, and he died through madness and fire. He and I were never close, but I went to his funeral. It was.... expected by our society. I spoke there, which was also expected.
"And I told his spirit he was wrong. You cannot live for the future if you forget the past. Remember the mistakes of old, and make them right in the now. I've fought too many wars. I don't want to fight any more. I want to go home and serve my Republic and my Emperor, but I'll fight if I have to. Not because there is no other choice, although really there isn't, but because if I don't....
"Then who will?"

Daro of the Drazi - "What to say? Drazi attacked by Shadows, by servants of Shadows. Drazi ships destroyed. Drazi worlds destroyed. Drazi say, we fight back.
"Drazi members of Alliance, for now. While that is so, while Alliance fights Shadows, Drazi fight Shadows.
"Blessed Delenn says this will all be over soon, says no more Drazi will have to die.
"What will Drazi do then? When there is no one to fight, what will Drazi do?"

Flight–lieutenant Neeoma Connally of the Human Race - "Hard to believe I've seen all this, lasted this long, and I'm still alive. Sometimes I get dreams, bad dreams. I can feel them, whispering to me, reaching out for me, but they're just dreams. Show me anyone who doesn't have bad dreams at the moment.
"Oh, I can feel that orb you're carrying by the way. It's buzzing at me.
"Why am I here? Ah.... my father always believed in protecting the little guy, the guy who couldn't look after himself, who needed someone else to do it. He tried to do this by getting them all together, creating unions to stand up to the bullies. All he wanted was what was fair. My mother didn't really understand. She saw him threatened, beaten up. Our house was burned down once. He tried to explain to her, but I don't think she ever really understood.
"I did though. You can't back down from the bullies, because that only makes them stronger. You have to face them down, because all bullies are cowards at heart.
"That's all this is really. Standing up to the bullies. The bullies are just bigger, and there's more of the little guys. I'm going to keep standing up to them as long as possible. That's the thing, see. This will never be over. Oh, this war might, but there are always more bullies.
"It would be nice to have a bit of a rest though. And to stop having those dreams."

General John Sheridan, 'the Shadowkiller' - "Are they hearing all this?"

Ambassador David Sheridan of the Shadows - "Yes, they can hear all this."

General John Sheridan 'the Shadowkiller' - "Good."
* * *
Lorien had not gone far. He had been expecting the Pale and Silent King to return to him in time, and soon enough he was proved right. He usually was.
<We do not understand. The magi, the Priests of Midnight, the Flesh–Sculptors, the Heart Guards, the Seers of the Stars.... We all hear, but we do not understand.>
"Of course not," Lorien replied.
<What are they doing?>
"They are showing you all just what they are. It is a clever move, really. Very clever. They are people now, do you see? They are real people, just as you are. They are explaining their hopes and dreams, and in doing so they are proving themselves your superiors, because you do not have hopes and dreams yourselves.
"Do you not see? You tried to show them heaven. They already know the path there. Not all of them will make it, but they at least know which way to tread.
"They do not need you any longer. If they ever did."
<We will still fight for you, Eldest.>
"And still you do not see. They are strong enough without you. If you fight them, then you will truly have lost. Not just the battle, or the war, but you will have lost everything. You fought them to make them stronger, to make them fitter and wiser.
"But listen to them. You have made them everything they can ever be. You have done all you can ever do for them. Already there is one who is your image of perfection. I can feel him moving, and the others.... all living races have heeded your lessons and learned from them. There is nothing more to do for them now. They have learned all you can teach them.
"Fight them.... kill them.... and you ruin all that you have created. You will truly have lost then."
<Not all of them understand.>
"No, they all do. Most of them merely do not realise it yet. It will be a long and painful road for them, but eventually they will make it, and they will do so by themselves."
<Then.... we have lost.>
"As you were always going to."
<We have failed you, Eldest.>
"No, you only failed yourselves. And perhaps.... not even that. Continue to listen...."
* * *
As the Pale and Silent King watched, as the entire Shadow race watched, as countless vassal races and peoples watched, as the Eldest being in the galaxy watched, John Sheridan and Delenn of Mir sat down in a room with Ambassador David Sheridan.
"Very clever," Ambassador Sheridan said. He was wheezing loudly, but there was still a smile on his face. "Very clever. You learned well, John."
"It wasn't all my idea," John replied. "A lot of it was Delenn's." Ambassador Sheridan looked at her, and saw a hint of concern in her green eyes.
"The time for war is over," Delenn said softly. "We have fought too long, and where has it brought us? You have lost, and you know it. Why continue to fight?"
"What else is there? No.... you're right. We don't want to fight. None of us does. But.... you can't understand. They are an ancient race. They took on a noble goal thousands of years ago. They believed in it. They really did. And now....
"It's hard to admit your children no longer need you."
"We do understand," Delenn said. "We have learned a lot. We will take what you have taught us, and we will remember. We will not forget. We may even come to forgive. For myself, I forgive you all. For the others....
"You have seen who they are. You have heard them speak. There are countless others, and they all have their own dreams. They have families, loved ones. They are real people, not pawns for you to move around. There are countless more here for you to meet and talk to.
"Do you really want to kill them? They are the people you tried to create all along. You have achieved your goal. End this, and be proud."
"No," Ambassador Sheridan said, shaking his head. "We're not proud. None of us is. We made a mistake, far too many mistakes. But what else is there left for us? To live on forever knowing we aren't needed any more? To know always that we lost and.... they won!"
"There's no shame in admitting you're wrong," John said, and his father started. "There is only shame in knowing you are wrong, and carrying on regardless.
"You taught me that."
"I know. Ah, Lord help me, I know."
* * *
"Now do you see? Now do you understand?"
<We.... we are wrong. But what else is there?>
"The others have gone Beyond the Rim. There are whole new worlds and galaxies and wonders to explore. You stayed behind. It was for a noble purpose, but that purpose is over.
"Go. Go and catch up with them all."
<You will come with us, Eldest?>
"Not yet, no. I still have my duties to attend here."
<The Vorlons.>
"Yes. You have learned now what you needed to learn. They have not. Someone now needs to teach them. They need to understand."
<And then?>
"When they understand? Then we will leave. All of us. All those who stayed behind. We will pass this galaxy on to those who will follow, and we will hope they will have learned enough to do the same when their time comes. All things are a cycle."
<As you say, Eldest. We shall leave. And we shall wait for you.>
"I do not think you will have to wait long."
* * *
Ambassador Sheridan straightened suddenly, and sighed. "It's over. We're leaving."
"Leaving?" John asked.
"Yes. They're going beyond the Rim, leaving this galaxy for good. It's the only way. We can't stay behind, not knowing we've lost like this. You've.... reminded us all what we stood for once."
"What's going to happen to you, Dad?"
"The same thing that happens to us all. I'm going to die." He suddenly stopped, and cocked his head. A light flashed behind his eyes and he smiled, the shocked, euphoric smile of a poor sinner who has just found his way into heaven after all. "They're going to take me with them," he breathed. "They're taking me with them. I'm.... I'm going to see another galaxy!"
John smiled. "That's...." He swallowed. "I'll miss you, Dad."
"Not for long, John. I have.... a feeling you'll be joining us there eventually." He looked at Delenn. "Both of you."
She smiled.
"What are you going to do now, John?" he asked. "What next?"
"Rebuild, I suppose," he said. "Find a new cause, a new dream. Make right everything that once went wrong."
"Remember us, please. We.... we did a lot of terrible things, awful things, but we did some good as well. We tried to do good. When you do remember us.... please remember the good as well as the bad."
"We will," Delenn said.
He looked at her. "I'm sorry," he said. "For everything I did, for everything we did.... I'm sorry. I just want to let you know.... I'd be proud to have you as a daughter–in–law. Very proud."
He looked at John. "I'll be meeting up with your Mum out there. Lizzy too. And Anna. All of them. They've been waiting for me. We'll all be waiting for you.
"John.... take care."
"I will, Dad."
The two men embraced.
* * *
Words spoken by thought, words spoken faster than light.
- Should we not warn them about the Vorlons? The balance will be broken.
- No. This is our fight no longer.
(Pause)
- Besides, in a very real sense, they have already been warned. The messenger is out there. Our faith in him will not be misplaced.
* * *
Z'ha'dum, the world formerly asleep, now wakened, made to sleep once more.
From his place overlooking the great fissure, the Pale and Silent King commanded the recall of all Shadow ships, of all vassal races. All who wanted would go Beyond the Rim with them. The Drakh, ever ready to serve their Dark Masters, agreed to do so in the next galaxy as readily as they had in this. Some, like the Zarqheba and the Z'shailyl, wished to stay, and this was granted. The Shadows had no power in this galaxy any longer.
Technology was taken quickly from hiding places millennia old. Some caches were inevitably forgotten, but that was no longer an issue the Shadows concerned themselves with.
And they assembled, one by one, shimmering in space above their homeworld, now lost to them forever.
They waited on just one of their number.
<You will not come with us, Eldest?>
"No. I have a duty here. Remember me, though. I will join you eventually."
<We will always remember you. We served you as best we could.>
"I know. I have been proud to know you all. Do not think of this as a failure. In a very real way, for you, this is a victory."
The Pale and Silent King ascended to his personal flagship, surrounded by the Heart Guards and the Seers of Stars, and he led the Shadow race to the next galaxy.
Among their number, beside the Drakh and the Zener and their servants and emissaries and agents, David Sheridan looked down at the Alliance fleet.
"I am proud of you, son," he whispered. "I'll always be proud of you."
Then they left.
* * *
But first, there was one final conversation.
"It is over."
"Yes, it is over."
"You have won."
"Yes, we have won."
"Enjoy your victory. We will be waiting for you."
"Waiting for what?"
"For you to understand."
* * *
"So, that's a victory, hmm?" John said to himself, as the last ship left.
"The best type," Delenn said. "No one is dead, and we are all.... wiser. We have all learned something."
"So.... I think Dad said it best. What now?"
"We take control of Z'ha'dum. We will have to stop anyone stealing technology from it. We will have to bring all the races together, make sure all the wars are truly over. We have to keep the Alliance safe and secure and build a true foundation for the future.
"But first.... we can go home."
John Sheridan smiled. "Good idea."



Part 8 : Meditations and Introspections.



Thus ends the Shadow War, and thus begins the great peace, but it is a peace built on sacrifice and bloodshed and lies.  The terrible toll of the war is beginning to tear some apart, while others are already preparing for the future.  Sinoval has three most unexpected meetings.  David Corwin learns something about love and loss.  Talia Winters makes a terrible discovery.  And the Vorlons meet with the Eldest for the first time in a millennium.



All most of us have ever known is how to fight. Now.... we're going to have to learn something much harder. How to live.

Captain David Corwin.


* * *
And at last, after all these years, it was over. Not just one war, but all of them. All wars. All the wars that had been, that would ever be. They were all over.
The Shadows had gone, departed for a new life beyond the Rim. Z'ha'dum was a safe world now, one that would never again threaten the younger races of the galaxy. From far above the grim and dead planet, Vorlon ships waited, guarding the world, preventing anything from coming.... or going.
The Narn / Centauri War was over. Both races were now members of the United Alliance. Both races had ambassadors on Kazomi 7. The peace treaty had been signed. The borders had been fixed. Both armies would return home.
Above all, there was the Alliance. The United Alliance of Kazomi 7, protector of the galaxy, led by the Blessed Delenn and kept safe by the Dark Star fleet and their renowned General John Sheridan, the Shadowkiller.
The wars were over. All that remained was a little mopping up.
* * *
She had had a name once. A name that she sometimes still remembered, a name she sometimes heard in conversation. Her Captain spoke it to her often. She knew his name. David Corwin. He knew her name, but when he was not aboard her, she did not.
She was the essence of the Dark Star 3. The Agamemnon, one of the few ships of the Dark Star fleet to have a name. A name. It was not her name. It was the ship's name. There was a confusing separation there. Her name was not Agamemnon, she knew that, but it was the name of the ship.
Somehow, on some level, she was beginning to recognise that she and the ship were not one and the same. That spoke against everything, but when he was here, it made sense.
He was not here now. She could feel him, but not talk to him. He had been called away on a matter of some urgency. He was an important man, with many responsibilities.
Captain David Corwin. She knew his name. Once she had known her own, but the light had come, and had grown stronger and stronger. There had been screams within the light, and some of them she had been able to identify. Some of them she had even been able to name.
But now all the screams were becoming one. The network was consolidating. Those newly brought into it were losing their identities, their names, their faces.
She still had hers. A little. She had a name. She knew at least that much. She even knew someone who knew it.
The screaming all stopped, and there was silence. Total and utter silence. She looked around, seeing nothing but darkness.
"Captain," she said. "Are you there?"
<No,> said a voice, a voice that came from nowhere and everywhere.
She knew that voice. It was the voice of God. He was talking to her, His voice echoing throughout the silence.
<Your time is done. You are no longer needed.>
She meant to ask something, perhaps what was going to happen to her, perhaps what her name was, but she never had the chance. The light returned, brighter and more powerful than before, and it scourged everything from her, memory, mind and soul.
She died, in a sense, never recalling that her name had once been Carolyn Sanderson. In another, more real sense, she would be alive forever, with only the dark and silent void to mask her own screams.
* * *
It was a ship only of the dead, a place where a man who had striven all his life for greatness had faced his end, screaming to the heavens in defiance, promising revenge, pleading for mercy. It was a ship where the Enemy had sent one of their darkest, oldest and most powerful minions to destroy someone they had only ever seen as a tool.
It was the place where Sonovar had died.
The ship had been left where it was, a ghost ship to give rise to myth and legend. Maybe, in decades to come, young warriors would search for it, seeking it out as wanderers sought the Holy Grail, the Sathra Stone, the lost worlds of the First Ones and other legends.
He knew of the legends that would come, that Sonovar was not truly dead, that he would return when the time was right. His creed, wrought of inferiority and near–insanity, would rise again, and others would follow in his footsteps, dreaming of the day when Sonovar the Great would return.
So be it. The Minbari now carried their own destiny. Let them dream of lost heroes. That was their place. Besides, in one respect, they would be right. Sonovar was not dead.
Somewhere, in a wall in one of the oldest space–faring vessels in the galaxy, was a globe, within which raged a spirit, cursing the denial of his chance at reincarnation.
In a thousand years, he would return. There always had to be a balance. Sonovar did not understand that now, but he would. There was enough time for both of them to learn.
For now, this was a ship only of the dead. Which was fine, for it was the dead that Sinoval, Primarch Majestus et Conclavus, had come to meet.
He found the chamber where the final battle had taken place, where he and Sonovar had fought the undead monster the Shadows had sent against him. Sonovar's body lay where the last breath had left it, slumped in the corner, the wounds from the Shadow Beast still terrifyingly visible.
"You had decided for yourself by the end, Sonovar," Sinoval said softly. "You knew what you were, and what more can any of us ask for?"
He said nothing more. It was not Sonovar he had come to see.
He sensed the new arrival long before he heard or saw or smelled him. Sinoval had trained his five senses as well as anyone, and his perception was acute. Lately, however, he had discovered a new sense one of life and death, one of many minds speaking and thinking as one. The Well of Souls was a part of him now, just as he was a part of them.
Then came the smell, the smell of death. He knew who it was to be then, and straightened, his hand brushing against Stormbringer, his darkly forged pike. A soft warmth greeted his touch, one that he could sense even through the fabric of his glove.
"Greetings, Primarch," said the voice, one filled with age and understanding and great wisdom.
"Greetings, Forell," he replied. "Or would you prefer another name?"
Even without his new senses, he could tell that the thing before him was a dead body. He had been a warrior before he was a Soul Hunter, and he had been one of the best. Even a child could see that the wounds that marked Forell's body were fatal. Half of them would have been fatal. But still he moved, still he spoke, still a dark light shone within his eyes.
It was Sinoval's other senses that could detect the dark cloud hovering above the Minbari's body, sense the forces moving him, manipulating the husk for their own purposes.
For one, final message.
"Names are forgotten now," he said. "We are the nameless, the lost, the reviled. All we wanted to do was help them to the stars. How did you know to come here again?"
"I just knew."
A faint, revolting smile touched Forell's mangled face. "As we knew you would."
"You have a message for me, yes?"
"Yes. One last message.
"For millennia we tried to create people, to change the younger races for the better, to mould them and shape them and make them better, make them better in every way there is. We wished to show them the stars.
"The being we tried to create is you. You, Primarch, are a force of pure chaos, a bringer of anarchy. Where you walk, buildings crumble, cities die. You bring change. You brought change to your people, to the Soul Hunters, to Cathedral. You are everything we wished the younger races to be.
"But now we are gone. We are lost and reviled. Our teachings will not be remembered. Our ways will be forgotten. They have won.... or so they think. Let them have their brief triumph. Let them have their single few moments of cold, sterile, passionless order.
"We have you.
"Destroy them all. For us. For yourself. It does not matter. They tried to kill you. They will try to destroy your people. They will try to destroy the whole galaxy, by making them things they are not. There can never be order, never be the uniformity they demand! And in demanding it, their discipline will go so far as to leave only death behind. Only the dead are ordered."
"No," Sinoval replied dryly. "They aren't. Believe me. I know."
Forell smiled again. "You would. Well then, not even the dead are safe from them. You are the only hope now, not just for us, but for all that lives.
"Avenge us! Remember us! Help them all to the stars. Free them from order, before it kills them all."
"A galaxy of order will destroy all that lives, yes," Sinoval said softly. "But so would a galaxy of only chaos. Did you ever realise that?"
"No.... but now we do. Such is the prerogative of hindsight. After all, why do you think we left?"
"You have told me nothing I did not already know, and everything you have asked of me, I would do already. Maybe you made me too well. Or maybe I just made myself."
"Maybe. Well, our last message is delivered. Now we can rest."
"Wait! There is one thing I wanted to know. One thing you can tell me."
"Yes?"
"What is it like.... beyond the Rim?"
Forell smiled again, and in that one instant, everything changed. The hatred, the anger, the death.... everything was gone, replaced only by a child–like sense of wonder, a sense that even the oldest who lived could find something new.
"Beautiful," was all he said. "Truly beautiful."
Then the body slumped to the ground, dead once more. Sinoval smiled slightly, and turned to leave.
Once again, and for ever more, it was a ship only of the dead.
* * *
It was going to be a beautiful day.
The sun rose slowly, the sky becoming crimson, the land becoming alive again. A dead world, one devastated and torn and poisoned, was now coming slowly, ever so slowly, back to life.
Satai Kats saw the sun rise as she arrived back on Minbar, and she smiled. This world was her home again. It was the home of all her people again. It was the home of the new Grey Council.
For a thousand years they had remained among the stars, distant from their people, both literally and figuratively. No longer. The Grey Council were of the people now, and would be so always. They would work with the people, live and die with the people.
It was ironic, she thought. But after Kalain's purge, and the bombardment and the wars and all the grief and the loss and the torture, it was the worker caste who had changed Minbar. It was their philosophies and beliefs that had changed the Minbari people.
Oh, some of the warriors lived still, but Takier was the last vestige of an old way, and he knew it. Also, unlike many of his caste, he had accepted it. Tirivail and Lanniel were the new order of warriors, changed, stronger, wiser.
And, although no one mentioned his name, although he was reviled and hated, everyone knew who was responsible.
They called him the Cursed, but Kats would never think of him that way. Never.
Her heart soared at seeing her home again. Kazomi 7 was a wonderful place, filled with majesty and power and hope, but Minbar was her home. It was good to be back.
Of course, her good mood had more than just her return home to recommend it. Someone was waiting for her.
Her husband. Ah, that felt good, just imagining it. Her true love, her protector. Her husband, the man who had abandoned caste simply to be with her.
She knew exactly where he would be this morning. On the balcony of their quarters, watching the sun rise, marvelling at the joy of life. She wished nothing more than to be with him now, looking at their brave new world together, not talking in words, but communicating in ways for which words would never suffice.
She moved through their home quickly. There were servants, a concept she did not entirely like, but accepted. It was a noble position to work, was it not? She smiled at them, and shared a few words with each. She was not surprised to be told that her Kozorr was on the balcony.
The sun hit her eyes as she stepped out onto it, and blinked quickly. He was there, sitting still and silent, looking out across the horizon at their world. His leg had been crippled two years ago, protecting her, but he preferred to stand rather than sit where possible. Now he sat anyway. Once he would have been too proud to admit he needed to sit, and would have stood until his leg gave way and he collapsed.
Now he was different, changed. Both of them were.
She moved up beside him and knelt down at his side, looking up into his face.
He was still, and his eyes were staring directly at the sun, unblinking.
His hand was cold.
Somehow, she had always known this day would come. Sinoval had not told her everything, she had sensed that, but she had not wanted to ask, not wanted to know. Kozorr had been brought back to life surely that could not have been forever, but equally surely they deserved a chance at their new life.
Gently, Kats kissed his cold hand, and laid her head against it, looking at the sun until a cloud passed over it. Then she began to make preparations for the funeral.
* * *
The news of her death hit him suddenly and unexpectedly, completely out of the blue. It should have been over now. There should not have had to be any more deaths. Not one.
But this?
"I'm sorry, David," Lianna said softly. "It was just.... one of those things. She must have been feeling ill for months, but she didn't tell anyone. Not even me. We needed doctors and she just kept working. But.... then.... it was too late...."
"There's nothing.... nothing anyone can do," Corwin whispered. "Nothing."
Lianna shook her head. "She didn't even want me telling you, but.... You have a right to know, I think. It's too late now anyway. I got her a nice plaque on the wall. There isn't room for graves, you see."
"I understand. I'd.... I'd like to come and see it. If that's all right?"
"Of course it is. Why wouldn't it be?"
"Given the way we ended it. And well.... with Michael...."
Lianna shrugged. "Old news now. Not that I don't miss him, but.... No, I do miss him. every single day I miss him, but mostly I can get by. I'm even.... well, I'm seeing someone new. He's nice."
"Oh."
"Don't judge me, David. Please. It's been a year and a half now. Besides, Frank needs a father. Believe me. I know."
"I know. I wasn't. How is Frank?"
"Boisterous," Lianna smiled. "He's going to be a lot like his father. I can't tell whether that's a good thing or not yet, though. And you. I've been hearing things. Even all the way out here. The war never got to us, but you did. Mary read everything she could find about you, and insisted on boring us all with it."
"It was.... mostly over–rated."
"Come on. If even half of what we heard was true.... Well.... a lot of people owe you a lot."
"I didn't do half as much as I could have. It doesn't matter now. It's over. It's all over."
"The war?"
"Everything. It's going to be different now. Very different. All most of us have ever known is how to fight. Now.... we're going to have to learn something much harder. How to live."
"You'll be fine. It gets easier, David. Believe me. It never stops hurting, but it does get easier." Lianna paused. "Mary never stopped loving you."
"I don't think I ever stopped loving her. I'll.... I'll come over and see you and Frank as soon as I can. There's still a bit of mopping up to do over here. The Dark Stars are still going to be needed, but I think I can get some personal leave."
"You deserve it."
He paused. "Lianna. Have you heard anything about.... Bester?"
"No, not a word. People are saying he's dead."
"I don't believe that."
"No, me neither. I guess he'll come back when he's ready. Whatever he's done.... he never did anything wrong by me or Michael."
"I guess not. Look, I'd better go. Something's bound to come up soon that needs my attention."
"Yeah, probably. David?"
"Yes."
"Take care."
The signal ended, and Corwin stepped back from the screen. Slowly, each movement jerky and painful, he went over to his desk and pulled something out. It was a small box. He opened it. Inside was a wedding ring.
He had never stopped loving her, but sometimes love involved letting go. Right? He had told himself that a thousand times, and he had never hated her for leaving. Never. She had just seen her best friend's husband die in an ultimately pointless display of heroism, and she could not bear being with someone likely to die in the same way.
He had told himself the war would soon be over, and that when it was.... he would find her, go to her, and ask her again. He would give up being a soldier, give it all up and just live peacefully.
And now she was dead. Gone. Never to return.
He had seen some wonderful things, some terrifying things in his life. He had seen Z'ha'dum, Vorlon fleets, the terrifying presence of the Drakh, even Cathedral, a legend filled with beings who could save the dead.
And yet there had been no one to save Mary when she had died of a tumour. Something that mundane and banal. In a life where he had been threatened by Minbari, Drakh, Shadows, countless alien races, even his own people, to have the woman he loved die of something so.... normal.
He put the ring down. He could hardly believe it.
That was when the scream hit him. Light filled his mind and he fell, her scream echoing from every wall, from every sense. He could feel her pain, and he could feel her die.
"Carolyn," he whispered, as he slipped into unconsciousness.
* * *
This was unusual, unprecedented. Unique even.
The Well of Souls certainly thought so.
Sinoval had been standing on the pinnacle of Cathedral, looking out at the galaxy, thinking deep thoughts and formulating his plans. He was working out how much time he had to prepare, where to go to first. The war was over now. It would take time for the Vorlons to secure their control over the galaxy. He had time to be ready to resist them.
That was when he sensed the warning from the Well of Souls. It was not in words, more a feeling, but that did not matter. He could sense it.
Intruder.
Somehow, someone had got into the Well of Souls itself. No one entered there without the permission of the Well, without paying the price demanded, or without the permission of the Primarch himself. No Soul Hunter would dare go there unless summoned, and who else was there? Cathedral was in a dead system, hidden, walking on the edges of perception.
The Vorlons? Were they launching an attack this early? That would mean they had managed to find him so quickly, which he did not believe. The Shadows? Was that whole meeting with Forell some sort of gambit, a deception to set the seeds for revenge?
Or was this something else entirely?
Sinoval moved forward and stepped off the pinnacle. Nothingness welcomed him as he fell. He shaped it to his will, much as the whole of Cathedral was so bound. He was now the master of Cathedral, the voice of the Well of Souls, as the previous Primarch had been before him.
Space shimmered around him, hyperspace moved, and he could see the sparkling lights of the million spirits that made up the Well of Souls, an entity constructed of the last remnants of the first race of the galaxy, of those they collected. A memorial to pride and sin and mistakes.
And also, howling just beyond the horizon, were the monsters of the other world. Beings cast out and banished from this reality, kept in their own dimension, just waiting for an opportunity to break through.
A problem for another day, if ever.
The vast chamber appeared around him as Sinoval alighted gracefully. He could see the sparkling lights of the soul globes, feel the souls within them. Not trapped, not prisoners. They were free, more so than anyone he knew.
"Are you there?" he asked, knowing full well the answer. He was still not experienced enough to have fully adjusted to the other ways of speaking.
We are always here, came their voice, a multitude of voices and languages and thoughts in one.
"There is someone here. An intruder." There was little point in looking manually. The Well was infinite, or practically so. It was shaped by the wills and desires of those that had given it form so long ago. Much easier to find this intruder by asking the Well itself. "Where?"
Always here. She came by invitation, by ancient right.
"What right?" Sinoval asked. There was a great deal about the Well he did not know. Although theoretically the entire Well was open to him, he could immerse himself in it until every star in the galaxy died and he would still not know everything.
The First sent her here. To talk, Primarch. To talk with you.
"That would be my cue, I think."
From nowhere, or perhaps from everywhere, a human woman appeared. She was tall, with long brown hair. Sinoval supposed she would be considered pretty by humans, except for the scars adorning the side of her face and the hideous damage to one eye. She was dressed in a simple human uniform of grey and black, and seemed unarmed.
Of course, appearances were often deceptive.
"And you are?"
"A messenger. Or an ally. Maybe a friend, that I don't know yet. God knows I've no reason to like you.... but the past is over, hmm? I've got a message for you."
"I am listening."
"You're doing this the wrong way."
"Doing what, exactly?"
"This. All of this. Let me see if I get this right. You want to bring down the Vorlons, yes. You want to defeat them, cast them down, sow their ground with salt, blow their planets apart from space. You want to destroy them."
"I want to destroy them, yes. This is not their galaxy any longer. What they are doing is wrong."
"Right, dead on in fact. But why is it wrong? Because it's only half of what's there. They lie and they deceive and now they think they've won, but they haven't. They'll destroy everything they're trying to save and not realise what they're doing. Their balance is gone now, gone for good, and it won't be coming back. Everything's skewed.
"That's where you come in.
"You're going to build an army, right? You've got the Soul Hunters, you've got this insanely cool flying castle here, you've got a hidden planet somewhere full of Vindrizi. You're going to put together an army and challenge the Vorlons.
"It won't work."
"Why not?"
"You can't beat them with weapons. All you can do that way is kill them, and that won't work. You'll just replace them with something worse. Maybe even yourself."
"I have no wish to rule. Not any longer."
"You say that now. Hell, people can change. I certainly have. You have to change your thinking as well. This isn't a war you can win with weapons. Oh, they'll be a part of it, but they aren't it. You need the truth. The Vorlons aren't necessary any longer. All of us, all the younger races.... we can make it to the stars on our own. We don't need them.
"Of course, that would sound a lot better if I'd worked it out for myself instead of being told it by someone even older than the Vorlons, but what are you going to do, hmm?"
"I'm going to listen to you, it appears. So what do I do next?"
"Gather allies. Narn, Centauri, Drazi, Minbari.... even us. Tell them the truth. Tell them we can do this by ourselves. Once enough of us know, and believe, then there won't be a thing the Vorlons can do about it. Not one single thing."
"Believe it or not, that was exactly my plan. I may not be as military–minded as you or the First seem to think."
She shrugged. "Ah, well. There you go. Looks like I was a little redundant after all."
"I wouldn't say that. All alliances have to begin somewhere after all." Sinoval extended his hand. A human gesture, but one whose meaning he understood, and even respected after a fashion. "You know who I am."
"Oh, yes." She took it. "I'm Susan Ivanova. Nice to meet you."
* * *
"David, I'm sorry. What can I say? We examined the Dark Star Three and.... there was a fuel line rupture. It could have gone undetected for years, and it really couldn't be fixed. We decided it was better to.... well, scuttle it. We did tell you."
"No, John. You didn't."
John Sheridan sighed. "I'm sorry. We did send a message to you. Something obviously happened. Look, I'm sorry, but you saw a lot of action in that ship. It was bound to happen. I know how.... attached we can get to our ships sometimes. I felt the same way with the Babylon. Look, the new Dark Star line will be ready in just a couple of months. I'll guarantee you the first one we get. And your crew as well. What do you say to that?"
What could he say? He could still hear Carolyn screaming. He would always hear her screaming. She would scream forever, her soul, her mind, her personality absorbed into that terrible network.
And now more Dark Star fleets were coming. More trapped telepaths. More nameless screams.
"David, I've got to go. There's a meeting with the Drazi Ambassador any minute now. They want increased patrols around their border. Something about the Streib. They're a bit.... touchy at the moment. God knows, it took Delenn long enough to get them to change their mind about taking Kazomi Seven back. I'll talk to you later."
The signal ended, and David reeled back. Carolyn was still screaming.
There was nothing wrong with the Agamemnon. There had never been anything wrong with it. And to scuttle a ship without even informing its captain! No, that was wrong. That was all wrong.
We decided it was better to scuttle it.
Who was 'we'?
"What was the point of this?" he whispered. "I couldn't save you, Carolyn. I told you I would look after you.... and.... I lied. I told you....
"I couldn't save you.
"Just like I couldn't save Mary."
What was the point of it all? All that fighting, all those deaths. He could see them all. Mary and Marcus and Michael and Susan and Carolyn and his parents and family and friends and home.
And why? What the hell was it all for in the end?
His hand touched something cold and hard. He looked at it.
It was his PPG.
He had loved Mary, and all she was now was a pile of ash and a plaque. If he hadn't been fighting this war, he could have been with her. They could have had this last year–and–a–half together. Maybe he would even have noticed her illness. Maybe he could have done something.
Maybe he could have saved her life. Maybe they would still be together.
He could see her in front of him.
Maybe they could be together again.
She was trying to tell him something, but he couldn't hear her. Carolyn's screaming filled his mind.
"I love you," he sobbed, his body racked with pain. The weapon felt so solid in his hand.
Maybe they could be together again.
No one needed him now. No one. Nothing. Mary was gone. Carolyn was gone. Susan was gone. John was a stranger to him now. Delenn was safe, with her own life and her own mission.
No one needed him now.
"I love you, Mary.
"I'll be with you soon."
He raised the PPG to his head.
* * *
The voices had almost stopped now. In fact they had stopped dead as he set foot on the hard ground of his new home and looked up at the sky.
He could feel its fear now. It was afraid. The Vorlons were here. The Rangers were here. The technomages were here. They would destroy it if they found it.
But they would not. He would protect it. It was a part of him now.
He found himself missing Centauri Prime already, but he had had to leave. He had to come here.
Lennier walked forward, looking for the Ranger Headquarters. He had been away from them for a while. It was time to serve his calling again.
* * *
The gun jerked upwards as it fired. There was a blast of heat and he fell backwards. The muscles in his hand loosened and the PPG fell to the ground.
David stood up and looked around. Lyta was standing in the doorway. She took a step inside and the door closed behind her.
"They're trying to kill you," she said simply.
"What?" Tears streaked his face, but he didn't notice them. For the first time he could see something new, and she filled his vision. She was the only thing he could see.
"They're trying to kill you. They're trying to make you kill yourself. Don't let them win, David."
"Who...? Why would anyone try to kill me?"
"The Vorlons. David.... the war's over. They're trying to mop up loose ends. That's all you are to them now. A loose end. You.... think too clearly. You have too much compassion. You're a potential threat to them, and so they want you dead."
"They killed Carolyn. They destroyed my ship and they killed her."
"I know," she whispered, moving up close to him. A spasm of pain flashed across her face. "I felt it. She was too independent. She knew her own name, and that was too much for them."
"Then it was my fault," he whispered. "What they did to her was.... my fault. If I hadn't talked to her, hadn't tried to.... free her, then...."
"No!" she snapped. "It was not your fault. It would never be your fault. They are the ones who stuck her in there. They are the ones who killed her. They're the ones who tried to force you to kill yourself. And they're the ones who are going to stick me in that damned network of theirs if they get the chance."
"You? Lyta, get out of here! Now! Don't let them...."
She put one finger on his mouth, silencing him. "I was going," she said. "I was. Then I.... sensed your pain. I sensed what they were doing to you. I couldn't let them kill you. So.... I came back. I couldn't let them kill you, David. We'll need you. All of us will. You are a good man. Don't let them win."
"What was the point of it all, Lyta? All that fighting, and for what? How are we better off than we were before?"
"We aren't.... but it isn't over yet. The war, the true war, isn't over. I'm going to find Sinoval. I'm going to join him, and help him as much as I can. He's the only one who scares them. He's the only one who can...."
"Lyta.... someone I loved died recently. Was that them, too? Was it just a coincidence I learned about it today?"
"It may have been," she whispered. "They'll do whatever is necessary to get what they want."
"I can't bear this," he cried. "Another war! I just want it over."
"So do I," she said softly.
Then she kissed him.
* * *
"After all this time.... I can hardly believe it."
Delenn smiled. For as long as either of them could remember, they had known only war. It had begun over a decade and a half ago, and those years had been marked by suffering and loss and heartache. Both of them had lost far too many they loved. She had said goodbye to Draal, Neroon, Jenimer, Dukhat, her father. He had lost his entire family, so many friends. Both of them had lost their son.
And now it was over.
"What will we do now?" she asked, still smiling.
John looked at her. "Hmm?"
"Well.... we now no longer have the entire galaxy to save every morning before breakfast, so we will have to find something else to occupy our time. No doubt it will be very boring."
He smiled with her. "I think boredom is something I can get used to. It'll be a change if nothing else, but I don't think we can start planning a glorious retirement just yet."
"No. After all, we do have to rebuild everything that was destroyed."
"And make it better this time."
"Exactly. We have an opportunity to make everything better this time around. But I don't think the galaxy will begrudge us a little time to ourselves. After everything we've done, we deserve a little holiday."
"And what to do with all that free time, I wonder?"
John suddenly turned serious. "Delenn, I.... I know that things have been difficult, but it's all changing now. I can feel it. Everything will be better now, and.... We've both got the rest of our lives ahead of us, and I....
"I'd like to spend that time with you. I'd like to spend as much of my time as I can with you."
She smiled again. "John.... nothing would make me happier."
* * *
They came like thieves in the night. It had taken them a long time to find him, longer than they had anticipated, but ultimately he was one of theirs. And waking or sleeping, telepaths were never far from their creators.
It was a secret station, hidden in a dead area of space, a place where Alfred Bester could watch and wait and gather allies. He had pitifully few allies and far too many enemies, but he had accepted that state of affairs with necessary stoicism. He had burned far too many of his own bridges to cry about it now.
Ah, but victory.... if he had only won that desperate gambit, then the galaxy would be a very different place. He had failed, yes, but it was a failure such as few even dreamed of.
And he had been content to wait. The war was raging, Shadow against Vorlon, Chaos against Order, Darkness against Light. While it raged, he would be safe. When it finished, the victor would be free to look for the dark secrets of that bloody war.
He had prepared, but flight was the only real plan at the moment. He should have fled even deeper into the unknown, into hyperspace itself, to the Rim, to any number of dead worlds the Corps had discovered.
But he was waiting. Waiting for one last arrival, one person, without whom life meant nothing.
And then the Vorlons had found him, before she had.
Talia came across the dead space station Laton after months of searching, following half–forgotten memories, whispers across star systems and the dreams of dead men. She had heard a little of what was happening in the galaxy, and had been pleasantly surprised to learn of Dexter's successes on Proxima. But always her mind was on Bester.
And she was too late.
Laton was dead, destroyed, everyone on board with even a hint of telepathic ability taken. Talia remembered the screams of those trapped in the prisons of light and she shuddered. There could be nowhere for her to run now. Nowhere. That would be her fate now, an eternity of agony and slavery.
But even ancient races can make mistakes. Even Vorlons have sins, and the greatest of these is arrogance.
There was one person on that station still alive. Talia followed his plaintive psychic calls for help. He was wounded, badly, but he still lived. She spent weeks keeping him that way, missing the New Year, missing so many things. When he was fit enough, he told her what had happened.
He told her of the sudden attack from nowhere, of the sheer agony that had engulfed every telepath on the station, of the creatures that had attacked them all, indestructible, awesome, terrifying.
He told her how the others had been taken. All of them. Jason Ironheart, Harriman Grey, Matt Stoner, all the others. Even Alfred. He told her of Alfred's last instructions to him, a whisper in his mind that he could not forget.
And then he asked her what they were going to do.
Talia thought about this for a few seconds, and then looked up. "We're going to get them all back. We're going to bring that network crashing down around their heads and free everyone trapped in it, and then we're going to destroy every single one of them."
Ari Ben Zayn did not hesitate. "Good," he said simply.
* * *
It was a place where the damned went to die, where the lost gathered to start at shadows, where the friendless, the alone, the forgotten.... where all of them could be found.
It was full now. There were many lost after the wars, the deaths, the pointless, constant killing. Criminals, refugees, bounty hunters, the just plain unlucky.... they were all here.
There was an inn, of course. Oh, different races might call it different things, but it was a place where the friendless went to drink themselves into blissful oblivion. The owner was a huge, one–eyed Drazi whose only words were the price of each drink, and who heard nothing but the orders.
The inn had no name. The world had no name. Most of the patrons had no names. It was that sort of place.
In the corner, in an area every bit as shadowed as the rest of the building, a man sat, drinking painful memories along with his lukewarm brivare. The vintage was surprisingly good, the memories still painful.
Her blood had been so bright, her eyes so dull. He would never hear her speak again, never hear her laugh, never stand at her wedding or watch his grandchildren play. There was so much he had never told her, and so much he never would.
He couldn't even go to her grave, to stand there and talk to her spirit. His Emperor, his best friend, the man to whom he had sworn his life.... had exiled him forever from his home.
Once he had been Lord–General Marrago, in charge of one of the mightiest war fleets in the galaxy. Now he was no one, one of the lost. No title, no name, no House, no family, no friends.
No one.
He wondered idly whom the Emperor had made the new Lord–General. He hoped it would be Carn. He was young, but he had talent and conviction and a certainty of what was right and what was wrong. He would be a good Lord–General.
On the other hand, the Emperor could have picked anyone, anyone at all, if he was even still alive. If Carn was still alive, for that matter.
It would not be difficult to find out. Information, along with alcohol, was the thing most commonly available here, for the right price, and the simple name of the Centauri Republic's new Lord–General would not be difficult, confidential or even hard to discover.
It was just that he did not want to. That life was behind him now. Let his successor have all the luck in the galaxy. He would need it.
He looked up sharply as three people arrived at once. Groups were rare here, and usually meant trouble. Anyone with friends was not the sort of person likely to end up here.
Two Narns and a Drazi. Neither a race likely to feel any affection for him. He had after all been responsible for leading the war effort against the Narns for three years, enlisting Shadow aid to do so, and in his younger days he had led assaults on the Drazi more than once.
It could be nothing. It could be absolutely nothing. Or they could be after someone else. Ninety percent of the entire planet's population must have a price on their head (or other appendage) for some reason or another. Bounty hunters were hardly unexpected, and they received little help here. Today's informer could be tomorrow's information, after all.
But there were always some too far gone to see that.
Slowly, trying not to attract undue attention, Marrago rose from his seat and shuffled towards the back exit. Naturally there was a back door probably six or seven, but he only knew of the one. He made a point of walking slowly, trying to hide his usual arrogant stride a legacy of the Court, that. He also hunched himself over, his cloak over his head. Look like no one. Attract no attention. You are no one. No one at all.
He reached the back door, stepped outside into a cold, dark alley, and walked directly into a tall, finely dressed Centauri. For a moment their eyes met, and the Centauri smiled.
"It is you. My my, how the mighty have fallen, yes. From Lord–General to.... this."
"Durla," Marrago whispered. A former Palace Guardsman, dismissed years ago by the late Emperor Turhan after some scandal or another. His was a face Marrago had always remembered, a man consumed by ambition, a man he had always expected to see again one day.
Just not like this.
"The Emperor has put a price on your head, old man," Durla said. "A large price, for crimes against the Republic. As a dutiful servant of the Republic and the Emperor, I am honoured to be able to serve him in this matter."
"I'm gone and forgotten, Durla," Marrago whispered. "Leave me be and let me die."
"Funny, those are almost exactly the Emperor's orders.... except I was to hasten the death. He wants your body cold at his feet."
That was not Londo. Marrago knew that much. That was the Vorlons. Them and their human puppet. Londo had risked a lot getting Marrago off Centauri Prime. He had given him a head start, that was all.
"I found three individuals most agreeable to a deal," Durla continued. "None of them likes me very much, but they like you even less. Besides, they will have all the price on your head between them. I am not working for money, but for the good of the Republic."
Durla leaned in close. "I heard your daughter was killed. A pity. She was always very pretty. Did she look so pretty when she was dead, I wonder, her body cut apart? You know what they say in the capital, on the homeworld?"
"What?" Marrago whispered. His breath was hard and cold in his chest. Lyndisty.
"That you killed her."
Marrago moved, his spirit commanding what his aged muscles were willing to do. He grabbed Durla's throat and squeezed, hauling the former Guard into the air. Durla choked, but reacted quickly, kicking out. His boots caught Marrago's knees and ribs, and pain flared in his body, but he did not let go.
Something exploded in his back and he stumbled forward, his grip slackening. A second blow crashed onto the back of his skull, and he fell to his knees.
Looking up, he could see the Drazi and the Narns standing above him. They looked even larger from this perspective.
"The friends I told you about," Durla said. "They will be paid very well for this, but that is only secondary. They hate you. A lot. Much more than I do. You are nothing, old man. Nothing and no one, and we'll drag your body back to the homeworld and toss it into the lime pits next to your whore of a daughter. And I.... shall be recognised in my Emperor's sight again."
A boot crashed into Marrago's rib cage. Another one came down, but he reached up and caught it, pushing the Narn backwards. His strength was ebbing, sapped away.... but he could not die here. He could not.
Lyndisty, I'm sorry. I should have protected you better.
He was suddenly aware of someone else nearby, a cold presence and a stark, painful smell. Marrago had been on hundreds of battlefields and he knew that smell intimately.
It was death.
His attackers had sensed the arrival as well, and they turned. Taking this advantage, Marrago rolled to his feet, his body protesting, but his will, as ever, pre–eminent.
The stranger was tall, dressed in black robes and a hood. He carried a long pike, a Minbari weapon, but this blade was jet black.
"Whoever you are," Durla began, "this has nothing to do with you. Go...." He stopped. He could sense it as well, and he took an involuntary step backwards.
The bounty hunters moved forward, and the stranger met them. His pike flowed in his hands as if it were water. Marrago knew little about the Minbari denn'bok, but he could recognise a master when he saw one.
He turned to Durla, who had drawn his kutari. As Marrago moved, Durla executed a near–flawless thrust, cutting badly into his side, but still the former Lord–General kept coming. Seizing Durla's sword arm, he broke it in one swift move, the lessons of his training strong in his mind. He had fought alongside Londo and Urza and they had learned unarmed combat together. All three had been strong with the kutari, but only Marrago had mastered bare–hand fighting.
Evidently so had Durla, although of a much rougher style. Ignoring the pain of his broken arm he lashed out with his fingers, aiming to gouge out Marrago's eyes. Moving quickly, Marrago caught his arm and pushed his opponent back. His foot moved forward as he curled his leg around the retreating Durla, toppling him to the ground. Durla struggled to rise, but Marrago's kick caught the side of his head, and he went down.
Marrago grabbed Durla's fallen kutari and spun round, only to see the stranger effortlessly take down the last of his attackers. He moved forward, stepping over the bodies.
"Thank you for your help," Marrago said softly. "It was uncalled for.... but welcome."
"My motive was not entirely altruistic." He spoke Centauri with a near–perfect accent, only a little strong on the vowels, a slight clipping at the end of the words. "I came looking for you, Lord–General."
"Then you found the wrong person. I am no one."
The stranger reached out and touched Marrago's arm. Warmth flowed through the harshness of his glove and Marrago stepped back. The pain.... all of it was gone. The frantic beating of his hearts, the burning in his lungs, the cuts, the bruises.... all of it gone.
"Who are you?" he asked.
The stranger partially lifted his hood. Dark eyes met Marrago's own, eyes so impossibly dark he felt he could see infinity within them, stars shining deep within a pool of eternity. The edges of a Minbari headbone could just be seen, but in the centre of the forehead nestled a jewel, incandescent with a myriad of colours, within which he could see....
.... souls?
"I believe you know who I am," he said.
"Yes," Marrago said. "I know who you are. Why did you help me?"
"I need something from you, and I can give you something in return."
"There's nothing you can give...." He stopped, whispered legends coming to him. "Can you bring her back to life? My Lyndisty? Can you bring her back to me?"
"No," he said simply. "None of us was there when she died, and in any event, we are not Gods. The universe alone can create life. We merely extend it. She will return of her own will, in her own time, when the time is right. But I can give you something else."
"What?"


"A purpose. A cause to fight for, and an opportunity to free your world, your people....
"Your Emperor."
"Why do you need me?"
"You are one of the greatest tacticians alive. Perhaps the greatest. And you are lost and alone. I am a leader and I am a general, but I cannot do everything. You can do a great deal.
"Besides, what is the point in fighting a war for myself alone? I need to fight it for everyone, and that means everyone will have to fight alongside me. You would be a good start, Lord–General."
Marrago stepped back, flexing Durla's kutari in his hand. The weight was just right, it was a finely–balanced, expertly crafted blade. His had been almost as fine, but he did not have his own any more. He had broken it with his own hands before leaving Centauri Prime. Then, he had thought he would never need to kill again.
Now, it seemed he would have to.
He looked down at Durla. He was not dead. Marrago knew he would not kill him. Durla was merely trying to serve his Emperor, and his Republic.
All that Marrago himself had ever desired to do.
"I will help you," he said simply.
"I never had any doubt," replied Sinoval the Cursed, Primarch Majestus et Conclavus.
* * *
Lyta waited until she was sure David was asleep, and then she rose and dressed quickly. There was not much time. Ulkesh would soon notice her absence, and she had to be gone from Kazomi 7 before he did.
She should not have stayed. She should have gone as soon as she could, and left David. He would have died, yes.... but how many more would die if Sinoval did not stop the Vorlons? She should have left him.
No, she couldn't have done that. He was a good man, the only really good man she had known since.... Marcus.
It was strange. Marcus had broken down the walls of cynicism and sarcasm she had built around herself with his simple belief in what was right. Then he had died, and she had despaired of finding anyone like him. How strange to find such a person here.
David, in his own way, would do just as much good here as she would with Sinoval. It was no wonder the Vorlons wanted him dead.
Gently, she kissed him, and entered his mind. "Forget this," she whispered. "Forget all of this." She had to go, fading away like a whisper in the night. None of them should remember her, not David, not Delenn, no one. She must leave nothing behind that the Vorlons could use to follow her.
He stirred, and muttered something in his sleep. She hoped he would have pleasant dreams, but somehow she doubted it. A lot of people would have a lot of nightmares in the years to come.
She left David's room and stepped out into the corridor. She had a meeting with Captain Jack in one of the hidden places he knew so well. She was late, but she knew he would wait. He did not know entirely why he was waiting, did not even know that she was the one who had hired him. And when he had taken her away from this place and returned, he would not remember a thing about their journey.
Kosh had done a lot to her. Sometimes she doubted whether she was even entirely human any more, whether she was any more human than the screaming souls in the Vorlons' network.
She walked quickly, keeping to the shadows. A few people saw her. Some were awake even now, and on a planet with as many different races as Kazomi 7 it was inevitable some would be nocturnal. She saw Brakiri merchants haggling good–naturedly, Minbari workers looking into the sky or meditating at the places where Valen had preached, a few drunken Drazi and triumphant Narns.
Few of them saw her. Their eyes just.... slid past her. None of them would remember she has passed this way.
She was near now, she could feel it. It would be morning soon, sunsrise in less than an hour. Captain Jack would wait until sunsrise and then leave, puzzled at why he had been waiting at an abandoned spaceport all night. She had enough time.
She was outside the city now. Almost there.
A shadow fell over her, and she turned, her heart quickening. Not now! She was so close!
Ulkesh looked at her, the wind singing in her mind.
* * *
It was dark, and they lay together, the heat of their bodies warming them in the suddenly cool night. They held each other tight, both afraid that if they let go, they would never find each other again.
It was John who broke the comfortable silence. "You know.... I've been thinking."
"Hmm?" Delenn muttered in reply.
"We need somewhere new.... a symbol of the new age, a place of.... I don't know. Something free from all the old associations. Everywhere we have is old, touched by bad memories. We need somewhere new."
"Such as?"
"Well.... Kazomi Seven carries all the memories of the Drakh, and it was a Drazi world before. Not truly neutral. But somewhere completely new....
"G'Kar had the right idea with Babylon Four. It was a place where everyone could gather, could assemble for a common purpose, but he built it as a place of war. It was always going to be a battle station. What if we did that again, but made it a place of peace? Oh, I know it would be expensive, but if everyone gets involved we could build it easily.
"A completely new place, untouched by any of the old memories, a new base for the Alliance.
"What do you think, Delenn?"
"I don't know. It sounds.... right, somehow. Appropriate. What would you call it?"
"Well, G'Kar's station was called Babylon Four, and this is a continuation of that, I suppose. Why not Babylon Five?"
"Babylon Five," she said, holding the words in her mind. "Yes," she murmured. "That sounds.... I don't know. It fits.
"I like it."
"Good," John smiled. "I like it too."
"Babylon Five," she said again. "Yes. I like it."
* * *
Victory. At last. An eternity of warfare, of battling the growth of chaos, the darkness between the stars, and now it was all over.
The Light was victorious, triumphant.
A heady feeling. The war was won. The peace was beginning. The younger races had been saved from hell, now they would be led towards heaven. Slowly, oh so slowly. It would not be easy, and many of them would die during the journey the weak, the unworthy, those who just would not understand but those of them who listened, who obeyed, who conformed....
They would see Heaven.
It moved through the cities of its enemy. Countless ships hovered above the dead world, guarding it from things without and within. All life on Z'ha'dum had gone. The Shadows had obviously taken their pets and their children and their puppets with them. Still, they would have left some tricks behind.
And there was one who would have stayed.
There was no need for deception here. No need for encounter suits or illusions or angels. It could move freely, a mass of energy floating between rock and earth and air, as freely as through the clouds of home.
Besides, there would only be one being alive here, and He could see through any illusion.
"I see you," said a voice, and the Vorlon shimmered as the Eldest walked forward slowly. He was in His mortal form, the one He had been born in. It was flesh, and flesh is weak. The Vorlon was puzzled why the Eldest would clothe himself thus when he had his true form, of light and energy and beauty.
<It is over, Eldest. This world is ours. This galaxy is ours. We come to pay respects, and homage.>
"And to prove to me that you were right all along?"
<We have won, Eldest. Of course we were right.>
The Eldest shook His head sadly. "I never wished to say this to you, but you do not understand. You have not won, and it is not over. It will not be over for a long, long time. One day, you will understand."
Lorien was the first sentient being in the galaxy. He had seen countless millennia of life, known millions of different races, seen wonders and terrors in equal measure, but there were some things even He was unaware of.
One thing He heard now He had never heard before.
The laughter of a Vorlon.
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