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1859 XE

The JourneyVision came to the people of NewIsska while they were engaged in their regular SeventhDay worship in The Meadow.

They all saw it in their minds, heard it in their hearts and felt it in their bones. It was a Vision of overwhelming power. They had not heard the Anthall speak with such clarity since the time of the Twofold Mandate, 213 years before.

NewIsska’s entire 12,000-strong population – even the youngest daughters – fell silent and lay prostrate upon the soft grass of The Meadow. It was not an unpleasant experience – there was no discomfort of any kind – but it was completely disabling.
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JUST BEFORE SHE DRIFTED off into a trance-like state, KnowsMuch whispered this advice over the YevvCom:

“Don’t resist it, my daughters. Relax ... go with it ... The Anthall wants to speak to us ... Listen to him ...”

An unprecedented quiet now filled NewIsska’s vast hollow interior. The only sounds were the songs of the birds in the trees and the gentle humming of the ever-busy robotic AIs as they maintained the fabric and systems of this artificial world.

NewIsska continued its long slow orbit around the unremarkable sun of an uninhabited star system on the outer fringes of the Home Galaxy. While the millions of solar collectors on her hull gathered energy from the sun, her people gathered wisdom from the Anthall ...
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Two days later, in the FirstLord Hezzkal’s private quarters aboard Lazall’s Palace in Isska orbit, ThinksFast and KnowsMuch broke the news to him.

“But we need you!” protested Hezzkal, shocked by their announcement that they were about to embark on a long journey, perhaps never to return. “The Fraternity can’t survive without you!”

His friends, sitting on a sofa facing his, shook their heads, smiling kindly. Dressed in their usual multicoloured two-piece outfits, they looked the same age as Hezzkal himself – in their mid twenties. But in fact, the two NewIsskans were about 2,300 years old.

“Oh yes it can!” replied ThinksFast. “The Fraternity has truly come of age now. It has over 7,000 member species in 32 galaxies. And now that the Fraternity has developed really effective IntergalJump technology, it no longer needs us to transport its ships between galaxies.”

KnowsMuch and ThinksFast understood that Hezzkal wasn’t just worried about the Fraternity; his anxiety was also personal. They had been the young FirstLord’s much-loved friends since his infancy; he could hardly imagine his life without them in it.

“Hezz, we don’t know for sure that we’ll never return,” said KnowsMuch, trying to assuage his distress. “We just think it’s a possibility, and we wanted you to know that.”
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HEZZKAL NODDED THOUGHTFULLY, trying to come to terms with the idea of their absence. “So ... tell me more about this Vision from the Anthall,” he asked.

The two NewIsskans exchanged one of those “Do you want to explain this or shall I?” glances that Hezzkal had frequently seen during his childhood, when they were answering his endless questions about the Anthall, or their telekinetic abilities, or what it had been like for them back in the days when they had been Protectors rather than NewIsskans. ThinksFast nodded to KnowsMuch.

“We were in a kind of trance for just over three hours,” she said. “During that time we all saw the same things, heard the same things, felt the same things. To sum it all up, the Anthall told us that the present phase of our NewIsskan history is coming to an end, and a new one is beginning. We must undertake a very lengthy journey to a very remote part of the universe.”

“And why’s that?” enquired Hezzkal.

“So that we can encounter the Vlaheen.”

The FirstLord was puzzled for a moment, then recalled that the word Vlaheen appeared several times in the Prophecy of Kwithaan, one of the more obscure parts of the Sharhemm.

“Vlaheen literally means ‘StarFolk’, doesn’t it?” said Hezzkal.

“That’s right,” confirmed KnowsMuch. “So we’re assuming we’re being sent to make contact with a more advanced interstellar species.”

Hezzkal raised an eyebrow in surprise. “That’s quite hard to imagine. I mean, a species even more advanced than you NewIsskans!”

“Is it really?” responded KnowsMuch. “Don’t you think it’s possible that out there, in that great sea of galaxies, there are races that make us look like primitives?”

“In fact,” added ThinksFast, “it’s not just a possibility, it’s a certainty. In our travels we’ve seen clear evidence of the activities of ancient species far more powerful than us. We’ve discovered entire stellar clusters that were artificially arranged into precise geometrical patterns! That’s something far beyond our capabilities.”

“So what’s the purpose of this encounter with the Vlaheen?” asked Hezzkal.

“We don’t know for sure,” replied KnowsMuch. “We believe it will somehow prepare us for the next phase of our work for the Anthall.”

Hezzkal looked his friends in the eyes, his love for them written all over his red-brown-pink freckled face. “Well, your minds are obviously made up about this. I know I can’t argue you out of it. So, for what it’s worth, I promise you I’ll be praying for you every day until you return ... no matter how long that may take.”

They both smiled at him, love on their faces too – love for a charming boy who had grown up to be a strong and noble man and their most dependable friend.

“Your prayers are worth a great deal to us, Hezz, my dear,” declared KnowsMuch, glowing with motherly warmth. “And we’ll remember you in ours too, no matter what far-flung part of the cosmos our journey may take us to.”

“So when do you expect to depart?” Hezzkal asked, trying to sound less sad than he felt.

“As soon as possible,” answered ThinksFast. “Probably tomorrow. We have no unfinished business here in the Home Galaxy.”

Hezzkal escorted his two friends to Shuttle Bay 3. There they said their goodbyes. It was a difficult moment for all of them.

“Anthall be with you, my friends,” said the young FirstLord, his voice choked with emotion.

“And with you, my dear boy,” replied ThinksFast, giving him a bear-hug and an encouraging smile.

KnowsMuch simply kissed his white-bearded cheek, tears threatening to spill out of her beautiful red-golden-irised eyes.

With an immovable lump lodged in his throat, Hezzkal silently watched them board their tiny spherical shuttle and pilot it out of the Bay. Then the Bay’s massive pressure-doors slid shut – and they were gone.

Gone from his life.

Perhaps forever.
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“That’s it, everyone!” announced KnowsMuch over the YevvCom with a weary sigh. “MindJump number 141 completed. As promised, we’ll now have three days of rest!”

As one, the 11,000 NewIsskan women gathered at The Meadow cheered with relief, their jubilant voices echoing across the enormous interior spaces of their artificial planet.
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THEY HAD LEFT THE HOME Galaxy 64 days ago and had pushed themselves to the limit ever since, following the intuitive “Roadmap” contained within the JourneyVision. Every day (except their SeventhDays, when they had rested) they had performed two, or sometimes three, huge MindJumps, their combined telekinetic power flinging NewIsska across mind-bogglingly vast spacial gulfs.

Fifty-one days ago they had passed beyond the outer limits of the Fraternity SuperCluster – the aggregation of galaxies within which the Fraternity operated. Beyond were unimaginably immense voids of intergalactic space that no known species had ever attempted to traverse. Dotted sparsely among those voids were other superclusters, some of them far larger than the Fraternity’s.

With their previous MindJump, completed earlier that day, they had reached the nearest of those superclusters, designated SC002 by Isskan astronomers. And with their most recent Jump they had inserted NewIsska inside the nearest galaxy within SC002, close to an Isska-type yellow-orange star. Here they would remain for three days, while the solar collectors on NewIsska’s hull replenished her energy reserves and the NewIsskans themselves enjoyed a much-needed holiday.
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Zero-grav Birding was KnowsMuch’s favourite way to relax. In the central region of NewIsska, far above the gravity-field that prevailed on its inner surface, it was possible, with the aid of a pair of synthetic wings, to actually fly like a bird – flapping the wings in a leisurely fashion, gliding through the enormous empty spaces at the heart of the planetoid, weaving in and out of the clouds – but always keeping a safe distance from The Lamp, NewIsska’s miniature sun. Some NewIsskans did more than simply flap about in this delightful environment, playing a variety of sports in it.

Birders gained access to the zero-grav region by means of Z-Field platforms that swiftly carried them up to the required altitude. And when they’d had enough weightless fun for one day, they could summon another platform to carry them back to the surface, but most Birders preferred to simply glide downwards, skilfully manipulating their high-tech wings to touch down at a precise point of their choosing.

Of course, trained adult NewIsskans could easily flit about in the sky by means of their telekinetic power alone, but to do so would go against one of their deepest cultural taboos. Mind-power was strictly reserved for serious purposes only, never to be used for mere amusement. As far as possible, NewIsskans lived their daily lives by means of their ordinary physical abilities. They were acutely aware that excessive reliance on their telekinetic faculties would, eventually, result in bodily and mental atrophy.
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KNOWSMUCH WAS HAPPILY Birding by herself on the third day of the holiday, when she received an urgent Yevv-call from her old friend Sherrafenn, the leader and coordinator of NewIsska’s AIs.

“Sorry to disturb you, my dear,” began Sherrafenn’s softly feminine voice, “but I’ve detected a nearby Destroyer energy signature.”

KnowsMuch frowned. “That’s unwelcome news, Sherry. How close is it?”

“Just 2.4 lightyears away.”

“Is it heading for us?”

“No, it’s entering the interior of a local star system.”

“Please give me your data on that system.”

The AI immediately transmitted a swathe of information to KnowsMuch’s Yevv. Utilizing this, she shot out a MindLine to the star system in question. As she mentally approached it, she noted that it had a yellow-orange star, four solid inner planets and six gas giants further out.

She swiftly located the Destroyer vessel: it was now deep inside the system, on its way towards the inner worlds. She didn’t bother to take a close look at it. Destroyer ships were all much alike: vast and hideous tangled bio-mechanical structures bristling with genocidal weaponry.

She pushed her MindLine into the centre of the system, and quickly identified one of the inner planets as an Isska-type world, its surface about 60 per cent ocean and 40 per cent land. Dropping her Line down through its atmosphere, she soon discovered why the Destroyers were interested in this planet: it possessed a very large sentient population, judging by the many extensive cities that
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