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 Out of The Darkness

 By Peter David

 Hiller of the planet Mipas had always been an enthusiastabout Earth history. He wasn't alone in that
regard; many of the residents of Mipas shared the interest. Earth history had becomesomething of a fad.
But Hiller specialized in one particular as­pect of Earth activity and culture, and that was the great art of
mountain climbing.

 It was a practice that was virtually unknown among theMipasians. Not that there was a lack of
mountains on Mipas;far from it. There were several particularly impressive ranges,including some that
rivaled those scaled by the immortal Sir Ed­mund Hillary, someone for whom Hiller felt a particular
close­ness thanks to the similarity in their names.

 However, no one on Mipas had ever displayed the slightest interest in endeavoring to scale any of these
peaks. All in all,Mipasians weren't an especially aggressive race-they pre­ferred to live their lives
peacefully and avoid the notice of themore aggressive and bellicose races that populated the galaxy.

 Hiller, though, felt the urge to tackle the mountains.

 They seemed to taunt him, their peaks shrouded in cloud andmystery. It was said that gods resided up
there. Hiller didn 't lendmuch credence to that theory, but nevertheless he simply knewthat, sooner or
later, he was going to have to try to find out forhimself.

 " Why? " his friends would ask him. " What is this need? Whythis driving ambition to clamber up the side
of a protruding geo­graphic formation, at great personal risk? " Hiller would alwaysgive the exact same
response. He would toss off a salute with onetentacle and declare, "Because it's there." He was rather
proudof that quote, having come across it in his studies.

                                                                  

 Now Hiller was on the verge of accomplishing his most ambi­tious feat. He was in the midst of essaying
a climb up. . . the BigOne. The Mipasians had never bothered to name their moun­tains. This one was
dubbed the Big One for convenience' sake,simply because it was the biggest mountain around. Many
dayshad Hiller climbed it. Many times had he nearly fallen to hisdeath, dangling by the tentacles before
continuing his long,slow, and oozing way up the side. And finally, after many peri­lous days and nights, he
had nearly reached his goal, ike hadbroken through the clouds, and was using a breathing device toaid in
his ascent, since the air at the mountaintop was quite thin.

 He felt giddy. A child's wonder possessed him, as he wonderedwhether he would indeed witness the
surprised expressions ofthe gods, gaping at him, when he managed to reach the peak.



 And then, as he stopped for a moment to rest, he heard some­thing. It was a deep, sonorous sound that
at first seemed to becoming from everywhere. It echoed from all the rock walls, itsorigin impossible to
discern. Hiller looked around with frustra­tion, then plunged a tentacle into his pack and extracted a
viewer. Mist and clouds hovered all around him, but the viewer could easily punch through and give him a
clear idea of what, ifanything, lay in the vicinity.

 He activated the viewer and again wondered if he would findthe gods waving at him. How amazing-and
amusing-wouldthat be?

  

 After a few moments, he began to discern shapes. They werecoming from the north ... no. No, not quite.
They were coming

 from overhead and descending quickly, horrifyingly quickly. Twoof them, no, three, perhaps four. It was
impossible to be certain.

 What he did know, though, was that they were getting closer.

  

 The mountaintop began shaking in sympathetic vibrating re­sponse to the powerful engines that were
propelling the objectsthrough the sky. Pebbles, then larger rocks began to fall, and atfirst the full
significance of that didn 't register. As even biggerrocks tumbled around him, though, he suddenly realized
that hewas in mortal danger.

 He started scrambling back down as quickly as he could,having spotted a cave on the way up that might
provide shelter.But it was too late, and he was too slow. A massive avalanche fellupon him and Hiller lost
his grip. His tentacles flapped about

                                                                                    

 in futility, and suddenly the mountainside where he had beenclinging was gone, and he was falling, unable
to stop himself orhelp himself in any way. Gravity had taken over, pulling himdown. He hit a protruding
cliff and tumbled off it, hearing things break inside him and not wanting to think about what they were.
Then he landed hard on an outcropping.

 For just a scintilla of a second, he thought he actually mightbe able to survive. Not that he had the
slightest idea how he was going to get down off the mountain, considering that he was al­ready losing
feeling below his neck. But he reminded himselfthat it was important to worry about one thing at a time.

 However, the entire issue became academic as the giganticpile of rocks tumbled around and upon him.
He let out a lastshriek of protest, frustrated that something so unfair and capri­cious was happening at the
moment of what should have beenhis greatest triumph.

 Fortunately, the rock slide left his head unscathed. Unfortu­nately it wasn 't quite as generous with the
rest of him. His bodywas crushed, the pain so massive and indescribable that hismind simply shut down,
unable to cope.

 And so as it happened, from his vantage point on the ledge,Hiller was able to see the cause of his death
with his own eyes. They were huge ships, smaller than the gargantuan cruisers hehad seen on news



broadcasts, but larger than the one-to-onefighters that were so popular with the local military.

 The style, however, was unmistakable.

 "Centauri," he whispered. Whispering was all he could manage,and even then it would have been
incomprehensible to anyonewho was listening.

 The Centauri ships moved off at high speed, heedless of thedamage they had already left in their wake.
Amazingly, theclouds seemed to part for them, as if with respect. Each ship pos­sessed four curved fins,
jutting at right angles to one another,knifing through the sky. He was able to see, far in the distance onthe
horizon, one of Mipas' largest cities. The ships were goingright for it. The velocity with which they were
moving was stag­gering. One moment it seemed as if they were near the moun­tain; the next they were
practically over the metropolis.

 They wasted no time at all. Their weaponry rained deathdown upon the city. Hiller watched helplessly,
his body dying all

                                                                    

 around him, his vision becoming dark. Because of the distanceinvolved, he saw the flashes of light that
indicated that the citywas being fired upon, and some seconds later, the sounds wouldreach him faintly,
like far-off thunder.

 It made no sense. Why would the Centauri attack Mipas? Theyhad harmed no one. They were neutral.
They had no enemies,nor did they desire any.

 As the world faded around him, his mind cried out to the godswho had not chosen to present
themselves, "Why? We have not hurt them! We never could, never would hurt them! What pos­sible
reason could they have? "

 And then the words of his friends reverberated through hisbrain just as that organ shut down for good.
His final neuronsand synapses answered his own question with another-onethat made ironic sense:

 " Why climb a mountain.. . ?"
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 It is with some degree of shock and personal disappointment that I must con­clude that I am losing my
mind. I know this because, for the firsttime in. . .well...ever, I must admit...I actually felt sorry for Mariel.

 Mariel, for those who have trouble keeping track of all the many players in thesediaries, is my former
wife. She is also the current wife of our inimitable-thank the Great Maker, for if he were capable of being
imitated, I think I would have gone mad sooner-prime minister, the noble Durla. It has never surprised
me that Mariel at­tached herself to him. She has that way about her. Mariel attaches herself to indi­
viduals of power in the way that the remora affixes itself to the stork.

 For a time she was with Vir Cotto, my former attache and current ambassador toBabylon 5. Fortunately
enough for him, he lost her in a game of cards. I wasshocked at the time. Now, in looking back, I can
only wonder why I thought of it as anything less than Vir's good fortune.

 More recently, I was walking past the rather elaborate quarters Durla keeps forhimself in the palace
these days. (Back when he was simply Minister Durla, the min­ ister of Internal Security, he maintained
his own residence elsewhere. Since being made prime minister, he has relocated to the palace itself. This
is an option open to whoever holds the rank, but most have not chosen to avail themselves of it. Durla,
however, is not like most others. He immediately took up residence in the palace and, in doing so, sent
me a very clear message, that I shall never be rid of him. Thathe has, in fact, set himself a goal that is no
less than that of becoming emperor.

 Not that he would admit it, of course. There are moments when he directly challenges me, but he always
does so subtly, then backs off as rapidly as he can. For someone with such power and dominance, he is
really quite craven. Itsickens me.

 I wonder why it sickens me. I should be thanking what I foolishly refer to as mylucky stars, for if he had
a core of genuine mettle inspiring him, then he would beunstoppable. Durla, however, remains a bully
even to this day, and bullies are cow­ ards. He may have gone quite far in our society, but no matter how
far one goes, one cannot avoid bringing oneself along.So...

 I was walking past Durla's quarters, and I heard what seemed like choked sob­bing emanating from
within. Ironic that after all this time, I still carry within me some vague aspect of the gallant. There were
guards on either side of me, as there so often are. My aide, Dunseny, was also walking with me.
Dunseny, the aging-and-yet-ageless retainer of the House Mollari, used to be quite a bit taller than I was,
but he had become slightly stooped with age, as if his body felt obliged to make some concession to the
passing years. He actually noticed the sound a heartsbeat before I did. It was the slowing of his pace that
drew my attention to it.



 "There seems to be a problem," I observed, hearing the sounds of lamentation. "Do you think it requires
my attention?"

 "I do not know, Highness," he said, but fie did so in a way that basically carried with it the word "Yes."

 "We can attend to it, Highness," one of two guards who stood at Durla's dooroffered.

 "You?" I said skeptically. "You attend to things by shooting them. That is not a criticism, but merely an
observation, so please take no offense. Far be it from me to offend someone who shoots things.
However, I believe I can handle this onmy own."

 "On your own, Highness?" the other guard asked."Yes. On my own. The way I used to do things before
others did them for me."Offering no further comment, I entered without knocking or ringing a chime.

 Passing through the entryway, I found myself in an elaborately decorated sittingroom, filled with statuary.
Durla had acquired a taste for it. I felt more as if I were walking through a museum than a place where
people actually dwelt. On the far side of the sitting room there was a high balcony that offered a
spectacular view of the city. I had a not dissimilar view from my own throne room.

 Standing on the balcony, leaning against the rail, and looking for one moment as if she intended to vault
it, was Mariel. Normally her face was made up quite ex­quisitely, but in this instance her mascara was
running copiously. The smeared

 makeup left trickling splotches of blue and red on her cheeks that gave her entireface the appearance of
a stormy sky at daybreak.

 Upon seeing me, she gasped and made a vague effort to try to clean herself up. All she did was make it
worse, smearing the makeup so grotesquely that she looked like some sort of painted harridan from a
stage drama. "I'm...I'm sorry, Highness," she said desperately, her efforts to pull herself together failing
mis­erably. "Did we have...I wasn't expecting a visit from..."

 "Calm yourself, Mariel," I said. I pulled a cloth from the inside of my gleaming white jacket and handed it
to her. As an aside, I cannot tell you how much I despise the traditional white of the emperor's garb.
Michael Garibaldi, my erstwhile asso­ciate on Babylon 5, once referred to it as an "ice cream suit." I do
not know exactlywhat he meant by that, but I doubt it was flattering. I could not blame him, though; there
is little about it that I find commendable.

 "Calm yourself," I said again. "We had no appointment. I was simply passing by and heard someone in
distress. There are so many distressed individuals out there," and I gestured toward the cityscape. "I
cannot attend to all of them. But at the very least, I can help those who are within these four walls, yes?"
"That's very kind of you, Highness."

 "Leave us," I said to my guards. Dunseny, ever the soul of proper behavior,good tact, and common
sense, had waited in the corridor. "Leave you, Highness?" They appeared uncertain and even suspicious.
"Yes."

 "Our orders from Prime Minister Durla are that we are to remain by your side at all times," one of them
said. I would record here any distinguishing characteristics he exhibited,for the sake of reference, but I
cannot. My guardsmen were some­thing of a homogenous lot. The aforementioned Mr. Garibaldi called
them the "Long Jockey Brigade," I believe. I am no more conversant with the term "long jockey" than I



am with "ice cream suit," but I will say this: Mr. Garibaldi certainly had a colorful way of expressing
himself. "Your adherence to orders is commendable," I said."Thank you, Highness."

 "However, you overlook two things. Prime Minister Durla is not here. And I am.Now get out, before I
command you to arrest yourselves."

 The guards glanced at each other nervously for a moment, then wisely hastenedinto the hallway. I turned
my attention back to Mariel. To my surprise, she actually seemed to be smiling slightly. Even laughing
softly. "'Arrest yourselves.' Verydroll, Highness."

 "With all that has passed between us, Mariel, I believe 'Londo' will suffice." "No, Highness," she said
simply. "I believe it necessary always to rememberyour station and mine."

  

 A remarkable attitude. "Very well. Whatever makes you more comfortable." I took a few steps around
the room, arms draped behind my back as if I were on an inspection tour. "So...do you wish to tell me
precisely why you are so upset?"

 "I see little point, Highness. It's nothing. A passing mood."

 "Has Durla been abusive to you in any way?"

 "Durla?" The thought seemed to amuse her even more than my passing com­ment had, moments earlier.
"No, no. Durla, in point of fact, is not really here enough to be considered abusive. He is busy these
days. Very busy." She looked down, apparently having suddenly taken great interest in her hands. "I do
not be­grudge him that. There is a great deal for him to do."

 "Yes, yes. Destabilizing the region and sending our world spiraling toward cer­tain destruction can be
very time-consuming, I should think."

 She seemed surprised by my tone. "He is your prime minister. I would think he carries out your wishes
and desires. He serves Centauri Prime, and youareCentauri Prime."

 "Yes, so I hear. The emperor is the living embodiment of Centauri Prime. Aquaint notion. A grand
custom. I think I like the sound of it more than I do the prac­tice." I shrugged. "In any event, Durla does
what Durla wishes. He no longer con­ sults with me, or even needs me." I looked at her askance. "Or
you, I should think. Is that the reason for the tears? That you miss him?"

 "Miss him?" She appeared to consider that a moment, as if the thought hadnever before entered her
head. If she was feigning contemplation, she was doing a superb job. "No," she said thoughtfully. "No, I
do not think I miss him...as muchas I miss myself."

 "Yourself?"

 She made to reply, but then stopped, as she appeared to reconsider her words.Finally she said, "I think
of where I intended my life to be, Highness. I had plans, believe it or not. There were things I wanted to
do when I was a little girl...not es­pecially reasonable, all of them, but I..." She stopped and shook her
head. "Iapologize. I'm babbling."

 "It is quite all right," I told her. "In all the time that we were married, Mariel, I do not think we actually



spoke in this manner."

 "I was trained to say all the right things," she said ruefully. "Speaking of one's disappointments and
shortcomings-that wasn't deemed proper for a well-bredCentauri woman."

 "Very true. Very true." And I waited.

 Again, I must emphasize that I bore no love for this woman. I looked upon this interaction with a sort of
detached fascination; the way one looks with curiosity at a fresh scab, impressed that such a crusted and
nauseating thing could ap­pear on one's own body. In speaking with Mariel, I was-in a way-picking at a

                                                                                                               

 scab. Then, since she didn't seem to be volunteering any information, I prompted, "So... what things did
you wish to do? As a young girl, I mean?"

 She half smiled. "I wanted to fly," she replied.

 I made a dismissive noise. "That is no great feat. A simple ride in-"

 "No, Highness," she gently interrupted. "I do not mean fly in a vessel. I wanted ..." And the half smile
blossomed into a full-blown, genuine thing of beauty. It reminded me of how it was when I first met her. I
admit it. Even I was stunned by her beauty. I did not know then, of course, the darkness that the beauty
hid. But who am I to condemn others for hiding darkness?

 "I wanted to fly on my own," she continued. "I wanted to be able to leap high, wave my arms, and soar
like a bird." She laughed in a gentle, self-mocking way."Foolish of me, I know. I'm sure that's what you're
thinking..."

 "Why would I consider it foolish?"

 "Because such a thing isn't possible."

 "Mariel," I said, "I am the emperor. If you had asked anyone who knew me-or, for that matter, if you
had asked me directly-what the likelihood was of such athing coming to pass, I would have thought it to
be exactly as possible as your fan­ tasy. Who knows, Mariel? Perhaps you will indeed learn to fly."

 "And you, Highness? Did you indeed dream of becoming emperor?"

 "Me? No."

 "What did you dream of, then?"

 Unbidden, the image came to my mind. The dream that I had not had until wellinto my adulthood. But it's
a funny thing about certain dreams: they assume such a state of importance in your mind that you start to
believe, retroactively, that theywere always a part of your life.

 Those powerful hands, that face twisted in grim anger. The face of G'Kar, with but one eye burning its
gaze into the black and shredded thing I call my soul, and his hands at my throat. This dream had shaped,
defined, and haunted my life for, itseemed, as far back as I could remember.



 "What did I dream of?" I echoed. "Survival."

 "Truly?" She shrugged those slim shoulders. "That doesn't seem such a loftygoal."

 "I had always thought," I said, "that it was the only one that mattered. I would have placed it above the
needs of my loved ones, above the needs of Centauri Prime itself. Now..."I shrugged." It does not seem
to be such an important thing. Survival is not all that it is reputed to be."

 There was a long silence then. It was very odd. This woman had been my enemy, my nemesis, yet now
it seemed as though she were another person en­tirely. Considering what I had faced, considering those
who desired to bring me

  

  

 down...the machinations of one young Centauri female didn't seem worth theslightest bit of concern.

 Not so young, actually.

 I found myself looking at Mariel, really looking at her for the first time in a longtime. She was not
decrepit by any means, but her age was beginning to show. I wasn't entirely sure why. She was older,
certainly, but not that much older. She seemed... careworn somehow. She looked older than her years.

 "Strange," she said slowly, "that we are talking this way. With all that has passed between us,
Lond-Highness-"

 "Londo," I told her firmly.

 "Londo," she said after a moment's hesitation. "With all that we have been through...how odd that we
would be talking here, now. Like old friends."

 " 'Like,' perhaps, Mariel. But not actually old friends. For I shall never forget who I am...and who you
are...and what you did to me."

 I wondered if she would try to deny that she had endeavored to kill me fifteen years earlier. If she would
bleat her innocence in the matter. Instead, all she did was shrug, and without rancor in her voice say, "It
was no worse than what youdid to me."

 "Next thing, you will tell me that you miss me."

 " It is impossible to miss what you never had."

 "That is very true." I looked at her with even more curiosity. "You have not toldme why you were crying.
That is, after all, the reason I came in here. Was it indeed because you miss 'yourself'?"

 She looked down at her hands with great interest. "No. Someone else."

 "Who?"

 She shook her head. "It does not matter..."



 "I wish to know, nevertheless."

 She seemed to consider her answer a long time. Then she looked over at me with such melancholy, I
cannot even find words for it. "I appreciate the time you've taken here, Londo... more than you can
know. But it really, truly, does not matter. What is done is done, and I have no regrets."

 "Whereas I have almost nothing but regrets. Very well, Mariel." I rose andwalked toward the door." If,
in the future, you decide that there are matters you wish to discuss... feel free to bring them to my
attention."

 "Londo..."

 "Yes?"

 "My dream is childhood foolishness...but I hope that you get yours."

 I laughed, but there was no trace of mirth in my voice. "Trust me, Mariel...if there is one thing in this
world I am certain of, it is that, sooner or later, I will getmine. And sooner, I think, rather than later."

 chapter 1

 Luddig wasn't a particularly happy Drazi.

 He did not like the building to which he had been sent. He didnot like the office within the building. And
he most certainlydid not like that he was being kept waiting in the office withinthe building.

 Luddig was a first-tier ambassador in the Drazi diplomaticcorps, and he had fought long and hard to get
to where he was.As he drummed his fingers impatiently on the expansive desk hewas sitting beside, he
couldn't help but wonder why it was thatthings never quite seemed to work out the way that he wanted
them to.

 Seated next to Luddig was his immediate aide, Vidkun. Theyprovided quite a contrast to one another,
Luddig being some­what heavyset and jowly while Vidkun was small and slim. Notthat Vidkun was a
weakling by any means. He was whipcord thinand had a certain air of quiet strength about him. Luddig,
on theother hand, was like a perpetually seething volcano that tended to overwhelm any who stood
before him with belligerence andbombast. As diplomats went, he wasn't particularly genteel. Thenagain,
he'd never had to be. His activities were confined mostlyto his office and occasional backdoor
maneuvers.

 It was one of those activities that had brought him here, toCentauri Prime, to the place called the "Tower
of Power." It wasan impressive and elegantly simple structure that, when viewedfrom the ground, seemed
to stretch forever to the sky.

 Luddig had not come here on his own, of course. It had beenset up meticulously and scrupulously in
advance. No one onthe Drazi Homeworld had been aware that he was corning toCentauri Prime ... well,
not "officially" aware. He had broughtVidkun along primarily to have someone to complain to.

  

  



 "This is how they treat Luddig of the Drazi!" Luddig said indisgust. He was one of those who chose to
affect the popularDrazi habit of referring to himself in the third person. "An hour and a half we wait," he
continued. "Waiting and waiting in thisstupid room for this stupid minister." He cuffed Vidkun abruptlyon
the shoulder. Vidkun barely reacted. By this point in his ca­reer, he scarcely seemed to notice. "We had
a deal!"

 "Perhaps you should remind him of that, sir," Vidkun saidwith exaggerated politeness.

 "Remind him! Of course Luddig will remind him! Drazi donot have to, should not have to, tolerate such
poor attention toDrazi interests!"

 "Of course not, sir."

 "Stop agreeing!" Luddig said in annoyance, striking Vidkunonce more on the shoulder. Since it was the
exact same place, itleft Vidkun a bit sore, but stoutly he said nothing. "You keepagreeing. It shows you
are trying to mock Luddig!"

 Vidkun tried to figure out if there was any conceivable way inwhich he could respond to the accusation.
If he said it wasn'ttrue, then he'd be disagreeing and thereby disproving the con­tention. Except he'd be
calling Luddig a liar. If he agreed thatwas what he was doing, Luddig would shout at him that he was
doing it again. Vidkun wisely chose to say nothing at all, insteadinclining his head slightly in
acknowledgment without actuallyproviding any admission one way or the other.

 Clearly Luddig was about to press the matter when, with mi­raculously good timing, Minister Castig
Lione entered.

 Lione was a tall man whose build and general look borderedon the cadaverous. He had such gravity
about him that he could have used it to maintain a satellite in orbit, Vidkun mused. Thenhe noticed several
of the black-clad youths known as the Prime Candidates following Lione, dropping back and away from
theminister as he walked into his office. Vidkun came to the conclu­sion that Lione already did have
satellites. They were the youthof Centauri Prime, and as near as Vidkun could tell, the best andthe
brightest. Their loyalty to Castig Lione was reputedly un­yielding and unwavering. If Lione had told them
to break everybone in their bodies, they would do so and do it willingly.

 Vidkun did not, as a rule, like fanatics. If nothing else, theytended to be a bit too loud for his taste.

 "Ambassador Luddig," said Lione, bowing deeply in respect.For a man of his height, bowing was no
easy thing. Luddigshould have appreciated the gesture. Instead he scowled evenmore fiercely. Vidkun
rose and returned the bow, and got anotherquick physical rebuke from his superior. "To what," continued
Lione, "do I owe this honor?"

 "This honor." Luddig made an incredulous noise that con­veyed contempt. "This honor. This treatment is
more like."

 "Treatment?" His eyebrows puckered in confusion. "Wasthere a problem with your arrival? My Prime
Candidates weregiven specific instructions to provide you full protection in es­corting you from the port. I
cannot, of course, account for the re­actions your presence might engender among our populace."

 "It has nothing to do with that-"



 Lione continued as if Luddig had not spoken. "In case you areunaware, all foreigners have been banned
from the surface of Centauri Prime. That is how highly charged sentiments havebeen running. Fortunately,
as a minister, I have certain ... lati­tude. So I was able to arrange for your visit to our fair-"

 "It has nothing to do with that!"

 Lione blinked owlishly. "Then I am not quite sure what youare referring to."

 "We had an arrangement!"

 "Did we?"

 "About Mipas!"

 "Ah." Lione did an exceptional job of acting as if he had beenunaware of what was getting Luddig so
agitated. "You're speak­ing about the unfortunate, but necessary, attack on Mipas."

 "Unfortunate but necessary how! Unfortunate, yes! Neces­sary ... Drazi do not see that! Has Centauri
Prime totally taken leave of senses? Or has Centauri Prime forgotten that Mipas isunder Drazi
jurisdiction!"

 "Jurisdiction, yes. Curious how that happened, isn't it." Lione'scalm, even lazy tone suddenly shifted.
"Curious that the Drazigovernment paid so little attention to Mipas . . . until valuableminerals were found
on it. Suddenly a world that was just be­yond the outermost edge of the Drazi borders became Drazi
property ... when your government reconfigured the bordersto allow for..." Lione actually chuckled, and
it was not the mostpleasant of sounds. "... to allow for the expanding universe

  

  

  

  

 theory.'If the universe is expanding, Drazi territory mustexpand with it to keep up with natural law.' That
was priceless,I have to admit. No one in the Alliance gainsayed you, simply because they were stunned
by the sheer gall your peopledisplayed."

 "If Centauri Prime has issue with expansion of-"

 Lione held up a hand, stilling the new torrent of words. "The Centaurum has no such issues. Expand
territories all you wish.Reconfigure your borders and decide that you're entitled to takepossession of the
Vorlon Homeworld, for all we care. But Mipas,well. .." and he shook his head sadly. "The fact is that our
intel­ligence informed us that Mipas was acting in concert with, andproviding aid to, certain insurrectionist
factions here on Cen­tauri Prime."

 "Is lie!"

 "Is not," Lione responded coolly. "The information we havereceived is quite definitive. Mipas was aiding
those who wouldoverthrow our beloved emperor and drive our prime minister out of office. Naturally,



out of a sense of self-preservation, we had totake action."

 Between gritted teeth, Luddig said, "We had an understanding."

 "Did we?"

 "Do not play games with Drazi!" Luddig warned. "CentauriPrime is as interested in mineral deposits on
Mipas as Drazi!I know that! You know that! Everyone know that! We hadarrangements!"

 "And how much you must have enjoyed those arrangements,Luddig," said Lione. "Under-the-table
payments made to you bycertain Mipas officials. And you, in turn, pass those paymentsalong to us. A
token of respect; a tithe, if you will, to purchaseour goodwill. And you succeeded for quite some time,
Luddig. Icommend you for your industry. And I commend you for thedeftness with which you managed
to cut yourself in to those pay­ments. How much did you manage to keep for yourself? Ten per­cent?
Twenty?"

 "Do you think Drazi not take risks!" Luddig said hotly."Luddig of Drazi has his own expenses, own
concerns. Certain officials turn their own blind eye to 'under-the-table payments,'as you say. Money has
to cover their eyes, too. It was beneficial arrangement for all."

 "Yes, yes, I daresay it was. Just as this little arrangement ex­ists with other governments, other 'officials'
such as yourselves.Others who envelop themselves in cloaks of self-righteousness, more than happy to
complain publicly about the Centauri, while you have no difficulty in private backroom dealings. I can
smellthe corruption in all the governments of your pathetic Alliance.The odor of hypocrisy permeates
even the vacuum of space,Ambassador Luddig."

 Vidkun watched in fascination as Luddig became so angrythat the skin flaps under his throat stood out
and turned pale red. "Luddig does not have to sit here and listen to this!"

 "Stand if you prefer, then," Lione said lazily. "It does notmatter to me." Then once again, his attitude
shifted, from torporto quiet intensity. "Understand this, Ambassador. We stand bythe results of our
investigation. And since we know that theMipasians were acting with the insurrectionists, we can only
as­sume that the Drazi were aware of this connection and approvedof it. That, Ambassador, would mean
that you are-rather thanour silent partners-our enemies. We do not advise that you be­come enemies of
the Centauri Republic. That would be most un­fortunate for all concerned."

 Vidkun had the distinct feeling that Lione was assuming Luddigwould wilt under the implied threat. To
Vidkun's surprise-and,if he had to guess, to Lione's surprise as well-Luddig did notcome remotely close
to wilting. Instead he was on his feet,breathing so hard that it was rasping in his chest. "You threaten
Drazi?" he demanded.

 "I threaten no one," Lione said.

 But Luddig wasn't buying it. "You are! You violate Drazi in­terests! You renege on deal!"

 "The deal, such as it was, was entirely unofficial, Luddig,"Lione pointed out. "You said so yourself. If
you wish to com­plain about it to the Interstellar Alliance-if you wish to try toroust your fellows from their
stupor and bring them into full warwith us-then you will have to go public with the terms of ourlittle
arrangement. That will not go over particularly well, I as­sure you, because it will bring not only your own
governmentunder scrutiny, but others as well. No one is going to want that."



 "Maybe Drazi do not care about scrutiny or deals," Luddigshot back. "Maybe Drazi care about Centauri
thinking they can

  

 do whatever they wish, whenever they wish, to whomever theywish. Maybe Drazi believe that Alliance
is willing to overlook'deals' or treat them as stopgap measures to full war that can nolonger be avoided
because of Centauri stupidity and arrogance!"

 Lione did not answer immediately. Instead he contemplatedwhat Luddig had said. He leaned back in his
chair, the furniturecreaking under his weight, and he interlaced his fingers whilestudying Luddig very, very
carefully.

 Then he smiled.

 Vidkun felt his spine seize up.

 "It seems, Ambassador, that we may have underestimatedthe ... vehemence with which you will be
pursuing your claim.

 Very well."

 "Very well what?" Luddig's eyes narrowed suspiciously.

 "I shall take your concerns to the prime minister and we shallsee if restitution cannot somehow be
arranged."

 Luddig puffed out his chest with sudden confidence. "Yes!That is attitude Drazi want to see!"

 "Excuse me a moment, won't you? No, no, don't get up. Ihave a small room designed for...private
communications.Will not take but a minute." He did not rise from his seat so much as he seemed to
uncoil.

 The moment he walked out of the room, Vidkun turned toLuddig, and said, "We are dead."

 "What!" Luddig scoffed at the very idea. "You saw! He spoke of restitution! He spoke of-"

 "Ambassador, with all respect, what he spoke of doesn'tmatter. In these sorts of things, what isnot said
is often more im­portant than what is. I am telling you, we are-"

 "We are Drazi! And you are coward!" Luddig said angrily,stabbing a finger at Vidkun.

 "Sir, I am no coward," Vidkun said, bristling.

 "Yes! Your own cowardice stops you from seeing that Cen­tauri do not wish to anger Drazi! You are
not worthy of beingaide to Luddig! A new aide will be required upon our return!"

 Vidkun was about to argue the point further, protesting the ac­cusations of cowardice, when the door
opened and Lione en­tered again, stooping slightly to avoid the top of the door frame."The prime minister
wishes to see you, but his schedule simplywill not allow for it today. Tomorrow, however, bright and
early,



  

  

 he would be more than happy to discuss the matter. In the mean­time, deluxe accommodations have
been arranged for you at afacility nearby. We certainly hope that will suffice."

 "For now," Luddig said noncommittally. "We reserve judg­ment until we actually see accommodations."

 "Very prudent," Lione said agreeably.

 As they headed down to street level, Vidkun's head was spin­ning. Every early warning system in his
makeup was screamingat him that they were in mortal danger. But Luddig was so over­whelmingly
confident, and Lione seemed so eager to please, thathe was finding it harder and harder to believe that
there was, in fact, any jeopardy. It might be, he thought bleakly, that Luddigwas correct. Perhaps he was
indeed a coward, and simply didn'thave the proper mental strength to pursue a career in the diplo­matic
corps.

 They walked out into the street, a pleasant sun beaming downat them, and a glorious day on Centauri
Prime apparently lyingahead of them. There were passersby, casting glances in theirdirection, but there
did not appear to be any problem. There werePrime Candidates forming a protective circle around them,
butLuddig-chatting animatedly with Lione-didn't pay them anymind. He was calm, cool, and confidently
secure that he had acomplete handle on the situation.

 "Kill the Drazi!"

 The shout came from someone in the crowd, and it was sud­denly taken up by others. What had
appeared only moments be­fore to be a benign, loose assemblage of people suddenly firmedup into a
mob.

 "Kill the Drazi! Death to outworlders! Centauri Prime over all! Death to enemies of the Great Republic!"
These and othersentiments suddenly seemed to come from everyone, everywhere.

 And the enraged Centauri citizens were advancing, coming infrom all sides.

 The Prime Candidates melted away. Suddenly the protectivewall of bodies was gone.

 Luddig's accusation no longer registered in Vidkun's mind.He was beyond cowardice. He was terrified.
The infuriated Cen­tauri were moving toward them with one mind, and there was no­where to go,
nowhere to run. Then suddenly a strong hand wason his arm, pulling him away. The last thing he saw was
Luddig

  

 going down beneath the clubs and fists of the crowd. Luddig wasscreaming, and it wasn't a particularly
brave-sounding scream.It was high-pitched, and plaintive, and rather pathetic.

 Someone held him. Vidkun let out a yelp and turned to seethe face of the man who was about to kill
him.



 To his surprise, there was no anger in the expression of theCentauri man who had yanked him away
from the crowd.The Centauri's long, black/red hair was high and swept up. Hisface was very angular, his
chin coming almost to a point. It was his eyes that caught Vidkun the most, though. There was inten­sity,
at least in one of them, but. ..

 Then the world seemed to whirl around as someone elsepulled at him, and just as quickly as he had been
in the midst ofdanger, Vidkun was being thrust back into the Tower of Power.He staggered, looking
around at his saviors: the very same PrimeCandidates who had deserted them moments before, leaving
them to the mercy of the mob. The red-haired Centauri was nolonger in sight.

 Vidkun thought he heard Luddig screaming once more, butthen the scream was cut short by a sound like
a melon beingcrushed. The expressions of the Prime Candidates never wa­vered. They simply stood
there, like automatons.

 "To my office," came a voice, the voice of Lione. Vidkun wasstill in shock and offered no resistance as
he was escorted backupstairs. Moments later he was seated opposite Castig Lione. Hecouldn't help but
notice that he had been seated in the chaircloser to the desk: the one that Luddig had been sitting in.

 Lione was shaking his head with a great air of tragedy. "Howunfortunate. How very, very unfortunate,"
he intoned. "To thinkthat such a thing would happen. But there are random acts ofviolence everywhere.
.."

 "Random?"

 "Yes."

 "Acts of violence?" He was having trouble processing thewords. He had to fight to bring his full faculties
to bear upon thesituation.

 "Yes. Here the two of you were, walking the streets of Cen­tauri Prime, and a lone madman attacked
and killed your supe­rior. We tried to stop it, of course."

 "A...lone madman?" He felt a pounding in his head, as if his

                                                                                  

 brain were shouting at him to pull himself together, and matchwhat was being said with what had
happened.

 "Yes, of course. There's only so much protection even the most dedicated guards can offer in the face of
such ..." He shook his head. "Very likely, it was the work of the rebels and saboteurs. They were
endeavoring to discredit the Centaurum, and such actions are taken to reflect poorly upon this
govern­ment in the eyes of others. In any event, it is pointless to dwell upon it. My guards dispatched the
madman. Justice was done,and it's important that we put the whole unfortunate business be­hind us."

 "You ordered it!" Vidkun was trying to rally. "You ordered theassault! The mob! You!"

 "Mob!" Lione sounded shocked. "I saw no mob. Nor, I wouldsuggest, did you." Then he smiled and
reached into his pocket.Vidkun automatically flinched, bracing himself for some sort of weapon to be
drawn, but Lione instead simply pulled out whatappeared to be a credit chip and extended it to Vidkun.



 Vidkun took it, looking at it blankly. "What is this ... ?"

 "Access to a private account that Luddig set up. He thoughtwe did not have right of entry to it. Luddig
apparently thought anumber of things that were in error." He shrugged. "It was where he was siphoning
payments from the various worlds..."

 "Worlds?"

 "You don't seriously think that Mipas was unique, do you?"The very notion appeared laughable to him.
"No, no...Luddig had a number of 'clients.' There are quite a few worlds out there in which the Drazi
maintain interests. Interests that stem fromtradition . . . and from profit.

 "Everyone is interested in protecting his or her interests,Vidkun. Luddig, unfortunately, is no longer
capable of protecting his. You are. His interests ... have become your interests. Andvery likely his
position . . . presuming you are canny enough, ju­ dicious enough, and..." He cleared his throat and
indicated the credit chip with a nod. "... generous enough to make thingshappen. If, that is, you are
interested in doing so."

 He stopped talking for a moment, and it seemed to Vidkun asif he was waiting for Vidkun to say
something. But the Drazi didnot speak. Something warned him that it would be wiser not to.

 Lione's lips thinned into a death's-head smile.

  

 "You could, of course, take a more aggressive stance," heacknowledged. "Try to rally the Alliance
against us. Endeavorto prove your case. Anger a good number of people; upset anumber of agreements
that are understood amidst more peoplethan you would truly believe possible. You could do all that. I
have to admit I would not advise it. But it is a way you might go."

 Vidkun found the nerve to speak. "And if I indicate that iswhat I am going to do...then I, too, would
suffer an accident."

 Slowly Lione shook his head. "That would be a foolish posi­tion for me to take. You could agree to
anything I say...thenonce you are off-world, safely beyond concerns for your own lifeand limb, you might
say and do anything you wish. Threats areextremely unreliable. What 1 am endeavoring to point out is
thatcooperation is far more to your advantage. It will benefit you. Itwill serve your needs. You do have
needs, I assume. You are stillquite young. There are things you want to accomplish, goals youwish to
achieve. A quiet understanding will get a great deal that rabble-rousing and accusations will not."

 "And in the meantime, you will attack more worlds, as youdid Mipas..."

 "Mipas was a threat. If you believe nothing else I tell you, be­lieve that. We acted in self-defense,
nothing more. You seem areasonable person. How can any reasonable person condemn usfor that? That
is indeed the entire point of the barter systemwhich Luddig so deftly oversaw. The moneys paid are an
act ofgood faith. We do not ask for it; it is offered freely. Even if we were not paid, we would still not
attack. Assorted worlds havethese arrangements with us at their behest, not ours. They mis­understand
the Centauri mind-set. We are not out to destroyothers, no. No, not at all. Our intention is simply to
make certainthat no one ever attacks us again. We are not bullies. We justdesire to show that we are
strong. You do see the difference, doyou not?"



 "Yes. Yes, I do," Vidkun said slowly.

 "That is good to know, considering that Luddig apparentlydid not see the difference. We do not take
well to threats. But co­operation . . . that is different. And there are many who are most anxious to
cooperate with Centauri Prime." He sat forward and,in doing so, almost seemed capable of bending from
thehipandleaning over the entire desk. "I am hoping.. . that you are one of

  

  

  

 those. For your sake. For ours. For the sake of the continued in­terests of the Drazi Homeworld. To all
of that, Vidkun...I'm sorry.. .acting Ambassador Vidkun ... you hold the key."

 Vidkun nodded slowly in acknowledgment.

 "The prime minister would still like to meet with you to­morrow," Lione told him. "Are you amenable to
that?"

 Once more Vidkun nodded. He thought about Luddig, beatento death by the crowd. And he thought
about the contempt withwhich Luddig had addressed him, the way that Luddig had madehim feel.

 "I believe I am," Vidkun said. "And I believe...I should in­form my government of the tragic circumstance
that led toLuddig's passing. It is...commendable how quickly you wereable to dispose of his assailant."

 Lione inclined his head in acknowledgment of the compli­ment. "We of Centauri Prime are only
concerned with doingwhat is right."

  

  

  

 chapter 2

 Twenty years. . .

 Delenn was very likely as aware of the passage of time as anyother person alive. Always in the back of
her mind lurked theknowledge that her beloved husband, her soul mate, JohnSheridan, the man who had
virtually reconfigured the way of thegalaxy, had only twenty years to live. That had been the price of
survival on Z'ha'dum. If she could go back in time, if she couldprevent any one moment, it would be that
one. An impressivepriority, considering some of the horrific things she had wit­nessed in her time, some
of the disasters that had occurred tothose whom she loved.

 Twenty years to live. . .

 The enigmatic being named Lorien had brought John Sheridanback from the dead through means Delenn
had never fullyunderstood. What shehad understood, though, was that the "fix"was only temporary. That



after a mere two decades, Sheridanwould simply shut off, like a light.

 Twenty years to live. . .

 That's what she'd been told. ..

 ... fourteen years earlier.

 Once upon a time, she had been able to put such considera­tions out of her mind, sometimes for days on
end. Lately, though,not a day-sometimes, it seemed, not an hour-passed withouther dwelling on it.

 Despite her closeness with her husband, though, despite thedeep bond they shared, she was able to
keep her concerns fromhim. Occasionally he would notice that she seemed preoccupied,and would
remark upon it. She would easily deflect his com­ments by saying that she was thinking about David,
their son. At twelve years of age, he was growing into something that was an

  

 impressive combination of mother and father. Remarkably, Davidseemed to possess elements of both
their personalities. He wasfully capable of being a young hellion, tearing about their homeon Minbar with
a definitely Human enthusiasm and abandon,much to the chagrin of his mother, the amusement of his
father,and the utter frustration of his teachers.

 On the other hand, when faced with studies, David consis­tently rose to the occasion with such facility
that his teacherswondered just how much he could accomplish if he applied him­self fully.

 Outwardly he appeared Human. The color of his hair hadshifted over time. He had gone from being
towheaded to dark-haired, and he tended to wear it long. This annoyed his father,whose old military
instincts kicked in. Every so often, he wouldextol the virtues of a short haircut, but David seemed to pay
such critiques no mind. Curiously, his eyebrows retained theirlight color, but the dark eyes beneath
remained evocative of hismother.

 He did, however, possess his father's charisma. That muchwas unmistakable. Nor was his charisma
limited to its effects onHumans; Minbari women-grown women-would do doubletakes when he passed,
looking him up and down appreciativelywhile he winked at them or came up with some bon mot that
always prompted gentle laughter or looks of amusement.

 This tendency was something that drove his mother to distrac­tion ... particularly when David's father
would watch such exhi­bitions and grin approvingly. Only when he noticed Delenn'ssilently annoyed gaze
did John Sheridan quickly try to cover hispaternally proud smile.

 Six years to live. . .

 That thought would come to her at times such as now, whenSheridan was openly agitated about
something. She desperatelywished that he would set aside his burden as president of theAlliance. She
had pointed out on any number of occasions that "president" was an elected office, for a particular term,
and that it might not be a bad idea if Sheridan considered pushing morestrongly for an open election, to
find a replacement. Sheridandid consider it, but every time he tried to follow through, theother member
races saw it as some sort of desire on his part for avote of confidence. Naturally they gave him that vote
with gusto



  

 and enthusiasm, and inevitably some other disaster would occurthat would keep John Sheridan firmly in
office.

 It was as if the Fates themselves were conspiring againstthem, making sure that they would never know
a time of peace.

 Six more years to live. . .

 At night in their bed she would whisper to him,"Let's runaway,"and some nights he would actually seem
to reflect on it.In the dead of night, he would speak of laying down his burden,of spending his remaining
years in peace. And then the dawnwould come, and the John Sheridan of the nighttime would dis­
appear, replaced by John Sheridan, man of responsibility. Con­sequently, it pained her when so much as
an hour, even a minuteof his day caused him aggravation. But she had no control overit. All she could do
was sympathize and be there for him, forcounsel, for support...for sanity.

 This was one of those times.

 "They'reidiotsl" Sheridan raged.

 They were in his office, except he wasn't in it so much asstalking it, like a caged animal. With them were
the only two in­dividuals in the entire galaxy he appeared to trust completely:Michael Garibaldi and
Citizen G'Kar of Narn.

 Neither of them truly worked for Sheridan. Once upon a time, Garibaldi had been Sheridan's chief of
security. Those days werelong past, and his responsibilities as a businessman occupiedmuch of his time.
His latest journey to Minbar was actually moreof a stopover on his way to some other appointment.
From the lookon his face, Delenn suspected that he might very well be won­dering whether the
impromptu visit had been such a good idea.

 G'Kar was another story altogether.

 It was hard to believe that the tall, proud Narn had once beensomeone so insolent, so bellicose, that
Delenn had literally hadto bend him to her will via gravity rings. Since that time, G'Kar had become-there
was no other way for her to say it-a crea­ture of destiny. It was as if he knew that he had an important
partto play in the grand scheme of things, and he was serenely andsecurely accepting of that role. Delenn
couldn't help but sup­pose that it did, in fact, show some consistency. If G'Kar was anenemy, he was
implacable. If, however, he was an ally, there wasnone more devoted.

 On one occasion, Sheridan had referred to G'Kar as "the

                                                                                                            

 king's hand." This was a reference that completely eluded De­lenn, and she had said as much.

 "Ancient kings had men known as their 'hands,' " Sheridanhad explained to her. "They would go out into
the field anddo the dirty work. The things that the king could not, or wouldnot, get involved in. The hand
was the most trustworthy anddependable of the knights."

 "That is interesting to know, Your Highness," Delenn had saidwith open amusement, and bowed deeply.



Sheridan had rolledhis eyes, wondered out loud why he ever bothered to tell her any­thing, and taken the
gentle ribbing in stride.

 He wasn't in stride at the moment, though. His frustration had reached a boiling point and nothing that
either G'Kar orGaribaldi could say would calm him. Wisely, then, they chose tosay nothing, and instead
allowed Sheridan to vent.

 And vent he did, his neatly trimmed grey beard bristling as ifit had a life of its own.

 "I thought this was going to be it. This was going to be theone. Was there any planet more benign, less
threatening, thanMipas?" He didn't give them time to answer. Instead he startedticking off responses on
his fingers. "Bricarn 9. Shandukan.Harper's World. The list goes on and on! All helpless. All use­ful to
the Centauri war machine, either for positioning, or rawmaterials, or even just sending a message to the
Alliance thatthe Centauri are a force to be reckoned with. A message that theCentauri themselves thrive
upon, becoming bolder with eachunanswered strike! But every damned world they go after is aborder
world, far out at the edge of their interests, and making no move against the Centauri!"

 "They're quite carefully selected, for maximum impact withminimal risk," G'Kar squeezed in, as an
opinion.

 Sheridan nodded vehemently. "Exactly. And the risk remainsminimal because certain factions in the
Alliance keep refus­ing to go up against the Centauri! Every time the Centauri takean aggressive action
and succeed with impunity, they're thatmuch more emboldened to keep to their course! A course that,
over the past year, has brought us closer and closer to a costly,full-blown war!"

 " 'Cost' probably has a good deal to do with it," a grim

  

  

 Garibaldi commented. "Not that I can prove it, you understand,but 1 suspect there's some serious
greasing of palms going on."

 "There are many who are happy to overlook long-term ramifi­cations in return for short-term profits,"
G'Kar said. "It's been apattern throughout history."

 "Is that how it works, then?" demanded Sheridan. "Through­out history, the strong allow the weak to
suffer so that they canobtain selfish goals?"

 "Of course," G'Kar said reasonably. "Where have you beenhiding?"

 "That was the past," Sheridan insisted. "We're supposed tohave advanced. We're supposed to have
learned. Learned thatyou cannot allow thugs and monsters to have their way." Hestopped at the window
and gazed out as if he were trying to lookpast the Minbari horizon. As if he could spot Centauri vessels
cruising around in the depths of space, looking for new prey. Heshook his head, and when he spoke
again he sounded discour­aged and frustrated. "You would think that if we'd learned any­thing from the
Shadow War, it was that even the most benevolentof races can become despotic, if they're allowed to
exercise theirmight unchecked. Yet here we are again, facing an enemy who isbuilding up strength,
weaponry, and confidence, and the paci­fists in the Alliance would have us do nothing."



 "They don't think it affects them directly," Delenn finallyspoke up. "The problem, John, is that your
efforts with the Al­liance have been too successful in other areas. Through thetreaties you've overseen,
the crackdowns on trade piracy, theassorted economic models you've introduced ... through allof that
and more, you've helped bring about an unprecedentedsense of prosperity and economic stability
throughout the system.When people are satisfied with their financial situation, whenthey want for nothing
...it is difficult to get them to leave theircomfortable homes and hurl themselves into the depths of spaceto
fight wars. They have so much, they are not willing to risklosing it."

 "If they can't get off their asses to fight the Centauri, they'resure as hell going to lose it," Sheridan said
flatly. He leanedagainst his desk and shook his head, looking more discouragedand frustrated than
Delenn could recall seeing him in years."They keep being 'encouraged' to look the other way. They be-

 lieve that if they simply let Centauri Prime take this world or thatworld, that it will be enough to placate
them. They think thingsare going to settle down. They don't understand that it isn'tgoing to happen unless
wemake things settle down .. . and thatwon't happen for as long as the Centauri think that they can walk
all over us!"

 Six more years.And this sort of irritation was all he had tolook forward to, day in, day out? Delenn could
not recall a timewhen she more despised Londo Mollari.

 "I've spoken to the Brakiri. The Dubai. The Gaim. And on andon, a list almost as long as the list of
worlds that have fallen tothe Centauri," Sheridan continued. "No one wants to get in­volved. They come
up with reason after reason why it's not agood idea, and you're right, Delenn, it all boils down to the
samething: It's not their problem." He shook his head. "If we hadsimply waited around until the Shadows
were ready to attackBabylon 5, it would be a seriously different galaxy out there.These damned pacifists.
.."

 "Since when is peace bad?"

 The youthful voice startled Sheridan out of his frustrated dia­tribe. They all turned toward the speaker,
even though they all al­ready knew who it was.

 David Sheridan stood there, leaning against the door frameand smiling in that infinitely self-possessed
manner that onlyadolescents could summon with facility.

 "And here he comes...the great agitator," Garibaldi saidwith the air of someone who had been down the
same road anynumber of times.

 "Hey, Uncle Mikey."

 Garibaldi emitted a pained howl, as if he'd just been stabbedthrough the heart. He staggered across the
room, then suddenlylunged and snagged an arm around the back of David's neck.David let out a howl of
anything other than anguish, as Garibaldiyanked on his long hair and snarled, "No 'Uncle Mikey'! I hate
'Uncle Mikey'! Youknow I hate 'Uncle Mikey'!"

 "I'm sorry, Uncle Mikey!" David howled, choking on his ownlaughter.

 "Punk kid. Get a haircut."

 Garibaldi shoved him free, turned to John Sheridan, and



  

 chucked a thumb at the teen. "You got a punk kid there with no respect for his elders, including his
beloved godfather."

 "Tell me about it," Sheridan commiserated.

 "David, I thought you were at your lessons with MasterVultan," Delenn said.

 "I was. Vultan decided it was time to take a break."

 "Meaning that he took his eyes off you for half a second andyou were gone."

 David shrugged noncommittally.

 Delenn let out a sigh that was a familiar combination of loveand exasperation. "He's your son," she said
to Sheridan.

 "How reassuring," G'Kar remarked. "There were those rumors..."

 "Your sense of humor, as always, is not appreciated, G'Kar,"Sheridan said with mock severity.

 "True comic visionaries rarely are during their lifetime."

 "A few more remarks like that, and I'll solve the 'lifetime'problem for you," Sheridan warned with that
same feignedgravity.

 "Sounds like you folks are all having a good time kiddingaround with each other," David observed wryly.
"Kind of inter­esting, considering that when I came in everything soundedpretty damned grave."

 "Language," Delenn said reflexively.

 "Sorry. Pretty goddamned grave."

 She looked heavenward for strength.

 "You wouldn't, by some chance, be trying to change the moodin here simply becauseI'maround?"
inquired David.

 The adults looked uncomfortably at each other.

 "It's all right," he continued, clearly not interested in wait­ing for an answer. "I was actually standing
outside the last fewminutes."

 Garibaldi pointed at David and said to Sheridan, "That boyhas a future in surveillance. Let me take him
back to Mars andtrain him for a few years. You won't recognize him."

 "If his hair gets much longer, I won't recognize him in anyevent," Sheridan commented.

 "You didn't answer my question, Dad," David said, clearly notabout to let his father off the hook.
"You're angry with the paci­fist factions who don't want to get into a full-blown war with



 the Centauri. What's wrong with pacifism? I mean, look at theEarth-Minbari war. Thanks to the
aggressiveness of the Humanswho fired on the Minbari, killing Dukhat, and the Minbari re­sponding with
pure rage,there was a needless interstellar warthat cost millions of lives."

 Delenn flinched inwardly. Davidwould have had to bring thatup. The fact was that it was Delenn herself
who had made thefateful decision to attack the Humans, even as she had cradled the still-warm corpse of
Dukhat.They 're animals! The words,screamed in an agonized voice barely recognizable as her own, still
rang in her head. But David had never learned that. It was a secret that she kept buried deep in her, a
moment that she couldnever forget, no matter how much she wanted to.

 "And then," continued David, unaware of his mother's innerturmoil, "the entire Human Homeworld would
have been wipedout if the Minbari hadn't suddenly surrendered. The reasonswere complicated, but the
result was the same: a peace move­ment. So obviously, those who seek peace are right some of thetime.
When do you decide it's the right time for peace ... andwhen it is time to go to war?"

 "It's not an easy question," Sheridan admitted.

 "Well, actually, it is an easy question. The answer's the toughpart."

 Sheridan glanced at Garibaldi, who had just spoken, and responded wryly, "Thank you, Michael, for
that reassuringclarification."

 "No problem."

 Delenn stepped forward, and resting a hand on her son'sshoulder, said, "It depends whether one is in a
situation where amovement of peace is viewed as a benefit for all concerned ...or merely a sign of
weakness."

 Sheridan nodded in confirmation. "There are some who usepeace, not as a tool, but as a weapon.
Something to distract orforestall opponents while they move forward with their plans forconquest."

 "And how do you know when that's the case?"

 "You have to look at the whole picture," Sheridan said. "You don't examine one action, or even a couple
of actions. You lookat everything they've done throughout their history, and get a

  

  

  

 clear idea of where they've been. Based on that, you can deter­mine where they're most likely to go."

 "In the case of Londo and the Centauri," Garibaldi saidgrimly, "where they're going to go is anyplace
they want to.Right now they're the six-hundred-pound gorilla."

 "The what?" David looked at him blankly.

 "The gorilla. It's an old joke. Where does a six-hundred-pound gorilla sit? Answer is, anywhere he



wants. Get it?"

 "Kind of." David hesitated, then asked, "What's a gorilla?"

 Garibaldi opened his mouth to respond, then closed it andsighed. "Never mind."

 Easily turning his attention away from the joke that had lefthim puzzled, David said, "Londo...the
emperor . . . you think that's what he wants to do? Go everywhere . .. anywhere...hewants?"

 "I don't know. I don't know the man anymore," Sheridan said.He looked to G'Kar. "What do you think,
G'Kar? You haven'tbeen saying all that much. What's your opinion on Londo'sintentions?"

 "His intentions?" G'Kar shrugged. "I could not tell you forsure. But there is one thing I do know for
certain: Londo Mollari is one of the most tragic individuals I've ever met."

 "Tragic?" Garibaldi snorted. "Look, G'Kar, I once liked theguy. And then he went power mad, and now
he sits there on Cen­tauri Prime playing all sides against each other. And yeah, okay,I'll be honest...
losing Lou Welch to those high-haired bastards didn't exactly endear me to the whole Centauri
experience. I've heard them say, in their rhetoric, in their histories, that the em­peror is the living
incarnation of Centauri Prime. If that's thecase, I have some major issues with the incarnation, because it
means he's the living symbol of a planet that's gone straightdown the tubes. So I don't exactly see, G'Kar,
why I'm supposed to shed a tear for him and think of him as a tragic figure."

 "Shed tears or not, as you see fit," G'Kar said with a shrug. "I know I shed none. Why should I? He was
responsible for massdrivers being used against my people. For the deaths of millionsof Narns. Do you
know what would have happened if not forLondo Mollari?"

 There was a pause. "What?" inquired David.

 "Very likely the exact same thing," G'Kar told him. "It is my

 belief that Londo became swept up in circumstances that werebeyond his control... perhaps even
beyond his understanding.And by the time he did understand, it was too late. I believe hehad hopes and
dreams for his people, but only in the mostephemeral of terms ... and others transformed those hopes into
a harsh reality that he never contemplated in his wildest dreams.

 "That, Mr. Garibaldi, is the tragedy of Londo Mollari: that henever had the opportunity to become that
which he might havebeen had the vagaries of fate not caught him up. Do not misun­derstand," he added
hastily. "As I said, I shed no tears for him. Inmany respects he brought it on himself, and there were times
hemight have been able to stop it. Then again, perhaps not. We willnever know. But whether he is
pitiable or not, whether he issomeone with whom we empathize or not, is beside the point.He remains a
tragic figure nonetheless."

 Sheridan was shaking his head and looking over at Garibaldi. "And here you said he wasn't talking
much. See what happens?Now we can't shut him up."

 "I won't burden you with my opinions if it's a problem, Mr.President," G'Kar said archly.

 Sheridan waved him off.

 "So what do we do, John?" Delenn said. "We remain stymied."



 "We stay the course, that's all," Sheridan told her reluctantly."I'm not going to unilaterally order the White
Star fleet to attackCentauri Prime. I have to present an example for the Alliance,and what they donot
need is an example of a leader who func­tions without giving a damn about the opinions and desires ofhis
constituency. The Alliance refuses to pull the trigger. I can'tgo forward without them, so we remain
together and stationary.And we hope that once the Alliance does come to its collectivesenses, it's not too
late."

 "That certainly seems the only way to go," Garibaldi agreedreluctantly. G'Kar simply nodded
noncommittally.

 Sheridan then gave Delenn a significant look, and she under­stood immediately what he wanted.
"David," she said, "whydon't we go for a walk?"

 "Dad wants to be able to talk without having me around,right." Despite the phrasing, it wasn't a question
so much as anaffirmation.

  

 "Nothing gets past you." Sheridan chuckled, but there wasedginess in the laugh.

 "Fine." David shrugged with feigned indifference andal­lowed Delenn to lead him out.

 "He's a sharp boy, and he's growing up fast," said Garibaldi."We probably could have kept talking in
front of him."

 "Let's let him be just a kid, at least for a while longer."

 "I wouldn't say he's ever been 'just a kid,' Mr. President,"G'Kar said.

 "That's probably true." Sheridan seated himself back behindhis desk. The back-and-forth with David
had taken some of theire out of his voice, but he was still clearly not happy with thesituation. "The thing I
find most disturbing about this is the busi­ness with the Drazi. One of their own people was murdered,
andthey simply let it go."

 "The word on ISN was that it was a lone nut acting with­out the government's knowledge or consent,"
Garibaldi said."They're even suggesting that it's a private group of saboteurswho're working to bring
down the Centauri government bystaging acts of violence designed to foster war with the Alliance.The
new Drazi ambassador backed it up. Not that I necessarilybelieved it for a second..."

 "You were wise not to," G'Kar said. "It was, in fact, the orga­nized actions of a mob, performed with
the full cooperation of the local authorities and Minister Lione's pet troops, the PrimeCandidates. They
tore the poor devil apart. His assistant washurried away. I saw his picture on the same ISN broadcast
thatMr. Garibaldi saw; he's the new Drazi ambassador. It seems hispredecessor's misfortune was his
own good luck."

 Garibaldi looked at him suspiciously. "You're acting like yousaw this as an eyewitness."

 G'Kar said nothing.

 Garibaldi looked from G'Kar to Sheridan. "Someone want totell me what's going on? I mean, there's no



way G'Kar couldhave seen it. A Narn on Centauri Prime? Impossible. They'vebanned all off-worlders ...
and even when off-worlders werewelcome, Narns never were."

 "I have ways," G'Kar said with great mystery.

 "Mind telling me what they are?"

 "I cannot, in good conscience, do so," G'Kar informed him.

 "And you?" He turned expectantly to Sheridan.

 But Sheridan shook his head. "I don't know, either. G'Karhasn't told me."

 "And you find this acceptable?" Garibaldi was openlyincredulous.

 "I'm learning to deal with it," Sheridan said.

 "He is John's foot," Delenn, who had just reentered, said.

 "His what?"

 "Hand," Sheridan corrected her. "It's an old title..."

 "Look, I don't care if he's your hand, your foot, or your lowerintestine," Garibaldi said. "I don't like
secrets being kept. Not among us. Not after everything we've been through together.Because secrecy
under such circumstances leads to sloppiness, and the next thing you know, someone decides they're
going tobe a hero and they get themselves killed."

 "That," G'Kar said, sounding not a little regretful, "is an oc­cupational hazard for being a hero."

 "And for being a martyr," Garibaldi reminded him, "I hopeyou're not aiming for that status for yourself."

 "Why, Mr. Garibaldi... I didn't know you cared." Hesounded more amused than anything else.

 Sheridan turned to Delenn. "David squared away?"

 "He's back with his teachers. He said he still doesn't under­stand who decides when peace is the right
thing to do."

 "What did you tell him?"

 "I looked him right in the eye and said, 'I decide. And if I'mnot around, your father decides.' "

 "Really. And what did he say to that?"

 "He said, 'As long as Uncle Mikey doesn't.' "

 "I'll kill him," said Garibaldi.

 This generated a booming laugh from Sheridan. Delenn lovedhearing him laugh, because he did it so
infrequently. With allhis responsibilities, all the stress upon him, she wished that hecould laugh more often.



He needed to desperately. And sheneeded it, too.

 Six more years. . .

 Some days it seemed as if it was going to pass in an eyeblink. Other days. . .

 Other days it felt as if it was going to be an eternity.

  

  

 EXCERPTED FROM

 THE CHRONICLES OF LONDO MOLLARL

 Excerpt dated (approximate Earth date)

 March 30,2275.

 My concern about my memory grows.

 Things that happened many years ago...these are clear to me. I can remember-every word that was
spoken, every nuance of every moment from ten, twenty, thirty years past. I can remember exactly what
it felt like to run as a child, to fall and skin my knee. The twinge of the pain can be re-created in my mind
with utter clarity.

 I cannot remember what I hadfor dinner last night.

 I have had to drink rather heavily in order lo maintain some of the more sensi­tive entries in this journal,
because I have not wanted my...associate...to be aware of some of the things I write. The problem is that
I think it's starting to take its toll upon me. That and age...

 ...and the mirror.

 I look in the mirror and I see reflections of a man I do not recognize...and yet, unfortunately, do. The
image of me in my dreams...

 My dreams...

 Durla and/7/sdreams. Now there is a subject...

 It takes a great deal of effort for me to recall what happened at a ministry meetingyesterday. Durla was
there, that I recall. He was in one of his wild-eyed moods, speaking once more about dreams that had
come to him, images in those dreams, and he was presenting blueprints and descriptions of new and
greater weapons.

 The others looked upon his work and marveled at Durla the Visionary. That is what they call him: the
Visionary. One of the greatest seers in the history of Centauri Prime. When he was elevated to the office
of prime minister, he started claiming that he had been guided by his dreams for years. When he was a
mere member of my personal guard, such statements would have garnered laughter. Now... now the



others make appreciative noises and exclamations of amaze-

  

 ment, and speak of the exciting time in which we live, that such a prophet walks among us.

 It is ridiculous. Nonsense.

 Except... those things that we produce tend to work. Or at least our scientists are able to make them
work. The Centauri Republic is being crafted in Durla's image. Odd. It gives me a strange feeling of
nostalgia. I see his designs for weapons, for ships...and I get the same chill I did when I saw the Shadow
ships crossing the skies over Centauri Prime. Black and fearsome things they were, and to look at them
was like staring into the very heart of madness. I wonder about these dreams, and their origins, but it is
pointless to inquire. Durla would notunderstand, nor would he care.

 No, two things occupy Durla's thoughts: his endeavors to build up our military might, and his desire to
bring down the saboteurs who continue to frustrate and thwart him. They have done so in small ways and
have not been able to truly stop the progress. For every munition factory they manage to destroy, there
are five others. They can no more stem the tide than a coral reef can impede the ocean. But they are a
presence and an irritant nonetheless, and Durla continues to be angeredby their activities.

 These matters will come to a head sooner rather than later, I fear. I do not like to think about whose
head they may come to.

 My memory...

 I saw a lovely young woman walking the corridors the other day. I spoke to her, smiled at her, feeling
for a moment like the Londo of old. Then I realized that she was Senna, the young woman whom I took
as my ward some years ago. I had not seen her in quite some time. She remains without husband, and
without interest in acquiring one. Instead she occupies herself by acting as an occasional nursemaid for
some of the children of Centauri ministers and such. She is quite popular withthem, so I understand.

 Dinnerl

 Dinner the other night was with Vir. I recall now. I do not remember what we had...but he was there.
Senna was there, too. They spoke quite gregariously with one another, I seem to remember. One would
have almost thought I was not thereat all.

 Sometimes I think I am not.

 chapter 3

 Milifa, of the house of Milifa, burst into Durla's office, unableto contain his excitement. "Is it true?" he
asked before Durlacould open his mouth. "Is what I've heard true?"

 Durla leaned back and smiled. Milifa was a man who virtuallyradiated strength. Remarkably charismatic,
powerfully built, hewas the head of one of the most influential houses in all the Cen-taurum. Even his
excitement was carefully channeled, his darkeyes crackling with intensity as he said again, "Is it true?"

 "Are you going to give me breathing space to tell you, myfriend? Or will you simply keep asking?"



 Milifa took a step back and a deep breath. "Do not toy withme on this, Durla. I warn you."

 Virtually any other person who spoke the words "I warnyou" to Durla would have been subject to harsh
treatment. Butfrom Milifa, Durla was willing to take it. "Yes. It is true," heresponded.

 Milifa sagged with visible relief. Durla had never seen therobust aristocrat so emotionally vulnerable.
Even on the day thatMilifa's son, Throk, had been killed, Milifa had managed to keephis rawest emotions
in careful check.

 "Four ... years," he said incredulously."Four years sincethe safe house of the Prime Candidates was
destroyed. Fouryears since my son and his friends died at the hands of those ... those ..." He trembled
with barely contained fury.

 "I cannot apologize enough, old friend," said Durla, "for thelength of time it has taken us to apprehend
one of these subver­sives. It is, frankly, an embarrassment. I do not know any otherway to put it."

 "An embarrassment, yes. Perhaps," Milifa said sourly, "your

 duties as prime minister have atrophied the skills you so adroitly displayed when you were minister of
Internal Security."

 "That is neither here nor there," Durla told him. He rose frombehind his desk and came around it,
clapping Milifa on the back. "He is being questioned even as we speak. Do you wish to comeand see?"

 "Absolutely," Milifa said. "After waiting four years to see theface of one of these bastards, I have no
intention of waiting amoment longer."

 Durla was pleased to see that the questioning was alreadyunder way. He was not, however, pleased to
witness its lack ofsuccess.

 The subject was strapped into an oversize chair, his feetdangling a few inches above the floor. He was
rail thin, narrow-shouldered, and unlike most other Centauri of Durla's acquain­tance, his hair was
something of a mess. His head was lollingfrom one side to the other, as if attached to his shoulders by
onlythe slimmest of supports.

 Several members of the Prime Candidates were there, as well,looking particularly grim. Durla
recognized one of them asCaso, a close friend of Throk's. Caso had suffered, to some de­gree, from
survivor's guilt. A lung illness had kept him home inbed the day that the other Prime Candidates died in
the explo­sion; had Caso not been bedridden, he would have died with theothers.

 "What is the vermin's name?" Milifa asked, standing just be­hind Durla.

 "Lanas. Rem Lanas," Durla told him grimly. "He was found tres­passing in one of our..." He paused, and
then said,"... medical fa­cilities, on Tumbor 2. He had counterfeit clearance identification onhim. Quite
well crafted, I might add. He was in the midst of endeav­oring to rewire certain circuits that... if left
unchecked... wouldhave caused the facility to blow up. Fortunately, all he managed to do was trip an
alarm. Our security systems have become increas­ingly sophisticated over the years."

 "That is a fortunate state of affairs," Milifa said, "consideringthe alternative is leaving yourself open to
being continuallypreyed upon by slime like... like this." His voice dropped loweron the last several words.
He stepped forward and practically



                                             
stuck his face into Lanas'. "Are you the one, slime? Are you the
one who was responsible for killing my son?"
Lanas looked up at him without really seeing him.
"What's wrong with him?" demanded Milifa.
"Truth drugs, no doubt. Sometimes they take a while to reach
full effect." Durla looked to Caso for confirmation. Caso, over
the years, had apprenticed with some of the best interrogators
in the Centaurum and had become quite skilled. He had person­
ally requested the opportunity to handle the questioning of this
latest subject, in the name of his departed friend. "How much
longer, Caso?"

 But Caso looked surprisingly uncomfortable. "Actually, PrimeMinister, they should be at full effect by
now. Before now, infact. But he has been resisting all of our initial questions."

 "Resisting?" Durla was astonished. "Are you certain you haveadministered them properly?"

 "Positive, Prime Minister," Caso answered stiffly. "And yet he resists? Increase the dosage.""That may
not be wise..."Durla, feeling the quiet smoldering of Milifa next to him, saidtightly, "On my authority. Do
it."

 Caso bowed deeply and put together another dosage. Mo­ments later there was enough truth drug
pumping through Lanas'veins to senda dozen Centauri pouring out every secret they'dever held, all the
way back to childhood.

 Rem Lanas' eyes remained glazed. It was as if he was with­drawing completely into himself.

 "I checked the records on this man," Caso said. "He was aworker on K0643."

 "Was he now," Durla said. The excavation on K0643 hadproven to be one of Durla's only unqualified
disasters. He hadbeen certain that there was some great source of weaponry there,but the entire
excavation had been destroyed. There were wildrumors that techno-mages had somehow been involved.
. . fleet­ing glimpses of them, but accounts of their numbers rangedfrom three to thirty. No one seemed
sure of anything. He won­dered if Lanas had been one of the workers who had been ques­tioned. He
leaned forward, and said, "What is your name?""Lanas. Rem Lanas." His voice was thick and distant.
"And are you part of an organization?"

  

  

 Lanas' head teetered in affirmation.

 "And what," Durla said with clear urgency, "is that organiza­tion? Tell me about it. Who is the head?"

 "Minister.. . Durla."

 A confused look passed among the Centauri in the room.Durla could feel Milifa's gaze boring through
him, and hefelt a faint buzz of danger. "Yes, I am Prime Minister Durla,"he said, trying to discern whether



the confused Lanas might simply be addressing him directly. "Who is the head of yourorganization?"

 "Minister Durla," Rem Lanas said, this time with moreconviction.

 The blood drained from Durla's face.

 But Caso looked suspicious, and said, "What is the nature ofthis organization?"

 "Employment. . . workers...for excavation purposes..."

 Durla put his face in his hands, partly out of frustration andpartly to hide his relief. Such an absurd
misunderstanding couldhave led to a world of trouble if left unchecked. "The Committeefor Centauri
Advancement," he said.

 "Yes ... organization ..." Rem Lanas told them. He was halfsmiling, but it was such a disassociated look
that it was clear hewas thinking about something else completely.

 Durla looked to Milifa, who seemed less than amused. "It'sthe association I created for the purpose of
organizing Centauriworkers for-"

 "I do not care," Milifa said flatly. "I want to know about thebastards who killed my son. If he's one of
them, I want all theirnames."

 Durla nodded and turned back to Rem Lanas. "I am speakingof a terrorist organization. An organization
created for sabotage.You are part of such a group, yes?"

 Lanas nodded his head.

 "Now we're getting somewhere," Durla said, smirking. Casonodded approvingly. "How many people
are in it?"

 "All of them," Lanas told him.

 "Don't spar with me, Lanas," Durla warned, becoming in­creasingly annoyed. He glanced up at Caso.
"How is he able todo this?"

 "I'm not sure," Caso said, looking a bit worried. "He should

  

 be unable to hold back anything. It should just all be spilling outof him."

 "Lanas... who is the head of the organization?" Durla asked,

 "The head?"

 "Yes."

 "The head...is our leader."

 "Yes. His name. What is the name of the head of theorganization?"



 And his reply made no sense at all. "No. What is the name ofthe man on second base."

 "Who?" Durla said, utterly flummoxed.

 "No. Who is on first."

 "What?"

 "What is on second."

 Durla felt as if he were losing his mind. In a harsh whisper he demanded of Caso, "This is gibberish.
What is he saying?"

 "I don't know!" Caso replied loudly.

 "Third base," Rem Lanas intoned, as if by rote.

 Durla was up off his chair with such force that he knocked itover. Caso was about to speak when an
angry prime ministergrabbed him by the front of his shirt and slammed him back upagainst the wall. "This
isidiocyl" he said tightly. "What sort ofgame is this?"

 "It's n-not a game!" Caso stammered, his veneer of PrimeCandidate indifference wavering under the
infuriated onslaught of the most powerful man on Centauri Prime. "It...it must be afail-safe..."

 "Fail-safe? What sort of-"

 "Something planted in his mind. Imprinted. So that if he'sbeing questioned or probed, instead of breaking
through to thecore of what we want to know, his mind automatically reverts tothis nonsense. It becomes
a loop that we can't get past."

 "That's impossible!"

 "No. It's not. I've ..." He licked his lips nervously. "I'veheard techno-mages can accomplish such things..
."

 "Now it's techno-mages!" Milifa bellowed. "Drugs! Chil­dren's stories about techno-mages! What sort
of government are you running here, Durla!"

 Durla rounded on him, suddenly not caring just how powerful

  

 a house Milifa ran. He pointed a trembling finger at Milifa, andsaid, "The kind of government that could
strip you of name,rank, and property with a snap of my fingers! So watch yourself,Milifa, and show some
respect for who and what I am, before Imake you less than who and what you are!"

 Milifa, wisely, said nothing, but the set of his face made itclear he was not happy.

 Durla, for his part, felt shamed. And the notion that thisscrawny no one was playing games with him and
shaming him infront of a long-standing ally infuriated him beyond reason."Forget the drugs," he told Caso.



"Now ... now we chat withhim in the way we used to do these things."

 Minutes later, Rem Lanas was upright and spread-eagled, hisarms tied to the walls on either side of the
cell. Durla stood sev­eral feet away, the lash in his hand crackling with energy.

 "Prime Minister." Caso sounded respectful but nervous. "Thedrugs in his system may impede his
understanding if anotherelement, such as extreme pain, is introduced into-"

 "Then we shall give his system a chance to work the drugsout." He saw Milifa nod slightly in approval,
took a step back and swung his arm around expertly. The lash slammed acrossRem Lanas' back,
shredding his shirt in a second. Lanas screamed,his eyes going wide, his body spasming.

 "You felt that, didn't you," Durla said in a low voice. "Didn'tyou, Lanas."

 " Y-yes," he managed to say.

 "No one can endure more than forty lashes of that nature,"Durla continued. "1 do not suggest you be the
first person to try."

 "I...don't want to die..."

 "At last, truth," Durla noted with satisfaction. "We don't careabout you, Lanas. We want those in
charge."

 "In charge . . . of what?"

 Durla did not hesitate. He swung the lash again, and again.Ten cracks of the lash crashed across Lanas'
back, and each timethe prisoner howled, until it seemed to Durla he could not re­member a time when
screams were not ringing in his ears.

 "That," he said, "is eleven."

 But Lanas didn't hear him, because he had lapsed intounconsciousness.

  

 "Bring him around," Durla said to Caso.

 Caso did so with brisk efficiency. Durla could see it in Lanas'eyes: When he came to, for a moment he
didn't realize where he was. Perhaps he thought that what he had experienced was somesort of tortured
dream. When he looked around, however, herealized the all-too-real nature of his predicament.

 "Ask him who killed my son," Milifa demanded. "Was hehimself responsible? Someone else?"

 "Is your mind clear enough that you can answer the question?" Durla asked. Lanas glared up at him.
"You see, we've figured outthat when you lose control over your ability to keep information secret, you
have some sort of...what was the word, Caso? Fail­safe. A fail-safe in your mind that prevents you from
being forth­coming. It is my assumption that if you have possession of yourfaculties, then your free will
holds sway once more. Employ thai free will now. Save yourself."

 "Tell me who killed my son," demanded Milifa.



 Lanas seemed to notice him for the first time. "Who isyour son?"

 "Throk of the House Milifa."

 "Oh. Him."

 "Yes, him."

 "He was the first."

 "The first what?" Durla said. "The first victim of yourorganization?"

 Rem Lanas took in a slow, deep breath. "Do you know whoIam?" he asked.

 "You are Rem Lanas."

 "Beyond that, I mean." The pain in his voice appeared to besubsiding. And then, before Durla could
reply, Lanas did it forhim. "I am nothing beyond that. I am a nobody. A no one. 1drifted... from one thing
in life to the next. Used by this person,by that person. I have been a victim for as long as I can re­
member. No pride in myself, in my heritage, in my people. But Ihave been a part of something .. . that
has made me proud ...for the first time in my meager existence."

 "So you admit you are part of an organization!" Durla saidtriumphantly.

 "Freely," said Lanas. He looked like nothing. He looked like

 a weakling. But his voice was of iron. "And if you think that Iam going to turn over those people who
have helped to elevateme, for the first time in my life, to a creature of worth ... thenyou can think again.
And you, Durla... you think . . . you thinkyou are in charge. You think you know everything. You know
nothing. And by the time you do...it will be too late for you. It'salready too late."

 Durla suddenly felt a chill in the air. He brushed it off as hesaid,"Ifyou know so much about me, why
don't you tell me?"

 "Because you would not believe. You are not ready. You likely never will be."

 "Enough of this!" Milifa said, fury bubbling over. "Tell mewhokilledmy son!"

 "Your son..."

 " Yes! Throk of the-"

 "House of Milifa, yes. Your son . . ." He grinned lopsidedly."Your son walked into his little hideout with
a bomb in his hair.My understanding is that he realized it at the last moment anddied screaming 'Get it
out, get it out!' Very womanish, fromwhat I 've been told..."

 Milifa let out a howl of agonized fury and grabbed the lash from Durla's hand. Durla yelped in protest
and tried to grab itback, but Milifa was far bigger than he and utterly uncaring, atthat moment, of Durla's
high rank. He stiff-armed the primeminister, shoving him back. Caso caught Durla before he couldhit the
ground.



 Milifa's arm snapped around, and he brought the lash crash­ing down on Rem Lanas. Lanas made no
attempt to hold backthe agony as the scream was ripped from his throat.

 "Milord!" Caso shouted, trying to get the whip away fromhim, but Milifa, blind with fury, swept it around
and drove Casoback. Any attempt to snatch it from Milifa's hand would simplyhave met with violence.

 "Tell me-who!" And the whip snaked out.

 "Who's on first!" shrieked Lanas, and the words were now pouring out of him, running together, bereft
of any meaning."What's on second, I don't know, third base..."

 "Tell me! Tell me!"

 "Get the guards!" Durla ordered Caso, and the young Prime

  

  

 Candidate did as he was instructed. Milifa was paying no atten­tion. Four years' worth of anger, of rage,
poured from him all atonce, focused entirely on the helpless individual before him.Over and over he
struck, and each time he demanded to knowwho was responsible for his son's death, and each time Rem
Lanas cried out nonsensical comments about third base. Excepthe did so with progressively less volume
each time, even thescreams having less force.

 The door burst open and half a dozen guards poured in, Casobringing up the rear. They converged on
Milifa, and he swungthe lash to try to keep them back. But they were armored, and al­though they
proceeded with caution, proceed they still did.Within moments they had Milifa pinned to the ground, the
lashtorn from his grasp. His chest was heaving, his face flushed, hiseyes wild. "Tell me!" he was still
shouting, as if he had lost track of the fact that he was no longer beating his victim.

 Lanas' head was slumped forward. Durla went to him, placedhis thumb and forefinger under Rem Lanas'
chin. The head fellback. And he immediately knew what Caso confirmed only amoment later: Lanas was
dead.

 "Idiot," he murmured, and then his voice grew along withhis frustration. "Idiot!" This time he turned to
Milifa, who wasbeing held on the floor by the guards, and kicked him savagely inthe side. Milifa let out a
roar of indignation, but Durla spokeright over it."Idiot! He was our first, best lead in years! Years!And
because of you, he's dead!"

 "Less .. . than forty lashes ..." Milifa started to say.

 "It didn't matter! The threshold of pain isn't an exact science!Forty was the maximum! But look at him!
He wasn't particu­larly robust! What in the world made you think he could endure that sort of sustained
punishment!

 "But no, you didn't think!" and he kicked Milifa again. "Youjust cared about your pathetic son!"

 "Howdare you!" Milifa managed to get out.



 "How dare you interfere with an official interrogation! Howdare you think that you can withstand my
anger! Get him out of here...no! No, on second thought, shove him over there!" andhe pointed to a
corner of the cell. The guards obediently tossedhim over into the indicated corner and stepped back.
"You canstay here and rot...along with the corpse of your new best

                                                                                                             

 friend!" and he indicated the still-suspended body of RemLanas. "I hope you two will be very happy
together!"

 He stormed out, allowing the guards to follow and close thedoor behind him. The last thing the angry
prime minister heardwas Milifa's enraged shout of protest, before it was cut off by theslamming of the cell
door.

  

  

  

 chapter 4

 Durla was impressed to see that Castig Lione had made it tohis office suite before he arrived there. "Tell
me it's not true,"Lione, trembling with suppressed rage, said immediately.

 Durla considered it mildly amusing that the conversationechoed the one he'd had with Milifa, so very
recently. "That de­pends," he said calmly. With Milifa locked away and his fury atLanas passed, Durla
was actually able to handle himself with aconsiderable amount of sangfroid. "What are you referring to,
precisely?"

 "Do not fence with me-"

 "And do not forget your station, Lione!" Durla warned. Hewas still calm, but there was definite menace
in his tone. "Do notforget who is the power on Centauri Prime."

 "Oh, I have known that for quite some time," Lione shot back.

 Durla's eyes narrowed. "What do you mean by that?"

 "You have put Milifa into prison! Do you have any idea howmany friends the House Milifa has? How
powerful he is! Youneed the support of the main Houses . . ."

 "I have the support of the military, Minister Lione," Durlasaid. "The generals respect my roots. And they
respect my long-term vision. They have helped to execute my inspirations, devel­oping the technologies
that will lead us to bury the Alliance.They have as little patience for effete, mincing heads of Housesas I
do. They know that conquest comes from military might,and they know that only I have the strength of
will to bring Cen­tauri Prime to its true destiny."

 "The Houses remain the foundation of your power, PrimeMinister. If that foundation crumbles . .."

 "Why should I care what is below me, when my destiny is that which is above me?"



  

 Lione leaned on a chair without sitting, and shook his head."Madness," he muttered.

 But Durla was studying him, like a small creature of preysizing up something larger than he, trying to
decide whetheror not he could bring it down. "I have not forgotten your com­ment. Who is the power of
Centauri Prime, as far as you areconcerned?"

 Lione regained his composure. "Why, you are, PrimeMinister."

 "Now you are the one who is fencing. What did you mean?"

 "You do not desire candor, Prime Minister."

 There was a deadly silence in the office for a moment. Andthen Durla said, "Lione...we go back quite a
ways. Do not,however, assume that that lengthy relationship has weakened myresolve or ability to do
what I feel needs to be done if I am beingdefied. Do not further assume that the fact that you head the
Prime Candidates gives you a power base that is comparablewith mine. If I were so inclined, I could
order the military to an­nihilate every single one of them. The streets of Centauri Primewould flow with
the blood of your precious Candidates, and par­ents might mourn, but otherwise life would go on."

 "You would never do such a thing," Lione said.

 Durla smiled thinly.

 Suddenly the door opened and one of the most massive Cen­tauri that Lione had ever seen walked in.
He had to stop in thedoorway for a moment, turning sideways slightly, in order toenter. Pure charismatic
energy seemed to crackle around him.His neck was so thick that it seemed as if his head were jointed
directly into the top of his torso. Furthermore, he had cut histeeth so that small fangs projected over his
upper lip.

 "Minister . . . you remember General Rhys. He's been over­seeing a number of our construction projects
on assorted fringeworlds. He also did a superb job leading the recent strike forceson Mipas and other
worlds. General, it is good to see you."

 General Rhys bowed deeply. But as he did so, he never tookhis eyes off Castig Lione.

 "General," Durla said quite conversationally, as if discussingthe weather. "I'd like you to do me a service,
if you don't mind."

 "Whatever you wish, Prime Minister."

 "That sword hanging at your side...is it merely ceremonial?"

  

  

 "Intended for ceremony, but it carries a killing edge, PrimeMinister."



 "Good. Kindly draw it and decapitate Minister Lione if hedoes not answer to my satisfaction."

 Lione started to bark out a laugh, then the laughter choked off in his throat as smooth metal rasped
against the scabbard, and hefound the blade poised right against his throat. Rhys was holding it quite
steady, not wavering in the slightest.

 "You . .. you're insane," Lione whispered. Then he gasped asthe blade edge pressed ever so slightly.
That alone was enough tocause a trickle of blood to start running down. A small stain of pinkish red
liquid...his blood. .. tinted his white collar.

 "Look into my eyes, Lione," said Durla. The degree of calm inhis tone was absolutely frightening. Lione
found himself unableto look anywhere else. "1 will be able to tell if you are lying. I have become quite
sensitive to attempts at duplicity. One does not reach my station in life without acquiring that ability. Lie,
and I will know. Now tell me .. . who do you think is the truepower of Centauri Prime?"

 "You."

 "Ah ah ah," Durla said scoldingly, and Rhys-without hav­ing to be told to do so-pushed the blade ever
so slightly more against Lione's throat. The minister gasped and sat bolt still, aseven the slightest breath
would cause the blade to drive into histhroat on its own. "Did you think that I was joking? I am not. 1 do
not joke. Ever. This is your last chance, Minister: Who is the truepower of Centauri Prime?"

 In truth, Durla was fully prepared for Lione to answer that itwas the emperor. Durla was perfectly aware
that there remaineda handful of holdouts who believed that Londo Mollari still mat­ tered in some way,
shape, or form to the business of CentauriPrime. It was a quaint notion, of course. Truthfully, he would
besurprised if it turned out that Lione was among those benightedfew, but anything was possible.

 What he was not expecting was the answer that Lione gave:

 "The Lady Mariel."

 For just a moment Durla's lips twisted in anger, and he wasabout to order General Rhys to dispatch
Lione for good and all. If nothing else, it would prove to the other ministers that no onewas immune to the
ire and retribution of the prime minister.

 But something in Lione's look stopped him, and he realizedwith a sort of bleak horror that Lione
absolutely believed it.

 "Mariel? My wife?"

 Lione let out a slow breath. Clearly he thought he was as goodas dead. That being the case, there was
no point in withholdingexactly what he believed, what he thought. "We are not fools," hetold Durla with a
nervous sneer. "Your obsession with her wasknown to all. Did you think that I was unable to tell? That
noneof us would figure it out? And then you wound up acquiring her in some pathetic game. What a
startling coincidence."

 "It was no coincidence," Durla replied hotly. "If you mustknow, Lione, the woman was attracted to me.
Vir Cotto had nodesire to try to hold on to her, since all she spoke of was me, andhe was more than
happy to see me secure her."

 "Oh, was he now. And how very convenient for him. Thechances are that he played you for a fool."



 "Impossible. Cotto is nothing."

 "He was in a position to give you that for which you hungered.He must have beensomething"

 "He is nothing, I tell you. The Lady Mariel wanted me..."

 "Let us say that she did. The reason is obvious. She wanted tobe able to manipulate you. She was a spy
in my employ, Durla,or have you forgotten that? I know just how much informationthat woman was
capable of acquiring. She likely learned ofyour fixation with her and decided to use it to her advantage.
Women, after all, have no power in our government. What better way for a clever and ambitious woman
like Mariel to gain influ­ence than by sinking her claws into a man who would accede toher every whim."

 "Mine is the vision, Lione," Durla stated flatly, his consider­able aplomb beginning to erode. "Mine is the
direction for Cen­tauri Prime.. ."

 "Right, right. Your dreams, from which you garner impressivescientific developments. How likely is that,
Prime Minister? Asopposed to the thought that they are being fed to you by yourbeloved wife, who in
turn is acquiring them from contacts she has managed to cultivate. We all know you dote on her, fawnon
her. She is your sense of self-worth, your inspiration, yourimage, all rolled into one. You are nothing
without the LadyMariel."

                                                                    

 "I had already achieved greatness before she ever became mywife," Durla reminded him. He was barely
managing to keephimself from leaping across the room, grabbing the sword, anddispatching Lione
himself.

 "You achieved it in the hopes of impressing her. How pathetia life is that?"

 For a long moment, Durla said nothing. He fought mightilywith himself not to betray a shred of the
emotion roiling withinhim. Then, in a hoarse, choked voice, he said, "General Rhys..."

 Lione braced himself for the killing stroke.

 "Thank you for your assistance. Wait in the outer officeplease."

 If Rhys was at all disappointed that he was not going to havethe opportunity to lop off Lione's head and
thereby provide someexcitement to what was otherwise a fairly dull day, he did no!show it. Instead he
simply sheathed his sword, bowed slightly,and walked out.

 Minister Lione sat there, clearly not quite knowing what had hit him. When Durla slowly came around to
him, he automati­cally flinched as he saw a hand move toward him. But all Durladid was pat Lione on the
shoulder, and say, "I appreciate yourcandor." He touched the pale, reddish liquid on Lione's throat.
"You'll probably want to have that looked at." Then he walkedout, leaving a dumbfounded Lione to
wonder what had justtranspired.

 The Lady Mariel was most surprised to see her husband. Hestrode into their sumptuous quarters
unannounced and unex­pected. He had not been around much lately during the day; in­deed, he had not
been around that much at night, either. It was asituation that offered both pluses and minuses. Not having
himaround was, of course, rather nice, due to the fact that she did notlove him. Oh, she feigned it



masterfully. Then again, it wasn'thard to fake something when someone else desperately wantedto believe
in it.

 But if she wasn't a party to his goings-on, it made it that much more difficult for her to get information for
her beloved Vir.

 Vir, who was back on Babylon 5, putting the information shefed him to good use. She didn't know for
sure, but she would not

  

  

 have been surprised if her wonderful Vir was somehow involvedwith the rebels who were causing so
much trouble for Durla andhis plans. This, of course, was something she would never let onto Durla.
First, it would mean betraying the incomparable Vir,and second, her own duplicity would become
known. It wouldmean death. Her death would be unfortunate enough, but Vir'sdeath-thatshe simply
could not risk. He was too glorious, toomagnificent.

 Not for the first time, she wondered why she felt that wayabout him.

 Some part of her understood that she had not always em­braced such depth of feeling for Vir. On some
level, she knewthe change had simply come over her, and she could not compre­hend what had
prompted it. Ultimately, though, it made no dif­ference . Her Vir was her Vir, and that was all. However
she cameby her feelings, she knew they were honest and true, and everytime she was with Durla, only
her thoughts of Vir sustained her.At those times, things didn't seem as bad as they were.

 "My husband," she said quickly. She had been carefully braid­ing the long lock of hair that was the
fashion with her genera­tion. She did not rise from the chair where she sat, in front of themakeup table.
Instead she stayed where she was and watchedherself in the mirror as she meticulously continued
creating thebraid. "Would you forgive me if I did not get up?"

 "I will try not to allow it to put a strain on our marriage," hesaid, in an oddly stiff tone. "You look lovely
today."

 "And you, strikingly handsome, milord husband," she re­sponded. She knew he liked it when she
addressed him in theformal manner, and used it whenever she thought he might be in an expansive mood.
It was usually enough to get him talking andspilling choice nuggets of information. "To what do I owe the
honor of this appearance?"

 He regarded her thoughtfully for a moment, and then said,"Do you love Vir Cotto?"

 She allowed the question to appear to catch her off guard. Intruth, she had anticipated his asking that at
some point. Indeed,the Lady Mariel made it a point to try to anticipate as much aspossible, so
that-should the eventuality transpire-she wouldbe able to react with a carefully crafted reaction and
response.

  

  



  

 At least, that was the theory.

 "Vir Cotto," she said. "The ambassador? From Babylon 5?"

 "Your previous lover," Durla said. There was a slight edgy sharpness to his tone. "I'm sure you have
some familiaritywith him."

 "Yes, of course. But do I love him?" She knew full well thatDurla fancied himself a true student of
psychology. Often had heboasted to her of his ability to simply gaze into someone's eyesand, by that
method, determine the veracity of what they wereabout to say. So she had long known that the only way
she couldglide past a potentially awkward situation such as this would beto look him right in the eyes and
lie with confidence.

 The thing was, the best way to get through the lie was to use asmuch of the truth as possible. "To be
perfectly candid, my love,Vir was simply a means to an end. I used him as a means of es­tablishing
diplomatic contacts in order to supply information to Minister Lione. Certainly you must have known that.
You wereaware that I was in Lione's employ."

 "Yes. I was aware of that," he replied slowly. She continued tobraid her hair. "You have not directly
answered the question,though."

 "I thought I had," she said carelessly. Once more she methis gaze, and this time she said flatly and with
no lack of con­viction, "No. I do not love Vir Cotto. I love only you, my greatvisionary."

 It was the hardest thing she had ever said. Because the truthwas that she did love Vir Cotto. The passing
of years, the mar­riage to Durla... none of that had altered her thinking. Vir con­tinued to be her sun,
moon, and stars. She had agreed to thesham of Vir's "losing" her to Durla, had pretended that she had
always secretly harbored a fascination for the prime minister, allbecause Vir desired it. She wanted to
help Vir, to serve him inany way she could.

 She hadn't lied about her original purpose for associatingwith Vir. Things, however, had changed. She
had come to realizethe full wonderfulness that was Vir Cotto. One treasured day, with a sudden burst of
clarity, as if her previous life had been merely a dream, she abruptly had understood that Vir was theonly
man for her in all the universe.

 She never doubted for a moment that, sooner or later, some-

 thing would happen to Durla. Something nasty. Something final.Until that time, she would play the dutiful
wife and think of Virand provide him with whatever information she could garner.Because that was what
Vir wanted.

 Durla nodded and smiled at her affirmation of her love for him, as she had suspected he would. "You
know of mydreams...my great visions," he said.

 "Of course I do. Everyone on Centauri Prime does."

 "Believe it or not, my love...in my dreams...it is you whocomes to me."

 "Me?" She laughed. "I am most flattered."



 "As well you should be. It is not every woman who can serve as inspiration to the prime minister of
Centauri Prime." He waswalking slowly around her, his hands draped behind his back. "However.. .
there are some who mistake this 'inspiration' thatyou provide me."

 "Mistake? How?"

 "They think that you control me. That I have some sort of..." He rolled his eyes and shook his head. "...
some sort of obses­sion that unmans me in your presence."

 "Ridiculous," she said vehemently, even as she finished braid­ing her hair. "You are Durla, prime minister
of Centauri Prime.You answer to no woman."

 "You know that. I know that. But they," and he pointed in thenebulous direction of the all-present "they,"
"they believe differ­ently. And I fear that I must do something about it."

 "I will support whatever actions you decide to take, beloved."She turned in her seat and smiled her most
glowing smile.

 He hit her so hard that he knocked her clear out of her chair.

 Mariel fell back, striking her head on the floor. She lay there,stunned, feeling the blood welling up from
between her teeth and trickling down from her nose. Her lower lip was alreadyswelling, and her upper lip
had gone numb.

 She tried to stammer out something, anything, and then Durlahauled her to her feet. She tried to push him
away but he was fartoo strong, and then he swung his hand around and struck her again. Her face
reddened where he slapped her, and then hebackhanded her and she went down again. Her lungs seized
upwith a coughing fit, and she spat out blood.

  

 "There," Durla said.

 "There? "She couldn't believe it. "Wha-what did I do?How did I displease you..."

 "You haven't. Unfortunately we live in a world that is shapedby perception," he said sadly. "If the others
think that I am un­manned by you ... that I let you manipulate me in any way ...then it can have a very
negative impact on me and my fortunes.Even though it is not true. Therefore we need to make clear toany
and all who are interested that 1 am my own man."

 He kicked her in the stomach while she lay on the floor. Shedoubled up, curling almost into a fetal
position, and then, withthe side of his boot, he struck her in the face. Mariel, sobbing,rolled onto her
back, her legs still curled up. She felt somethingsmall and hard in her mouth. She rolled it around on her
tongue. It was a tooth. She spit it out and it made a fainttik tik noise as itbounced across the floor.

 "Yes," he said with satisfaction. "Now any who see you willknow that Durla is no woman's servant. No
woman's slave. Youmay be my inspiration . .. but I have no compunction abouttreating you in the same
way that I would treat the lowliest of thelow. I do not play favorites. For you see, nothing, and no one, is
more important than Centauri Prime. And only if I am strong canI help our beloved world attain its true
destiny."



 "Vir," she whispered, very softly, very hoarsely.

 He hadn't quite heard her, because she said it just under her breath, and while he was still talking. "What
did you say?" heinquired.

 "Dear... I said ... dear ... please ... don't hurt me ... anymore ..." She didn't even recognize her own voice
because itwas so choked with pain.

 "I need the full backing of all the ministers for the full mili­tary program that we have planned," he
continued. He crouched next to her, and he spoke as if from light-years away. "Picture it, Mariel. Picture
powerful warships, poised, ready. Needing onlythe final go-ahead from me to sweep across the galaxy
like ablack cloud of strength, reordering all the known worlds anduniting them under our rule. But it can
only happen if the Cen-taurum is fully committed. To me. No hesitation, no reservalnno signs of
weakness. I can take no chances that anyone think mesoft. You understand, don't you?"

  

  

 "Yes... I...I do... I...""Good."

 Then he really began to hurt her.

 And the thing that kept going through her mind was,Vir. . .Vir will help me. . . he will save me...Vir...I
love you.

 chapter 5

 Vir Cotto felt the world spinning around him, and he saggedto the ground, staring up in disbelief.

 He was just outside the palace. The sun was hanging low inthe sky, the rays filtering through the haze as
the twilight ap­proached. As a consequence, there wasn't much light with whichVir could make out the
head on the pike in the garden. But therewas just enough light to see, and the head was just familiar
enough to recognize.

 Rem Lanas stared down at him lifelessly. And yet, even in thatlifelessness, there was accusation.Why
weren 'tyou here for me, he seemed to say.Why didn 'tyou help me? Why didn 'tyou saveme? I
trusted you, became a part of your cause . , . and this is what happened tome. . . because of you . . .
you. . .

 He hadn't expected such a sight. He had been told to wait inthe garden, that someone would be along to
escort him in for hismeeting with the emperor. But he'd been caught completely offguard.

 He wasn't sure how long Rem's head had been up there. Theweather had not been kind to it.

 Then a bird landed on it. To Vir's horror, it pulled experimen­tally at Rem's cheek, trying to dig out what
it apparently thought was a particularly appetizing bit of flesh.

 "Get away!" yelled Vir, and he clambered up on a stonebench. "Get away! Getaway!!!"



 The bird ignored him, and Vir, who was gesticulating wildly,suddenly lost his balance. He stumbled
backward, struck hishead, and lay there, unmoving.

 He had no idea how long he lay there, but when he finally did open his eyes, he found that night had
fallen. He wondered how

  

                                                                                  She could possibly have just been left in the one
place, unseen byanyone, for such a period of time.

 Then he felt heaviness in his chest, and a distant buzzing of alarm in the back of his skull. Suddenly he
began to feel as ifsomeone had clubbed him from behind. Probably, he reasoned, some sort of residual
pain left over from falling and hurtinghimself.

 With effort, he looked up at Rem Lanas' head atop the pike.

 It was gone.

 His own head was there instead.

 It looked rather comical in its way, and he would have laughedhad he actually been able to get the noise
out. Instead, though,there was simply an overwhelming desire to scream at the hid­eous sight. However,
he couldn't get that to emerge either. Therewas just a repeated, strangulated coughing.

 He turned and tried to run, tried to shout for help...

 ... and there was someone there in the shadows.

 The darkness actually seemed to come alive around him ashe stared, transfixed, at the being-no, the
creature-that wasmoving slowly out of the shadows toward him. It fixed him witha malevolent glare, as if
it had already destroyed him somehowand he simply wasn't aware of it yet. Vir knew it instantly as a
Drakh, a servant of the Shadows. But he reminded himself that the average Centauri had never seen a
Drakh, and the last thinghe should do was blurt out what was on his mind.

 "Shiv'kala," the Drakh said.

 The word brought back awful memories. Years earlier, at the behest of the now-dead techno-mage,
Kane, he had spoken thatname to Londo. The mere mention of it had gotten Vir throwninto a cell. Later
on, working in conjunction with anothertechno-mage, Galen, he had come to realize that the name be­
longed to one of the Drakh. Immediately he understood.

 "You...are Shiv'kala," he said.

 Shiv'kala inclined his head slightly in acknowledgment. "Names," he said, "have power. Power, however,
cuts bothways." When he spoke, his voice was a gravelly whisper. "Youmentioned my name once. Do
you remember?"

 Vir managed to nod.

 "When you did so, it drew my attention to you. Why didyou?"



  

 "Wh-why did I...what?"

 "Why. Did you. Mention. My name?"

 Once upon a time, Vir would have panicked at a moment suchas this. Confronted by a dark, frightening
creature of evil, hewould have been reduced to a trembling mass of disintegratingnerves.

 That Vir, however, was gone.

 Gone, but not forgotten.

 Outwardly he was all terror and wide eyes, hands tremblingviolently and legs buckling at the knees,
causing him to sink tothe ground in stark-staring terror.

 Inwardly, his mind was racing. For he was seeing this entitybefore him not as some overpowering,
terrifying monster, butrather simply as a member of another race. Granted, an in­credibly formidable
race. But he had been responsible for thedestruction of a long-lost Shadow vessel that the Drakh had
craved. He had seen Drakh warriors killed before his very eyes.He knew they were not invincible.

 They had limits.

 And the question posed him by Shiv'kala revealed some ofthose limits.

 In a way it was remarkable. A bare half-dozen years ago, themere mention of Shiv'kala's name had
struck a chill within him.Now he was facing down the owner of the name, and he was an­alyzing him with
methodical precision.

 The sight of his own head on the pole had been a nice bit oftheatrics, but that had been sufficient to tell
him that he was nolonger in reality. He was in some sort of dream state, into which the Drakh had
inserted himself.

 But the Drakh was asking him questions.

 Which meant the Drakh didn't know the answers. After all, ifhe knew the answers, then why bother to
ask at all? To try to"trick" him for some reason? What would be the point of that?

 So even though the Drakh clearly had some sort of advancedmental abilities, they were hardly limitless.
They were appar­ently able to broadcast into someone's dream state, and wereprobably capable of
receiving transmissions. But they werenot readily capable of reading minds. Or, at the very least, they
couldn't read a mind that wasn't cooperating.

 Furthermore, Shiv'kala had waited quite a few years to come

 to Vir and start asking why his name had been bandied about.That indicated to Vir that their range might
be limited, as well.Again, at the very least, it was limited where other species wereconcerned. Shiv'kala
had had to wait until Vir was within rea­sonable proximity of the palace.

 Why?



 Because, as much as Vir's stomach churned just contem­plating the notion, the fact was that the royal
palace of CentauriPrime had become little more than a Drakh stronghold, a cover for the Drakh power
base. Although Vir had strong suspicionsthat their true center of power was somewhere else on Centauri
Prime.

 But he had no desire to let the Drakh know that he had dis­cerned so much, so quickly. Beings of finite
power they mightbe, but there was no underestimating the ability of the Drakh todestroy him at their
slightest whim. The only reason they had notdone so by this point, he decided, was that they did not
perceive him as a direct threat. If theydid decide he posed a threat, how­ever, he didn't stand a chance.

 All of this went through his mind in less than a second, andby that point he was already back on the
ground, "crumbling" atthe mere sight of the formidable Drakh. He could tell from theDrakh's expression
that Shiv'kala was by turns taken aback, ap­palled, and amused at the sight of this great, groveling oaf.

 The thing was, he had to give some sort of answer that wouldthrow the Drakh off track. He couldn't
take the chance that Shiv­'kala might figure out his connection to the underground. Theonly way to make
sure of that was to present himself as a simpletool, a harmless foil who was about as capable of causing
damageon his own as a wafting feather might be.

 And the best thing of all was that he could tell reasonableamounts of the truth, which would be all the
easier to sell to the Drakh. If there was one thing that Vir excelled at, it was sin­cerity. He wore sincerity
as comfortably as other Centauri worehigh hair.

 "I...I was told to," he stammered out.

 "By whom?"

 "By...by..." He licked his lips. "By a techno-mage."

 "Anhhh ..." Obviously it hadn't been the answer the Drakh

  

 was expecting, but neither did it seem to surprise him. "Atechno-mage. And where have you
encountered a techno-mage?"

 "Back on Babylon 5. I first met them when I was servingLondo." The words were tumbling over each
other. It wasn'treally that long ago-a minor part of a lifetime, really-that VirCotto had been a bumbling,
tongue-twisted, and perpetually anx­ious young man. Vir remembered that Vir-that-was almost
nos­talgically. At the time, life had seemed hideously complex.

 He remembered quite clearly the man he had been, and had notrouble at all summoning the Vir from
years gone by. He tookthat much younger Vir, slipped him on like a comfortable over­coat, and
impersonated him with tremendous facility. "Londo,he...he wanted the techno-mages' blessing and ... and
...

 and.. . and .. ."

 Shiv'kala nodded, and moved his hand in a slight clockwisemotion as if to indicate to Vir that he should
get on with it.



 "...and he sent me to them to tell them he wanted to suh-suh-see them!" Vir continued. "I thought that
would be the end of it.But it wasn't. No. No, it wasn't. Because they came to me, andtold me to walk
into the palace and say your... that name. Why?Why would they do that? Please, tell me ..." And he
started tosob. It was amazing to him how easily the tears came. Thenagain, considering everything he had
been through, all the hor­rors he had witnessed, perhaps the impressive thing was that hewas ever able to
prevent himself from crying.

 He reasoned that the best thing to do was allow the Drakh,allunknowingly, to fill in the gaps himself.
Shiv'kala, as it so hap­pened, promptly did so.

 "We have our suspicions" was all the Drakh would offer, al­though he did add, "You would be wise, Vir
Cotto, not to meddle further with magic workers. You are merely a game piece to suchas they, to be
discarded at will. Do you know us?"Vir shook his head fiercely.Shiv'kala glanced upward in the direction
of the head. "Do

 you know him?"

 Vir looked back up, and he saw that the head of Rem Lanaswas back in lieu of his own. As appalling a
sight as Rem's headhad been up there, he had to admit that it was better than his.

 "His... his name is Rem Lanas," Vir managed to say, mak

 the response seem far more of an effort than it was. "I...methim on Babylon 5. We had drinks."

 "You have met a great many people on Babylon 5, it seems."

 "I... I ..." He tried to find something to say, and finallysettled on, "I have a lot of free time on my hands."

 The Drakh either didn't register the response, or didn't carethat it had been made. Vir couldn't help but
feel that Shiv'kalawas assessing him right then and there, trying to determinewhether Vir was indeed going
to be a problem.

 "You do know," Shiv'kala said softly, "that this is all a dream.It is not happening."

 "I had been kind of hoping for that to be the case," Virtold him.

 "Be aware of one thing...we know of the predictions of theLady Morella."

 This caused Vir to freeze where he stood. Even though he wasdreaming, even though he felt no normal
sensations, he was still certain he could sense his blood running cold. "Morella?"

 "Londo mentioned 'predictions' once," the Drakh said." 'Bothof us, protected by visions, protected by
prophecy,' was whathe said."

 Vir remembered the exchange all too well. It had been in thecell that Vir had occupied for the high crime
of mentioning Shiv-'kala's name-at the urging of a techno-mage, that much at leasthad been the truth.

 "I sought clarification from him as to what he meant. Hewas... less than forthcoming. At first. But we can
be most per­suasive. He told us of how the Lady Morella made predictions, stating that one of you
would succeed the other to the throne of Centauri Prime. Since he is still with us...that leads us to be­



lieve that you will be the next ruler."

 "It's just a prediction. It means nothing."

 "Perhaps. But be aware, Vir Cotto . .. should it come topass..." And the Drakh's mouth twisted into
something approxi­mating a smile, the single most horrific thing that Vir had seen inthe entire encounter.
"Should it come to pass .. . there is muchthat we can offer you."

 "I..." He gulped. "I appreciate the thought."

 "Our power is great. You can benefit by it...or be destroyed.

  

  

 The choice, for the moment, is yours. In the end, it may or may

 not remain so."

 And then he stepped back into the shadows, which seemed to

 reach out to claim him.

 Vir stood there a moment, steadying the pounding of hishearts ... and then he noticed that the shadows
were continuing to stretch ... toward him. Even though he knew it was a dream,even though he was
certain he was not in any real danger ...nevertheless, he did not like in the least what the shadows por­
tended, and he was loath to let them touch him. He backed up,and he bumped up against the pole on
which he had seen his ownhead. He looked up involuntarily and let out a yelp of alarm.

 Senna's head was there instead of his. It stared down at him,eyes glassy. And then the impact of Vir's
thumping against itcaused her head to topple off. The head fell, spiraling, and tum­bled into Vir's arms
even as he tried to do everything he could to

 avoid it.

 And then, despite everything he'd been through, despite hisbeing fairly inured to terrifying hardships, Vir
found him­self frozen, utterly paralyzed, unable to cope with what he was

 seeing.

 He started to cry, tears running down his face, but without anyheat. As grotesque and grisly a sight as it
was, he clutched thehead to him and the sobs crew louder.

 And the head spoke to him. "Vir. . . Vir," came Senna's voice, impossibly, from the severed head. Then
Vir was being shaken,and suddenly he opened his eyes, and the tears were very realand hot against his
cheek.

 Senna was looking down at him, her head securely back on

 her shoulders.



 He remembered the first time he had seen her, more than adecade before, when Londo had taken her
under his wing. Therewas no longer anything childlike about her. This was an adultwoman, polished and
intelligent, who looked as if she was al­ready anticipating how she was going to respond to somethingyou
had not yet thought of saying.

 She was dressed in a blue-and-white gown that was bothsimple and elegant. She had been wearing it
the last time that Virhad seen her, about six months earlier, during a dinner withLondo that had quickly
evolved into a rather pleasant evening.

                                                                                                            

 She had, in fact, salvaged the evening, because Londo had spent much of it getting quietly drunk-which
was something Vir hadnot often seen Londo do. Drunk, yes, but quiet? Never.

 She had been witty, charming, entertaining, and utterlycaptivating.

 He had also heard from her from time to time during the in­terim, although usually it was about more . . .
business-orientedmatters.

 "Vir . .. Londo sent me to fetch you ... and you were here,and..."

 "I'm all right,I'm ... I'm all right," he said quickly, clam­bering to his feet. He glanced around
automatically. Eventhough he knew that there would be no sign of the Drakh-that, indeed, the Drakh had
most likely never physically been there- he found that he was peering into the shadows to see if any of
them moved. "I saw ..." Then he caught himself. He certainly didn't want to tell this young woman what he
had experienced.There was no need to risk alarming her.

 "You saw what?" she asked.

 Slowly he pointed to the head of Rem Lanas, perched atopthe pole.

 "He was... one of yours?"

 His head snapped around at those words. He saw it then, in her face, in her eyes .. . she knew.

 "Not here," he said firmly, and tugged her arm. He started topull her out of the garden, and she offered
no resistance, but then he stopped, and said, "Wait. . . Londo will be waiting..."

 "If he waits a few minutes more, nothing will happen," Sennasaid, and with that they departed. The
unseeing eyes of RemLanas watched them go.

  

  

 EXCERPTED FROM

 THE CHRONICLES OF LONDO MOLLARI.

 Excerpt dated (approximate Earth date)



 September 9,2275.

 They wanted me to do something. How gloriously ironic is that?

 The House heads were clamoring to see me. They were up in arms becauseDurla has jailed one of their
own. They wanted to know what I am going to do about it, not only as emperor, but also as the head of
a House myself.

 They all clustered outside my chambers, a flock of clucking birds, and at first Dunseny brought them in
one at a time. But finally, at my instruction, he led in the entire group of them. Initially they comported
themselves nobly, speaking in the sort of stately and pompous manner that I've come to expect. But soon
one complaint tumbled into another, until they were all bleating about their situation.They tell me that, if
this is allowed to continue, it is going to mean the end of the en­ tire social and class structure of Centauri
Prime. It will terminate life as we know it, everything that Centauri Prime is supposed to stand for and
respect.

 It is truly amazing.

 Shadow ships darkened our sky...the Shadows themselves were given aid and comfort here on Centauri
Prime... creatures who were the purest incarnation of evil ever known to this galaxy. That was not
enough to be an end to life as we know it on Centauri Prime.

 Nor was life as we know it threatened by Cartagia's mad reign, during which time the supposedly brave
House leaders trembled in hiding, lest they truly losetheir heads.

 And now...

 Well... truth be told... the life that we have come to know and cherish on Centauri Prime, the goals for
which we have fought so diligently... these actually are in jeopardy. Not for the reason that the House
heads claim, though. The heads

  

 of the Houses live in the uppermost branches of the tree that is Centauri Prime. When one is that high up,
it is difficult to perceive that the true problem is root rot.

 It took me a little time to discern exactly what has them so up in arms. Most in­teresting: Milifa, the
father of the late and unlamented-except by him-Throk,spoke challengingly to our prime minister. One
does not do so if one expects to live to a ripe old age. Milifa apparently forgot that, and is now
imprisoned.

 A rather foolish move, that.

 Tikane came before me, of the House of Tikane. And there is Arl ineas, and Yson,and a host of others.
Persons who, after hiding in fear from the rampage of Cartagia, feel a greater sense of safety under my
more "benevolent" rule. They have also been supporters of Durla, helping to smooth the way to his
assuming the of­fice and power of prime minister. I believe they are regretting that decision, and are
hoping that I will rectify it for them.

 "The Houses, Emperor," Tikane told me with a vast degree of pomposity, "are the underpinnings, the



backbone, of your strength." The others nodded in accord.

 My strength.

 My strength.

 What know they of my strength?

 It is Durla who runs things, and I...I have been fighting political battlesand games for as long as I can
remember. For a time I thought that I was truly win­ ning ... except in this.sort of game, to win is to lose.
Durla feeds on this sort of business, the way a fire feeds on oxygen. The only thing I take comfort in is
knowing that even Durla is deceived. He deludes himself into believing that he knows what is occurring...
but he does not. He has no idea that he himself is a tool, of...others. Were I to tell him, of course, he
would not believe me. He is fartoo taken with his own sense of self-importance.

 Then it was Arlineas who spoke, and he looked a bit concerned. I have no idea how long I must have
simply sat there, staring off into space, lost in my thoughts. Next to Arlineas was Yson-small in stature,
but looming in charisma-who, as was his custom, said nothing. Very rarely did he speak. As a result, on
the few oc­casions when he did, his words carried with them far greater importance.

 But it was Arlineas who spoke. "Highness, are you-" he said tentatively.

 "I hear you," I answered him softly. "I hear everything."

 "Then certainly," Arlineas said, "you have heard the stories of the massive fleet buildup. Individual
workforces, operating independently of each other, each as­sembling different parts of the whole, but no
one person truly knowing its capacity-"

 "Or purpose," Tikane said. "No one person except Durla... who now has virtu­ally declared war on the
Houses." The others crowded together, all bobbing theirheads in agreement. "What does this say to you,
Highness?"

  

 "What does it say to me?" I replied. For the first time in a long time, I felt some­thing other than lethargy
running through my veins. "It says to me that you and your ilk were more than content to allow matters to
progress to this state, when it suited your needs and egos. Durla has made no secret of his intentions.
How many of you nodded dutifully and applauded his grand vision. And Vallko ... Vallko, standing in the
Great Square, preaching of Centauri Prime's great destiny, which any fool can see means nothing less
than the annihilation or subjugation of every other world. How many of you shared his prayers to the
Great Maker and sought the Great Maker's blessing for the very endeavors you now decry."

 "We are simply concerned for the general well-being of our world, Highness,"

 Tikane protested.

 "Your own well-being, you mean. You reap what you sow."

 They looked at each other in puzzlement. "We are not farmers, Highness," Ar-

 lineas pointed out.



 I shook my head. "Never mind. I did not expect you to understand. But," I con­tinued with renewed
strength, "if you do not comprehend that, then this might serve instead. Something a Vorlon once said..."

 "A Vorlon?" There were immediate looks, one to the other. Most of them had never had the opportunity
to see a Vorlon, even one inside an encounter suit. I, of course, had not only extensively been in the
presence of a suited one...but I was present that amazing day when Kosh Naranek, the Vorlon
ambassador, emerged from his suit. Others reported visions of a great winged being, and I...

 I saw nothing.

 Actually, that is not entirely accurate. I saw... light. An overwhelming bril­liance. But it was shapeless,
amorphous, and indistinct. For a moment, it seemed as though I perceived a hint of something, but that
was all.

 Sometimes I have wondered whether what others saw was some sort of mass delusion...or whether I
was simply not deserving of the experience.

 "Yes. A Vorlon," I said. "Understand, he did not say this to me directly, but to another. However, things
have a habit of being passed around. And what he said was, The blizzard has already begun. It is too late
for the snowflakes to vote.' Doyou comprehend that, gentlemen?"

 There were slow nods from all around. They understood all too well. They werenot, however, happy
about it.

 "So...you will do nothing?" Tikane said. "You will simply allow Durla to do as

 he wishes?"

 "Have you heard nothing I said?" I demanded. "He operates now using the power that your support
provided him. He has grown beyond you. To him, you areall simple ground-dwellers. He no longer looks
to the ground. He looks to the stars that he desires to conquer, and he has the backing of the military.
And the people

 adore him... him and his ministers of religion and education and information. You, who have so much,
cannot begin to comprehend how much those who have nothing appreciate such things as jobs and
building toward a future of conquest. Since they have nothing, they consider it quite appealing, the
prospect of taking that which others possess.

 "You cannot stand against that, and I do not suggest you try."

 "Then what do you suggest we do, Highness?" Arlineas demanded.

 I sighed deeply and put a hand to my head. "I suggest you leave. My head hurtsrather profoundly, and I
would be alone."

 They were not the least bit happy to hear that, but my personal guards did not particularly care about the
feelings of the noble lords. They were escorted out. Thelast one to go was Yson, and I felt his rather
malevolent gaze upon me even after he was out of the room.

 "Leave me," I told my guards. They bowed and obeyed, closing the great doorsbehind them. The doors



of my prison.

 I rose from my throne and walked slowly across the room. Every move­ment these days feels labored
and painful. In the past, at least my aches had been courteous enough to confine themselves to what is left
of my soul; now they have actually intruded into my joints.Most inconsiderate.

 I stood upon the balcony, holding tightly to the railing. I looked into the dis­tance... and saw something
that was most unexpected. There, walking across a field, were Vir and Senna. I had been wondering
where Vir was; I had sent Senna to bring him to me, and yet there they were, walking away, speaking
with each other like two old friends. Or...more than that?

 Then something else caught my eye, on another balcony, to the right and onelevel up. I knew it wel I; it
was the residence and offices of Durla. The fact that he had acquired accommodations higher than my
own was, I had always felt, a not-so-subtle message from him to me.

 What I saw now, though, was not Durla. It was Mariel, and she looked simplyawful. She was
bandaged, as if she had taken a great fall. I did not have a chance to get a good look, however, because
she spotted me looking up at her...and imme­diately darted back inside.

 It was never like her to be clumsy. Then again, age begins to tell on all of us, Isuppose.

 "What make you of that?"

 It was Shiv'kala. As always, I had not heard his entrance at all. Even after all these years ofour. .
."association"... I still had no clear idea of how he achieved his comings and goings. I used to think upon
it for extensive periods of time, scru­tinizing the walls from which he emerged to see if there were hidden
passages and such. If so, I never managed to detect them.

  

 "Of them?" I pointed to Vir and Senna, mere specks in the distance. "How kind of you to care about my
opinion."

 "I have always cared, Londo."

 I turned and looked into the face of the creature 1 hated above all others. If nothing else, his unchanging
nature was aggravating. My face, my frame, reflected every minute of every day of my life, and not in an
especially flattering manner. Shiv'kala,for his part, looked exactly the same now as he had then. "You say
T rather than 'we'? I had always thought you spoke on behalf of the Drakh entire."

 "You have never truly understood me, Londo," Shiv'kala said. "Believe it or not, you have had no
greater protector or friend than me."

 "I will opt for 'not,' if it is all the same to you."

 Shiv'kala looked at me with what seemed to be a perverse sort of paternal disap­proval. "You have not
been the best of servants, Londo."

 "I grieve for my lapses."

 "You do no such thing. Your little rebellions have been numerous, and usually ill timed. That you have



survived them has been largely due to my sufferance. For­tunately enough, in recent years they have been
fairly nonexistent."

 Something about the way he said that caught my interest. "Why 'fortunately

 enough'?"

 "Because," he said evenly, "matters will be coming to a head. And now would bea most unfortunate time
to be...problematic."

 I chuckled softly. "Are you not concerned that saying such things may providea temptation for me to do
exactly what you fear?"

 "Fear?" The notion appeared to amuse him. "We fear nothing, Londo, least of allyou. However, I have
invested a good deal of time in you. The notion that the time was wasted would be displeasing to me."

 "Of course..."I said, understanding. "You are concerned that I will be moti­vated by the complaints. That
1 will attempt to interfere in the plans of Durla, your

 chosen one.""Any 'attempts' you make will be just that. You cannot stop this, Londo, any

 more than..."

 "Than that vessel,Excalibur, was able to stop your plan to eradicate humanity?"

 We both knew precisely what I meant.

 "You grow old, Londo," he said after a time of silence. "You grow old...andtired. I can help you, you
know."

 "Oh, can you."

 He stepped in close to me. Once I would have trembled inwardly. Now I was

 simply bored."We have our methods," he said. "You need not be a slave to your body. Options

 can be offered you...if your actions suit our desires. You can be young andstrong again."

 "I was never young," I told him, "and if I had ever been strong, I would not tiave allowed myself to get
into this situation in the first place. I am not interested,Shiv'kala, in anything you might have to offer."

 "When you are on your deathbed, you might have something else to say."

 "You are likely right. And it will probably be something like this..." and I putmy hand to my throat and
produced a loud"Aaaackkkkkk!"

 He looked at me very oddly, did the Drakh. "You have a curiously odd-timedsense of humor, Emperor
Mollari."

 "I have learned that life is short, Shiv'kala, and one must find one's amusementswhere one can."



 He looked out toward Vir and Senna. I could not help but feel that he was studying them in the same
manner that I might examine an insect before I step onit. "You have not answered my question, Londo.
What make you of that?"

 "What do I make of two people walking?" I shrugged. "It means nothing."

 "Sometimes that which means nothing means everything."

 "You speak like a Vorlon."

 It was a passing, offhand remark. I thought nothing of it. But the moment the words passed from my lips,
a massive jolt of pain surged through my skull. I dropped to one knee, refusing to cry out...a resolve that
lasted for perhaps three seconds before a scream was torn from my throat.

 Shiv'kala stood above me, looking down at me with that same crushed-bug ex­pression. "Never," he
said coldly, "say that again."

 "Never... never..."I managed to get out. Then the pain ebbed, just like that,and I sagged to the floor, on
my hands and knees, trying to prop myself up and stop the room from spinning wildly around me.

 "And never forget who I am...what you are..."

 "Never," I said again.

 As if he had forgotten that I was there, he looked back out in the direction of Vir and Senna. "Cotto has
been made a tool of the techno-mages. Are you awareof that?"

 I shook my head, which was a mistake, because it made the room spin utterly out of control. My left
elbow gave way and I crashed to the floor. Shiv'kala did notappear to notice.

 "At least he has been in the past. Perhaps they were utilizing him again that day he was wandering the
palace and almost came upon me. Well, Londo... what one group can turn to their advantage... another
can, as well. And this we shall do...when the time is right."

 "Don't hurt him," I gasped out from the floor. "He...is harmless."

 / w

 "Hurt the next emperor?" He seemed astonished at the thought. "Unthinkable. He is our insurance,
Londo. In case you become too troublesome, or decline to remain malleable...you can be disposed of,
and Vir instituted in your place. AndI strongly suspect that he will be far more compliant than you have
ever been."

 "I have... complied..."

 "On most things, yes. On some, you have not. There should be no exceptions. Itis not for you to pick
and choose. It is for you to obey."

 "Obey...yes...Iwill..."

 "See that you do," he said, and I could feel the temperature dropping signifi­cantly. "Otherwise Vir will



step in where you leave off. If you do not desire such a happenstance... then do nothing to bring it about."

 "I shall do nothing." The pain was beginning to subside, but the lack of control, the sense of humiliation...
these were wounds that stabbed far more deeply, andwould never depart.

 I waited for the response-some retort, some threat, some...thing. But therewas nothing. I looked up. He
was gone.

 I rose on unsteady legs and, as I leaned against the wall, I realized somewhat belatedly that I should
have asked him if he knew the circumstances of how Mariel had come to be injured. For a moment, a
demented moment, I thought that maybe Durla had done that to her. But then I realized that such a thing
could not possiblybe. He adored her. He doted on her. Amusingly, there were many who believed that
she was the true strength behind the prime minister. I, of course, knew that it was the Drakh. But that
was information that I had no choice but to keep to myself.

 I have read back on what I have just written. My eyes are tired, and I feel myself growing fatigued. Vir
and Senna came back later in the evening, and there seemed to be something in their eyes when they
looked to each other...but they also ap­peared distracted, as if they had seen something that was
bothersome to them.

 ...but I am an old man, and prone to imagining things.

 What I have not imagined, however, is the concern expressed by the heads of the Houses. I do not care
especially about their personal worries. Whatever ill for­tunes befall them, they have more than brought
upon themselves.

 My memory of late continues to fade in and out, but occasionally I have times of starkly lucid clarity.
And the extensive discussion of great vessels, fleets... thesethings, however, have caught my attention.
Perhaps, despite whatever my "master" may desire, I shall see precisely what is going on, in detail. I likely
cannot stop it; I am a mere snowflake, dressed appropriately for that status. However, I can at least
provide a bit of slush, and see if Durla slips on it.

 chapter 6

 Senna had never seen Vir looking so shaken. He kept glanc­ing over his shoulder as they retreated from
the area of the palace. "Vir, calm down .. . you're moving so quickly, I canbarely keep up ..."

 "I feel like we're being watched." They were the first wordshe'd spoken since she'd found him on the
ground in the garden,and they were said with such intensity that she didn't even try to argue. Instead she
simply quieted herself and followed himuntil they seemed to be far enough from the palace that he was
satisfied.

 She looked around at the hill where they had come to a halt,overlooking the city, and unbidden, tears
began to well in her eyes. Vir, turning toward her, saw them and instantly became contrite. "I'm sorry," he
stammered, charmingly vulnerable inhis discomfort. "I shouldn't have been so abrupt with-"

 "Oh, it's not you." She sighed. Even though she was wear­ing one of her more formal dresses, she
nevertheless sank tothe ground with another heavy sigh. "This place used to be...well...a teacher of mine
and I used to come here."

 "I had lots of teachers," Vir said ruefully. "I don't especiallyfeel nostalgic for any of them. They had very



little good to sayabout me. Do you ever see your old teacher?"

 She looked heavenward at the clouds that wafted across thedarkening sky. They were tinged bloodred,
which was symbolicsomehow. "Every now and again. Up there."

 "He's a pilot?" Vir asked, totally lost.

 She smiled sadly and shook her head. "No, Vir. He's dead.Long dead."

 "Oh. I'm sorry."

 "So am I." She looked Vir up and down appraisingly. "He

  

  

  

 would have liked you, I think. Because you're doing somethingabout... about all of this."

 "You mentioned that before. I'm not entirely sure what you're

 talking ab-"

 Her gaze danced with amusement. "Don't try to lie to me, Vir.

 You're not very good at it."

 With a heavy sigh he sat next to her. "Actually ... I've notonly gotten very good at it, I've gotten veryvery
good at it.Which, on some level, kind of depresses me." He looked at herthoughtfully. "But not with you.
You see right through me."

 "As does the emperor, I suspect," she told him, and when Virblanched visibly, she went on. "I don't
know for sure. We'venever actually spoken of it in so many words. I don't think he'ddare, for some
reason."

 "I can take a guess at the reason," Vir said darkly.

 She wondered what he meant by that, but decided not to press

 the matter.

 He seemed aware that he had said something better off not pursued, so he shifted gears. "I...did have
some suspicions.All those times you would contact me, send me those chattymessages about something
or other that Londo had said... andinvariably, it was information that was helpful to me in my...endeavors.
The thing is, I didn't know whether you were actingas Londo's mouthpiece, oblivious to what was going
on, orwhether you truly comprehended how the information you werepassing along was being used."

 "I see." The edges of her mouth twitched. "So you're sayingyou couldn't decide whether or not I was a
blind fool.""No! I...1 wasn't saying that at all!"She laughed quite openly this time. "Don't worry about it,



Vir.You have a lot on your mind, I'm sure." At that he just stared at her, and began smiling. "What?" she
prompted.

 "I just..." He shook his head wonderingly. "You have a really lovely laugh. I never noticed that before
about you." He seemedto shake off the digression and instead settled back down tobusiness. "So all
those messages you sent... they were actuallyat Londo's behest, because you felt you were aiding in the
resis­tance movement.""Partly.""Partly?"

 "Well..." She shrugged. "The truth is...I admire someonelike you."

 "You do?" He was genuinely curious. "Who is he?"

 It took her a moment to understand his question, and then shelaughed even more loudly. "You're so
literal, Vir. Not really someone 'like' you. You. I liked communicating with you. Iliked reminding you that
I was around. Because what you do isso admirable.

 "There are those who have a vision for this world that willlead us down a fiery path to total destruction.
They pursue thatpath out of self-aggrandizement and ego and obsession withpower. You, and others, try
to stop them out of a pure sense of al­truism. You care so much about helping others that you wouldrisk
your lives in order to do it."

 "Not justrisk lives," Vir said, glancing off toward the palace.From this distance, in the growing darkness,
it was no longerpossible to see the head that had been placed atop a pole.

 She understood. "Hewas one of yours, then."

 Vir nodded. "We have...all of us...certain 'safeguards.'A techno-mage aided us in conditioning our minds
to resist truthdrugs and such. But nothing is fail-safe. When I heard that Lanashad been taken, I
immediately arranged a visit here, in hopes ofbeing able to do something..."

 "That was foolish."

 He looked at her in surprise. "That... seems a bit harsh..."

 "Yes. It is. It's also reasonable. Showing up here, timed withthe capture of one of your people .. . you're
drawing undue at­tention to yourself. You haven't fooled me, Vir; you've 'created' a persona for yourself,
of a tongue-tied, fumbling humbler-toconvince others that you present no threat. You've done a superb
job of acting."

 "It's been less acting than you would think," Vir musedruefully.

 "Whatever the case...the masquerade has garnered you acertain amount of latitude. Despite the timing of
your arrival,many will be willing to write it off as coincidence. You wouldn'texactly be the person they
consider most likely to oversee an at­tempt to halt our world's military buildup.

 "But all you need is for one person-the wrong person-to make the connection, and the next thing you
know, you're

  

  



 the one whose resistance to truth drugs is being tested." She frowned. "You have to think of more than
just yourself, VirPeople are counting on you. All of them," and with one sweepinggesture she took in the
entirety of the city, "are counting on you, even though they don't know it. The emperor, though he can't
say it, is counting on you." She hesitated a moment, and thenadded, "And I'm counting on you."

 Vir looked at her wonderingly. He had seen her on anynumber of occasions, they had spent time
together. . . but it wasas if he was truly seeing her for the first time. "I...won't let youdown," he said, and
his voice was hoarse.

 Senna had used her attractiveness, her vivaciousness, all asploys to get people to talk to her. She had
been particularly suc­ cessful with the Prime Candidates, who vied for her attentionbecause she was
perceived as a potentially valuable acquisition.Indeed, the late and unlamentedThrok had gone so far as
to pushfor a marriage, a move that had been blocked by the emperor andwas eventually rendered moot
by...

 "You were the one," she said suddenly. "The one who blew upthe Prime Candidates' safe house. The
one who killed Throk."

 He looked away. The move spoke volumes.

 She said nothing more for a time, and then she reached overand rested a hand atop his. "It must have
been very difficult for

 you, Vir."

 "It wasn't me," he said tonelessly. "It was someone...I don't

 know."

 "But I thought..."

 "We're in a war, Senna. We all become people we don't know ... and wouldn't want to know ... and in
times of peace,people we would very much like to forget. I want to forget the person who killed him.. .
very much."

 She nodded, understanding, and then his hand twisted aroundand squeezed hers firmly. She interlaced
her fingers with his,and she felt the strength in them, but also a faint trembling.

 Senna had no idea what prompted her to do it, but she leanedover, took his face in her hands, and
kissed him. She had neverbefore kissed anyone sincerely. Reflexively he tried to pull back,but then he
settled into it, enjoying the moment, kissing herback hungrily. There was nothing sexual in the contact; the
need was far deeper than that. When they parted, he looked at her

 in amazement. "I...shouldn't have done that..." he began to

 apologize.

 In case you didn't notice, Vir, I did it," she said softly. Sheeven felt slightly embarrassed, although she
knew she shouldn't."At the very least, I initiated it."



 "But I'm... I'm old enough to be your... your..."

 "Lover?" She was startled at her own brazenness. Shecouldn't believe she'd said it. At the same time,
she was gladshe had.

 He looked at her for a long moment, and this time he was theone who initiated it. Her lips, her body,
melted against his. Whenthey parted, he took her chin in one hand and studied her withboth tenderness
and sadness.

 "Another time, perhaps," he said. "Another life. I can't ob­ligate someone else to me when I'm traveling
down a road sodark, I can't even guess at the end."

 "I could walk down that road at your side."

 "You need to keep your distance. Because the road tends tobranch off...and if I walk out on one of
those branches, and the branch gets cut off behind me...I can't take you down with me.I couldn't live with
that knowledge...for whatever brief periodof time I was allowed to live, that is."

 It was difficult for her to hear, but she knew he was right. Or,at the very least, she knew that what he
was saying was right forhim, and that nothing she could say or do would dissuade him.

 "Are you sure Londo knows? About me, I mean," Vir sud­denly said, switching gears. "And he's told no
one?"

 "If he had told someone ... anyone... do you think youwould still be at liberty?" she asked reasonably.

 "Probably not. I'd likely be up there with poor Rem. How many more, Senna? How many more good
and brave men aregoing to die before this business is over?"

 "There's only so much you can do, Vir. You must do your best,whatever that may be, and pray to the
Great Maker for strengthin dealing with the rest."

 "I just wish I knew," Vir said grimly, "whose side the GreatMaker is on. Durla and his allies believe just
as fervently as I dothat they are acting in the best interests of Centauri Prime. Wecan't both be right."

 "Perhaps," she said thoughtfully, leaning back, "you both are."

  

  

 He looked at her in surprise. "How can we both be?"

 She seemed surprised that he had to ask. "Isn't it obvious?"

 "Not immediately, no."

 "You have a destiny, Vir. I can tell just by looking at you."

 "All creatures have a destiny," Vir said dismissively.



 "Yes, but you have a great one. It's plain to see. The people ofthis world are going to need you in ways
that you cannot evenbegin to imagine. And perhaps the Great Maker desires the ac­tions of Durla
because he has plans for you. And those plansinclude your being forged into the man who will guide
CentauriPrime to its future. But you can only become that man bybattling the plans of a truly great enemy
... and Durla has beenselected for that purpose."

 He stared at her. "You're saying that people are fighting, dy­ing...that millions may be annihilated, if Durla
has his way...all so that I can eventually pick up the pieces?"

 "That's one way of putting it."

 "It's not a good way, and I can't say I'm especially thrilledwith the idea. It makes the Great Maker sound
insane."

 "Why should he not be?" Senna challenged. "After all, hemade us in his image ... and look at the terrible
things we havedone, as a race. Are we not insane?"

 "That," Vir said, "makes a horrifying amount of sense."

 They walked through the corridors of the palace, chatting agreeably about matters of little to no
consequence. It was arather pleasant change of pace from what they had been dealing

 with before.

 At one point, Vir made a joke that Senna found particularly amusing, so much so in fact that she was
seized with laughter,then had to stop and compose herself. Vir stopped, too, grinning amiably, and Senna
took his hand in hers.

 "Well, well! Looking quite friendly, are we?"

 Senna and Vir stopped and turned. She still held his hand.

 Durla was walking toward them with his customary swagger.Next to him was a woman that Senna could
only assume to beMariel. It wasn't possible to be sure, however, because she waswearing a veil. This
was extremely odd: the only women who woresuch things were the legendary telepaths who had once
accompa­nied the emperor wherever he went. That, however, was a custom

 that had ended with the death of Emperor Turhan. Cartagia, pro­claiming that he did not want women
around who could peer ef­fortlessly into his mind, had ordered them all killed. They were the first
casualties of his bloody reign, and most certainly not the last.

 Despite the fact that she was veiled, Senna could sense Mariel'sgaze upon her, boring right through her.
She reflexively releasedher hold on Vir's hand, doing so almost guiltily.

 "I have known the lady Senna for quite some time," Vir saidcalmly ... almost too calmly. "She is much
like a beloved nieceto me." Senna nodded in confirmation.

 "Of course," Durla said with a polite smile. "Oh, and Senna,you of course remember Mariel. She is much
like a beloved wife to me. Say hello, Mariel."

 "Hello." Her voice was so soft as to be almost inaudible.



 "Move aside your veil, dear. It is difficult for them to hear you."

 "I...do not wish. . ."

 "I did not ask you what your wish was in the matter," he re­minded her in a voice so sharp that it made
Senna jump. Shelooked to Vir, who somehow was maintaining a look of polite curiosity, but nothing
more. "Move aside your veil so that youcan greet our visitor properly." He looked at Vir apologetically.
"She is being rude to you, perhaps out of some residual resent­ment over your losing her to me. But I do
not tolerate rudeness.Do I, Mariel." It wasn't a question.

 "No, husband. You do not," she said. And she put a hand to herveil and moved it aside so that Senna
and Vir could see her face.

 Senna gasped. She regretted doing so instantly, but it was aninvoluntary reflex, for Mariel's face was
battered and bruised.

 Vir gripped Senna's upper arm, also by reflex. He was holdingit so tight that it hurt.

 "What... happened?" Vir managed to get out.

 "She is very clumsy, our Mariel," Durla said in a voice drip­ping with solicitousness. "She tripped over
her own words." Ithad the sound of a remark that Durla had been rehearsing, in preparation for a
question that he was longing to answer withsmug arrogance.

 "I must be more cautious in the future," Mariel admitted, andnow she was looking to Vir. Her gaze
flickered between Vir and Senna, and Senna saw in those eyes hurt that she could not evenimagine.

  

 Vir started toward Durla, and suddenly Senna knew beyondany question that if she did not do
something, Vir would be uponhim. There was no upside to such a confrontation. Durla hadbeen a trained
soldier. That had been some time ago, true, but the training remained. He might be a formidable foe. But
if Vir, car­ried by burning rage, did manage to overwhelm Durla and beat him senseless, as was
undoubtedly his intent, then his pretenseswould be forever shredded. Senna might wind up proving un­
comfortably prescient in her concerns over Vir being imprisoned and drugged up, even before the night
was over.

 Immediately Senna doubled over in "pain," crying out loudlyenough to attract Vir's attention before he
had managed to takemore than a step or two. He looked at her, confused. "What's

 wrong?"

 "Some sort of... of sharp cramp. Please. Would you...be so

 kind as to help me to my room?"

 As this occurred, Mariel replaced the veil. Durla was lookingat Senna with what seemed boundless
compassion. "Attend toher, Vir. I have known her for quite a while, as well. I knew herback when we all
called her Young Lady. Quite a woman she hasgrown into. Yes, attend to her, Vir, by all means. I have a
dinner with my ministry to attend."



 "Perhaps . .." Vir had barely managed to gain control ofhimself, and when he spoke it was in a voice that
was vaguelystrangled. "Perhaps...the lady Mariel should . .. should beresting...do you think?"

 "Oh, no," Durla said dismissively, "no, not at all. When oneacquires a trophy such as the Lady Mariel,
one is always eager todisplay her, even when she is feeling less than her best. And sheis more than willing
to accommodate my desires. Are you not,

 my love?"

 "As ... you say, my love," Mariel said, sounding like one al­ready dead.

 "There, you see? Enjoy the rest of your evening," Durla toldthem cheerfully. "And have a care with
Senna, Ambassador...she is very precious to all of us."

 Senna was holding Vir's forearm in a grip of iron. She sur­prised herself; she had no idea she was that
strong. But desperatemoments tended to prompt acts of equally desperate strength.

 Durla headed off down the opulent corridor, the light seeming

  

  

 to dim as he passed. Mariel cast one more glance back at Vir andSenna, but the veil blocked any hint of
her expression. Sennahad a feeling that she could guess.

 "That... bastard!" Vir spat out. "How... how could he ..."

 "I'll tell you how," Senna said with confidence. "She is hisone weakness."

 "His what?"

 "His weakness...or at least she is seen as such. That's whatI've heard from some of the chattier members
of the Prime Can­didates. And apparently he wishes to send a message to any andall concerned that he
has no weaknesses at all."

 "Naturally. Because if he'll treat someone he loves in thatmanner, then what mercy will he show for those
he considersopponents?"

 "None."

 Vir was nodding in grim understanding. Clearly he wanted tosay more, but he seemed to catch himself.
That was probably wise. If there was one thing Senna had come to understand, itwas that in many ways,
the palace had ears everywhere. Shedidn't quite understand the how and why of it...but she defi­nitely
knew the truth of it.

 "Should we tell the emperor?" she asked tentatively.

 "Londo?" Vir laughed in grim recollection. "He divorced her.She tried to kill him. He's not going to give a
damn about what happens to her. He'd probably have a good laugh over it...andthat's something I don't



think I could stand to see. Better that wedon't bring it up." He looked in the direction that Mariel had
gone, and there was tragedy in his face. "I never thought hewould... if I'd known, I'd never have-"

 "You'd never have what?" she asked with genuine curiosity.- "Nothing," he told her after a moment. "It
doesn't matter."

 Privately she resolved to mention Mariel's "condition" toLondo in Vir's absence. Out loud, she said,
"Vir-"

 "I said it doesn't matter. What's done is done, and can neverbe undone... no matter how much we may
wish it." Hesqueezed her hand gently, and said, "Let's go have dinner withLondo. It's best not to keep the
emperor waiting any longer thanwe already have."
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 EXCERPTED FROM

 THE CHRONICLES OF LONDO MOLLARl.

 Excerpt dated (approximate Earth date)

 September23,2275.

 For the first time in a long time, I had fun today. I totally disrupted Durla's meeting... gave him a reminder
of just who was in charge, for all the good that will do...and then had some excitement that resulted in a
most unexpected

 reunion.

 I am worn out from it and won't go into detail. Tomorrow, maybe. Hopefully evenmy occasionally faulty
memory will suffice to hold on to the recollection until themorrow.

 In case it is not...I shall jot down the phrase that will most stick in my mind, simply because Durla's
expression was so priceless. The look on his face, as he spat words from his mouth that did not match
the expression. "Emmmperor," he said, dragging out the first syllable as if it would go on forever. "How...
pleasingly unexpected to see you..."

  

 'Emmmperor... how... pleasingly unexpected to see you..."Even as he spoke, Durla felt all the blood
draining out of hisface. He composed himself quickly, however, and rose. Seated around the table were
Minister of Development Castig Lione, Minister of Information Kuto, and Minister of Spirituality Vallko.
In addition, there was also General Rhys, next to whom Kuto- inhis loud and amusingly self-deprecating



manner-insistedthat he sit. "Far easier than dieting," Kuto had chortled, slapping hismore than ample
belly. Not that Rhys was fat. But he was largeenough and broad enough that he made Kuto look small in
comparison, which naturally pleased Kuto no end.

 "I believe this is your first visit to the Tower of Power, if I'mnot mistaken," Durla continued. "Welcome,
welcome. MinisterLione has been kind enough to arrange for these particular fa­cilities to be used for
ministry meetings. Hopefully you will findthem up to your standards."

 Rhys was at the far head of the table, and he was already standing and offering his chair to the emperor.
Londo, with the omnipresent Dunseny at his side, nodded in acknowledgment of thegesture and took the
preferred seat. He glanced around the table, bobbed his head in greeting once more, and then sat there w
ith a slightly vacant smile."Highness?" Durla said.

 Londo still didn't respond until Dunseny nudged him slightly, then he seemed to come to himself. "Yes.
Good to see me. And it is good to be seen. I felt that I had not been doing that sufficiently oflate." He
leaned forward, and said in a conspiratorial voice, "I raised quite a fuss on my way over, you know.
People in the street pointed, whispered among themselves. 'Is that he?' they asked. 'is that the emperor? I
thought he was dead!' " Londo laughed at

  

  

 that rather heartily, until the laughter suddenly turned to a vio­lent, racking cough. It took a full thirty
seconds for it to subside, and during that time the ministers looked uncomfortably aroundthe table at one
another.

 Finally Londo managed to compose himself. Dunseny solici­tously dabbed at the edges of the emperor's
mouth with a cloth.

 Durla found it difficult to believe that the old retainer was stillat Londo's side. Dunseny had managed to
outlive every mem­ber of the House Mollari who had been there when he startedwith the family. He
seemed thinner, greyer, but otherwise no lessefficient in his duties and attentions. For a time Throk had
re­placed Dunseny, as a means of keeping a perpetual closer eye onLondo, but Throk had come to a
bad end. At that point, Londohad firmly reinstated Dunseny, and Durla had decided to let the matter go
rather than press it. Somehow it didn't seem worth theaggravation.

 "My apologies, Ministers. Old age is not exactly a blessing."

 "Then again, it's preferable to the alternative, Highness,Kuto said in his booming voice.

 Londo shot a glance at him. "Is it?" he asked.

 There didn't seem to be any ready response for this, and Kutodidn't try to make one.

 Londo's gaze focused on Lione. "Minister ... where did youacquire that scar on your throat?"

 Lione automatically reached up to touch it, but caughtself. Without looking at Durla, he said, "A mishap,
EmperorNothing more."

 "Yes. Most unfortunate. I hear tell from Dunseny that thereseems to be a virtual epidemic of clumsiness



going on in thepalace these days. Your wife, I hear tell, suffered such a seizure,"Londo said, swiveling his
gaze to Durla. "Odd. When I was mar­ried to her, she was the most graceful and coordinated of all the
women whom I called wife. Curious that she would become soaccident-prone. Perhaps the process of
aging has been no kinderto her than to me, eh?"

 There was something in his look that Durla definitely did notlike. So he cleared his throat a bit more
loudly than was needed, and said, "Highness... you still have not graced us with the pur­pose for your
visit..."

 "The purpose. Ah, yes. It is my understanding, Durla, that this

 meeting was being held to discuss the current state of readiness for the Centaurum's reclamation of our
great and illustrious heritage-presumably, over the dead bodies of those who wouldstand in our way."

  "May 1 ask who told you that, Highness?""Certainly. General Rhys did."

 Duria, stunned, looked to the general. Rhys returned the lookblandly. "His Highness asked," he said by
way of explanation."He is my emperor, the supreme ruler and commander of thisworld. If he asks me a
question about the status of military readi-ness, naturally it is my obligation to respond truthfully."

 "Ah. Pardon my surprise, General... you had not informedme that the emperor had asked." "You did not
ask, Minister."

 Durla cursed to himself. That was typical of Rhys. He was a brilliant tactician and an utterly fearless fleet
commander. But hada streak of individuality that he flashed every so often, ap-parently for Durla's
benefit. Technically, he had done nothing wrong. He was indeed obligated, through oath and historical
tra-ditionof his rank, to answer first and foremost to the emperor, withno obligation whatsoever to report
those discussions to others. even the prime minister. If Durla made too much of an issue of his actions, it
would reflect poorly on him. "Highness," Durla said carefully, "these are matters of an ex-tremely delicate
and sensitive nature. In the future, I would ap-preciate if any inquiries you might wish to make on these
subjects come through my office.""Are you endeavoring to dictate terms to me, Durla?" Londoasked.

 There was an undercurrent of danger in the tone that broughtDurla up short. Suddenly he was beginning
to regret that he hadnot taken steps to dispose of Londo ages ago. Granted, the mili­tary supported
Durla. There was no question about that, andthere was intense loyalty from those who remembered
Durlafrom when he himself was part of the rank and file. They per­ceivedhimas one of their own.
However, ranking and highly re­garded officers-such as Rhys-continued to show respect forthe position
of emperor. Not even aberrations such as Cartagia had diminished the military compulsion to stand
behind who­ever held the highest rank in all of Centauri Prime. Durla had

 no desire to make Rhys and other higher-ranking officers, forwhom Durla spoke, choose their
allegiances. Because he had noreal way of controlling how those choices would fall.

 So he put forward his most ready smile, and said reassuringly,"Of course not, Highness. You are
Centauri Prime. I would nosooner dictate terms to you than tell the sun which way to rise."

 "Don't underestimate yourself, Prime Minister. I have littledoubt that-if you thought you might
succeed-you mighteasily decide that the sun should rise in the west so that you cansleep in."

 This drew mild laughter from the others. Durla nodded ami­ably at the small joke made at his expense.



 "We have quite a military industrial complex under way,Prime Minister," Londo continued. "Many
papers are broughtbefore me for my signature and seal. I have continued to signoff on them, as an
indication of my support. For I believe, asdo you-as do all of you-that Centauri Prime has a great des­
tiny to pursue. Although I doubt I could put forth the matter soeloquently or enthusiastically as Minister
Vallko."

 "I am honored and flattered that you would think so, High­ness," Vallko said. "I have always felt that our
positions comple­mented each other. That you attended to the well-being ofthebodies of our people...
and I to their spirits."

 "Well said, Minister, well said," Londo said, thumpingthetable with unexpected vigor. "And since the
bodies of my peopleare involved in the work that you are doing, I wish to know"where we stand."

 "It is somewhat... involved, Highness."

 "Then involve me."

 Durla started to offer another protest, but he saw the firm, unyielding look on the emperor's face and
abruptly realized that-most unexpectedly-things had become uncertain. He had toremind himself that
there was really no need to keep Londo Mol­lari out of the loop. It wasn't as if he could do anything to
thwarttheir efforts. The people's taste for conquest had only beenwhetted by strikes Centauri Prime had
made against worlds atthe outer fringes of the damnable Alliance's influence. There was already
momentum involved, and there was no way that anyone,even the emperor, could stem the tide.

 And, of course, he had no intention of doing so. Durla was

 quite certain of that. This was merely an exercise in face-saving,that was all. When Centauri Prime
achieved its destiny of conquest, Mollari wanted to be able to bask in the reflected glory.
Understandable. Who wouldn't want to? But the people would know the truth, and the military-despite
Rhys' knee-jerk compulsion-likewise would know it was Durla's visionthat fired the Centauri movement.
In the long run, Mollari's en­ deavors to attach himself to Durla's greatness would backfire. Durla was
sure of that. He would be revealed for the posturingposeur that he was.

 In the meantime, why risk alienating allies such as Rhys and those he represented just because
he-Durla-was able to seethrough the emperor's pathetic maneuvering?

 "Very well," Durla said simply.

 And so he proceeded to lay out, in detail, all the up-to-date particulars of Centauri Prime's military
buildup. All the out­posts, operating under varying degrees of secrecy, that were assembling the Centauri
fleet that would sweep out among the Alliance worlds and spread the ultimate dominance of the
Centaurum.

 "So we are not rushing into this," Londo said slowly, onceDurla was finished providing the specifics.

 "Absolutely not, Emperor. The initial strikes that we havemade served a twofold purpose. First, we were
testing the will ofthe Alliance members, and frankly, we are less than impressed, They have grown
complacent in their prosperity and their sense of peace. To them, our attack on Narn was an aberration,
a dis-tant memory at best. We have managed, through a carefully or-chestrated campaign of publicity
and information, planned by Minister Lione and well executed by Minister Kuto ..." and he gestured
toward the pair, who nodded gratefully, "to associatethose days-in the minds of the Alliance-with the



reign of the mad emperor Cartagia. You, Highness, are seen as a very dif­ferent animal."

 "Certainly a less rabid one, I would hope," Londo said with ahint of irony. "So 1 am perceived as a
comparatively benign, harmless ruler. An interesting epitaph, I suppose. 'Here liesLondo Mollari: a
harmless enough fellow.' "

 This drew a laugh from Kuto, who promptly silenced himselfwhen he noticed that no one else was
joining in.

  

 Picking up after the momentary quiet, Durla continued, "Wehave further managed to pave the way,
through backroom deal­ings, for key representatives of key governments to be...accommodating...to our
attacks on assorted worlds. Further­more, in launching the assaults, we have been testing the versa­tility
and effectiveness of the vessels that we have assembledthus far. We are pleased to report that the tests
of these proto­types have met with overwhelming success."

 "Excellent." Londo nodded. Dunseny's head was likewisebobbing in agreement.

 "There were a few places where ship performance could beimproved." General Rhys spoke up.
"Questions of maneuver­ability, and proper distribution of energy resources in weaponry.Problems that
made no difference against small worlds that arerelatively helpless ... but could loom large when it comes
tobattles against the more powerful members of the InterstellarAlliance."

 "We are attending to that, Highness," Lione quickly assured him. "I have scientists, technicians, going
over all the specificscited by the general and his board of advisers. Nothing is beingleft to chance."

 "I have found, Minister, that 'chance' usually has its own feel-ings as to just what is being left to it, and
has a habit of insert-ing itself into matters at its whim." Londo scratched his chinthoughtfully. "And it will
come to a direct challenge to theAlliance, yes? I understand the reasons for concentrating onsmaller
worlds ... but I cannot say I embrace it enthusiastically.It seems ... beneath us, no? Considering what it is
we wish toaccomplish."

 "The hard fact, Highness, is that the Alliance's attacks andstrictures reduced us, militarily and technically,
to a state of in-fancy," Durla said. Rhys looked as if he was bristling slightly,but he said nothing. Durla
continued, "To that end, we must re-learn how to walk before we can run. There is really no choice in the
matter."

 "But it is merely a temporary condition, Highness." Vallko
spoke up. "Nothing is more firmly written in the book of fate
than that the great Centauri Republic will hold the stars in its JF
palm."                                                                                                      

 The words, to Durla's surprise, seemed to jolt Londo slightly."Is there a problem, Highness?"

 "No. No problem," Londo assured him quickly. "Just...a re­minder ... of an image I saw a long time ago.
A vision... of justthat. I think perhaps, Vallko, you are indeed correct."

 "Of course he is correct, Highness," Durla said flatly. "Ourtimetable calls for, at most, another two years
before a full fleethas been assembled. A fleet that will more than satisfy all the re­quirements put forward
by General Rhys and his advisers. Afleet that will cover the known galaxy as comprehensively asgrains of



sand cover a beach." His voice began to rise as he be­came more and more taken with the impending
realization of hisvision. "When the time is right, we will launch a multistage as­sault on the Homeworlds of
many of the Alliance governments, taking the war to them directly." He saw heads bobbing aroundthe
table, and Londo's gaze was fixed upon him in fascination."If we strike hard enough, we can immobilize
them, and pave the way for full-scale assaults on their holdings that will leavethem powerless against
further Centauri aggression."

 "The only problem," Vallko said with a touch of caution, "re-mainsSheridan. This is a man who faced
both Shadows and Vor-lons, and caused them to back down. There are some who say heis more than
Human."

 "With all respect, Vallko, we are definitely more thanHuman," Durla reminded him. "That makes us more
than amatch."

 But Vallko's worries were not so easily dissuaded. "It is saidhe cannot die. Or that he is already dead."

 And from the end of the table came a whisper from Londo." 'You must not kill the one who is already
dead.' "

 Confused looks were exchanged around the table. "High­ness?" Dunseny prompted.

 Londo looked up at Dunseny and forced a smile. "Just...re­membering old voices, Dunseny. At my age,
I am pleased I can remember anything. Then again, you are older than I am by far,and you never forget
anything. Why is that?"

 "Because, Highness, at my age, there are fewer things worthremembering."

 The exchange drew an appreciative chuckle from theministers.

  

 "Sheridan is just one man," Durla reminded them, bringingthe conversation back on track. "Let us not
forget that he was in­volved with three great campaigns in his life: the Earth-MinbariWar, the Shadow
War, and his assault on his own HomeworldLet us also not forget how each of those disputes was
ultimatelysettled," and he ticked them off on his fingers. "The Minbari sur­rendered; the Vorlons and
Shadows voluntarily stood down anddeparted from known space; and his prime nemesis on Earth, the
president, was considerate enough to commit suicide. Sheridanhas never been in a position where he
faced an enemy whowould not back down. That is not the case here. Who here wouldback down from
him? Which of you would tell me that-if facedwith John Sheridan demanding your surrender-you would
willingly do so?"

 It was Rhys who spoke immediately. "Death first."

 There were agreeing nods from around the table.

 "He will be facing a very different creature when thefull might of the Centauri Republic is unleashed upon
him,"Durla said.

 "The people do not feel that way," Kuto said.

 Durla turned and gaped at him. "The people? The peopledo not?"



 "I am not saying they do not support you, Prime Minister,"Kuto said quickly as the gazes of the others
fell upon him. "ButMinister Vallko is correct. The people rejoice in our achieve­ments and call out their
support publicly... but privately, my re­search says, they still fear Sheridan."

 "We cannot have that!" Durla replied. "This is an alarmingcomment on the state of the Centauri mind ...
and it must beaddressed at once.At once! Kuto-arrange for a public speakingdisplay. Immediately, do
you hear me! Lione, Vallko, assist him!"

 The other ministers were caught off guard by the suddenchange of mood in the room, the abrupt way
that Durla's attitudehad shifted. But they hastened to obey his orders. Londo saidnothing, and merely
watched silently.

 Within moments, Durla and Londo were standing at a balconyon one of the lower floors of the Tower of
Power. There were nowindows in the Tower, which added to the mystique of the place.There was,
however, the one balcony, which Durla had insistedupon for just such an occasion. The Tower had been
well placed,
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 for there was always a crowd of people around the base, justgoing about their business.

 When Durla spoke, his voice boomed throughout the entirecity, thanks to a multitude of hidden
speakers. Not only that, but his oversize holographic image appeared throughout Centauri Prime,
carrying his word far and wide. People on the other side of the world were jolted from their sleep by the
unexpected in­trusion of Prime Minister Durla. Londo, although at his side, was mysteriously absent from
the projection. Only Durla'simage loomed large, which he felt was as it should be.

 "It has been brought to my attention," Durla's voice echoed throughout the assemblage, all eyes below
turning up toward him, "that as Centauri Prime returns to glory, there are many ofyou who fear reprisals
from John Sheridan. Many who think that this man, who formed the Alliance, presents a threat to our
world! That our recent, successful endeavors to expand our holdings will be met with resistance, and that
we-as many others have-will surrender to President Sheridan, simply because he will ask us to! And why
not? The Minbari surren­dered. The Vorlons surrendered. The Shadows surrendered.Why not we?"

 And he received exactly the answer he was hoping for.Someone below shouted, "Because we are
Centauri!" Immedi­ately others took up the shout.

 "Yes! We are Centauri!" Durla announced, receiving a re­sounding cheer in return. "And in those
instances when wechoose to exercise our might, we will achieve nothing less than victory! Victory at all
costs! Victory in spite of all terror! Vic­tory, however long and hard the road may be, for without victory
there is no survival!"

 "Victory!" the people in the street shouted.

 "We shall not flag or fail!" Durla continued. "We shall go onto the end. We shall fight in the void; we shall
fight on planets;we shall fight in hyperspace; we shall fight on the Rim. We shall fight with growing
confidence and growing strength in space;we shall defend our Homeworld, whatever the cost may be.
We shall fight in the asteroid fields; we shall fight in the nebulae;we shall fight among the stars-we shall
never surrender!"



 The roar that went up was deafening, and seemed to go on for­ever. Durla drank it in, a virtual sponge
for the adulation he was

  

 receiving. He stepped back in off the balcony to receive the con­gratulations from the other ministers.

 "Well done! Very well done!" burbled Kuto, and the othersechoed the sentiments.

 Only Londo seemed to have any pause. "And tell me,Durla ... what do you think the reaction of
Sheridan will bewhen he hears this speech of yours? How do you think he willreact? Are you not
concerned that he may be moved to strikefirst?"

 "No, Highness, I am not," Durla answered firmly. "If he andhis precious Alliance have not attacked
because of our deeds,they will certainly not attack because of words. They will per­ceive it as saber
rattling, nothing more. But our people-ourpeople will know it for what it is. They will know and
remember,and when the time comes . .."

 "They will know that we will never surrender," Londo said.

 "That is exactly right, Highness."

 "Let us hope-for your sake, if nothing else-that PresidentSheridan sees it the same way," said Londo.

 The shouting continued, and Durla was only slightly soured tonote that although many bellowed for him,
the name of "Mollari" was being shouted with equal enthusiasm. But then he con­tented himself by
recalling that the people in the square weretruly only a fraction of the populace. Everywhere else it was
Durla, and only Durla. And that was as it should be. Let thepeople call out for Mollari along with Durla, if
it pleased them.Eventually they would come to realize who truly ran things.

 Once upon a time, Durla felt as if no one would ever recognizehim for his own achievements and his
intrinsic greatness. Thosedays, however, were long past. He could afford to be generous,to share the
wealth of the people's adulation. For the moment.Mollari looked weaker with every passing day.
Certainly he hadhis robust periods, but his cough was becoming more and more pronounced. It was
indicative of something deeper, more dam­aging to the emperor's health. But for some reason, Mollari
seemed disinclined to seek out medical attention. And Durlacertainly was not going to push the matter.

 The shouting grew louder and louder. "Highness, they call for us," Durla said, bowing low in a gesture
that was slightly mock­ing. "Shall we go back out and satisfy their worship?"

 "I have never had any desire to be worshipped, Prime Min­ister," Londo said with a touch of
amusement. "But if it will please you ..." and he gestured that they should go back outonto the balcony.
They stepped out and waved once more to thecrowd. The people cried out almost as one, shouting their
names,praising them to the skies so that the Great Maker himself wouldtake note.

 And that was when the shot rang out.

 EXCERPTED FROM

 THECHRONICLES OF LONDO MOLLARI



 Excerpt dated (approximate Earth date)

 September 24,2275.

 I did not hear it at first, because the shouts of the crowd were so deafening. In-stead what I felt, rather
than saw, was a sharp sensation across my forehead. I putmy hand up to it to see what it could be, and
when my hand came away it was tinged pink with blood. Then there was a sound, that of a ricochet, or
of sostriking nearby, and then a second.

 I've been shot,I thought, and for a moment I felt-not concern or fear-but in-stead an almost giddy sense
of accomplishment. So long had I been haunted by the image of G'Kar with his hands at my throat, I was
almost resigned to it. If I was to die at the hand of an unknown assassin, then i had managed to thwart
destiny.Itwas cold comfort to be sure, but given the comfort I had received of late, "cold" was almost a
warming trend.

 Before I could think or feel anything else, I was being hauled backward by my personal guards. Durla
was likewise being hurried away from the balcony, General Rhys himself ducking Durla's head for him to
make certain he was not hit. Below, the people were still cheering; they had not yet figured out what was
happening.

 "The emperor's been shot!" one of the guards cried out.

 And then Dunseny was standing directly in front of me. He was saying loudly and firmly, in that
no-nonsense tone that only the very old can successfully carry off, "Step aside. Let me see him."
Amazingly, the guards halted in their ushering me away, and Dunseny inspected my forehead with clinical
expertise. "He hasn't been shot," he announced sourly, and it was hard to tell whether his tone of
voice;was from annoyance at those who had pronounced me injured, or because he was aggrieved to
discover it wasn't the case. He had a cloth out and was dabbing at the bleeding, which was already
trickling off. "No burn marks," he said expertly. "It's a

  

  A blast must have hit above or nearby him, chipped off a small piece of the building, and the flying
debris cut across his head. See? It's stopping already."

 "I am not surprised," I growled. "Blood circulates up there for the brain, and I

 have not been making many demands upon it lately."

 General Rhys was already barking orders both to my guards and to his own se-curity people. Although
his authority extended only to the latter, everyone was at-tending to every word he uttered. "Get down
there! Find the shooter or shooters!

 The emperor and the prime minister will stay here until the area is secured!"

 "The crowd is huge, General, howwill we-" one of his security staff began.

 Rhys gave him a look that could have sliced him in half."Move!" he bellowed

 with such force that his voice alone almost knocked the man off his feet.



 The next hour was very confused, with mixed and conflicting reports being fed to usevery few minutes.
Durla, the other ministers, and I returned to the room

 where the briefing had been held, and there was great speculation among all of them as to who or what
was responsible for this atrocious assault upon my sacro-sanct person. The consensus seemed to be that
the Alliance was behind it-

 sheridan in particular. I did not believe it for a moment, and said so. "Sheridan maymany things," I told
them flatly, "but an assassin is not one of them." They ac-cepted my opinion with polite attention, but I
suspected that they believed they

 knew far better than I about such matters, Dunseny, meantime, expertly bandaged the wound on my
head, although it was

 such a pathetic thing, really, that he needn't have bothered. I can only assume that he found nd that
activity preferable to simply standing there and letting me bleed. General Rhys disappeared, presumably
to oversee the search-and-destroy mission personally. When he returned, he did not simply enter the
room. Instead he virtually exploded into it, pushing the sliding doors aside since, apparently,

 they did not move quickly enough to suit him. "We have him," Rhys said without

 any preamble, and then added, "A more bizarre set of circumstances we have never

 seen." He turned, and shouted," Bring them in!"

 When I saw who was being led into the room, I was stunned.

 Brought in side by side were Yson of House Yson, and another individual.

 son, burly and taciturn as always, was glaring. But no one was noticing; it was the yson beside him who
garnered all the attention. "G'Kar?" I barely recognized my own voice. I didn't know whether to laugh or
cry. "G'Kar?" I said again.

 "The emperor remembers my name. I am flattered," he said.

 Kuto was immediately on his feet. "Immediately," though, may be too generous a term. It took him long
moments to thrust himself to standing as his bulk foughtgravity and won, but just barely. "What a
magnificent day!" Kuto called out, appar­ ently creating the release for the press even as he spoke.
"Yson, one of our own

 nobles, fought to stop a vicious, bloodthirsty Narn from shooting and killing our beloved emperor!"

 "No."

 It was a young voice that had spoken, and then I saw that a number of the PrimeCandidates had
crowded in at the door. Clearly they had been in the midst of a struggle. Their hair was disheveled, and
some of them had torn clothing. In the forefront was one I thought I recognized. But I could not
remember his name if someone had put a gun to my head. I knew because, after all, someone practically
had just done so, and his name still was not forthcoming.

 "What do you mean, Caso?" asked Lione, graciously supplying the missing piece of information for me.



 Caso pointed at Yson. "He was the one who was shooting. The Narn was trying to stop him."

 "What?"Durla sounded horrified. "A Narn saved our emperor? And... this Narn?" The notion that a
Narn might have had a hand in preserving my life must have seemed for him to go against the natural
order. Imagine, then, his even great astonishment when Yson himself spoke up.

 "Not him," Yson said with great annoyance. "I wasn't shooting at the emperor. Iwas shooting at you,
Durla."

 One of the guards stepped forward. He was carrying a phased plasma ("Yson used this, Highness," he
said, proffering it to me, as a hunter would catrophy.

 "I...I don't understand," Durla said. To my delight, he was stammering. It wasa joy seeing him coming so
close to losing his composure completely. "Caso...you claim that you saw it alI?"

 "Not all, Prime Minister," said Caso. For some reason, the others seemed! tossing him unkind looks, but
Caso did not let it perturb him. Or if it did fhim, he did not let it show. "We were close enough to hear the
first shot, despite tin] din of the crowd around us. We fought our way through, and there discovered!]
Yson was struggling with his weapon, a red-haired Centauri in the proo. trying to yank it from his hands."

 "A red-haired Centauri? But then how did the Narn-"

 "He has a name, Durla," I interjected, sounding far calmer than I actually was "Considering you
apparently owe him your life, you could at least do him the cour-tesy of using it."

 Durla looked ready to argue the point, but apparently decided it was not worth it."How did...Citizen
G'Kar... become involved? And where did he come from?"

 "He...was the Centauri. It was apparently a holographic disguise of some sort. Whatever device was
generating it was broken during the struggle, disguise dissipated."

 Durla's eyes went wide. "A changeling net," he whispered. "They are illegal!""Arrest me," said G'Kar.

  Slowly Durla rose from his seat. He was trembling with barely contained rage. Oh, I will do more than
arrest you! I will have you executed for...for..." "Saving your life?" G'Kar was merely amused. I was not
surprised. After all that

 G'Kar had endured in his life, it took far more than the ire of a Centauri politician- even a highly placed
one-to give him pause. "Execution might not be such a ter-riblefate," he continued, sounding
philosophical. "The fact that it took me as long as it did to dispatch this... person," and he indicated Yson
with a nod, "is a bit embarrassing. I can only attribute it to the deleterious effects caused by extendeduse
of a changeling net. Don't worry. Given time to recover, I'm certain that I will be s ufficiently strong to
take on anyone in this room if so inclined."

 "I will have you executed," Durla said, reining himself in, "for trespassing on Centauri Prime. Al ien races
are forbidden...or had you forgotten?" "I forgot completely," G'Kar replied." I wore the disguise only
because I wanted

 to have hair. Tall hair." Great Maker, I'd missed him.



 "You wore the disguise to spy on us! You are a trespasser and a spy! For that

 alone, your life is forfeit."

 "But it is not that alone, Durla," I said. I rose from my chair. My legs felt slightly unsteady, and I took a
moment until I was certain that I could endure the simple act of standing. "That must be factored in with
the debt that is owed him by you...and by me. Perhaps Yson's intent was to dispense with you, but I
could just as easily

 have fallen within his target. Correct, Yson?"

 Yson looked at me with utter scorn. "Durla is power mad. He has nothing but contempt for the Houses.
For the traditions of Centauri Prime. But you...you are worse. For there is nothing worse than a weak
emperor."

 Slowly I nodded.

 Then, in one motion, I turned and pulled on the ceremonial sword that General Rhyshad in his scabbard.
I admired the hissing noise it made as it slid out. Yson's expression of disdain was still on his face as I
turned and swung my arm as fast as

 I could. The blade was as sharp as it sounded, and I was pleased to see that my arm

 still had some strength in it. Yson's sneer was frozen even as his head slid from his shoulders and
thudded to the floor.

 No one said a word.

 I pointed the sword at G'Kar. His one eye glittered at me.

 "Are you free for dinner?" I asked.

 chapter 8

 David Sheridan could see the eye, looking at him, and itseemed far less fearsome than when it had first
appeared.

 He still could remember exactly the first time that he had no-ticed it. He had just turned twelve, and had
fallen asleep after along day of celebration. In his dreams, he had been running, justrunning, across a
great Minbari plain. He wasn't doing so out offear, or pursuit. He was running simply for the pure joy of
run-ning, of feeling the youthful energy channeling through him,feeding him as if there was an endless
supply that would carryhim through an eternity of sprinting.

 Finally he had stopped. It wasn't out of a need to catch his breath, but because he felt as if he should
stop, because he wassupposedto catch his breath. Then again, this was a dream, after all, and he was the
one who set the parameters.

 And then, for no reason he could discern, the world aroundhim started to go dim. It was as if a total
eclipse had suddelyand inexplicably sprung into existence. He looked up at the Min-bari sun that had
provided warmth and comfort for as long as he could remember.



 The sun looked back down at him. A single great eye hadtaken up the entirety of it, and it was peering at
him in silence.

 He stared at it, transfixed. It blinked once, then again, and thenit addressed him.

 Hello, little sun,it said.

 The scream had begun within the dream, but reached its com-pletion when David sat up in bed.
Unfortunately Minbari bedswere upright slabs, and as a result David fell forward and hitthe floor. He lay
there, gasping, clutching the cool tiles, soakedwith sweat and looking around as if afraid that the eye
might stillbe upon him. Even though he knew that it made no sense, he|

  

 ran to the window and looked to the moon, but found no eyepeeking back.

 Nevertheless he did not go back to sleep. He stayed there atthe window, unmoving, waiting to watch the
sun rise so that he could make sure for himself that the sun was as it usually was.He wasn't disappointed,
for the sun shone that morning in all its normalcy, washing away the last dregs of that heart-stopping.
dream.

 But he had not forgotten it. That would have been impos­sible . . . because every so often, the eye
returned. Not veryI often; just from time to time, as if it was checking on him.

 As terrifying as he had found it that first time, it became less so with each subsequent exposure. The eye
never did anythingharmful or threatening. It just watched him, occasionally sayinga couple of well-chosen,
nonintimidating words. He asked one of his teachers about it and was told that it undoubtedly
repre-sented either his mother or his father, or perhaps both. It was,they said, a subconscious desire to
know that-when he was at his most vulnerable-his parents were watching over him andkeeping him from
harm. From then on, David gradually relaxed to its presence, seeing it not as a threatening image, but as a
symbol that all was right with the world.

 This particular night, the eye had returned, after an absence of many months. It did so, however, in a
very odd way. David was dreaming that he was having dinner with himself. The "self " seated on the other
side of the dining table appeared a few yearsolder, and he possessed a look of quiet confidence. What
wasparticularly odd was that he had a hair crest that was evocative of the Centauri. David couldn't for
the life of him figure out whyhis older self looked like that.

 "Do you like it?" the older David asked. "I'm not sure if it'sme or not. What do you think?" Young David
shrugged.

 "Good. No opinion. Not thinking," older David said. "Not thinking is what you'll want to do." And then
his foreheadblinked.

 David stared more closely, having at first accepted the unre­ality of the moment without question. But
now he was struck bythe oddness of the fact that the elder David had a third eye. It was

  

  



 nestled serenely smack in the middle of his forehead, and it wasstaring at him. He recognized it instantly.

 "That's my eye," he said.

 There was a sudden rush of wings, and David jumped slightly.A bird, a crow of some kind, perched
atop the elder David's head.He didn't seem to notice the weight.

 "Does it offend you? If so, it can be plucked out," said theelder David. And then the crow stabbed its
beak down andsnatched out the eye from his forehead. David gasped as the orbwas swallowed up
effortlessly, and then the crow, or raven, orwhatever it was, flapped its wings and took off.

 "Are you all right?" he asked urgently.

 More plates of food materialized in front of the older David."Fine," he said. "See?" He pointed ... and
the eye was back. "Itwill always be there," he said. "Always. Waiting. Loving you."

 The eye stared at him, stared through him, and David feltvaguely uncomfortable, but he couldn't quite
determine why.

 "Dammit!"

 It was his father's voice, explosive and angry, and it wasenough to snap David to full wakefulness. He
blinked against the darkness, but saw that there was light filtering through thewindow. It was early
morning.

 His father had stormed past David's room, and for a moment David thought that his father was angry
with him. But he con­tinued walking, and behind him David heard his mother moving,as well. She said in
a soft but rushed voice, "John, hush! You'llwake David!"

 "That's the least of my concerns, Delenn," he retorted, but helowered his voice nevertheless. They
continued to speak,andG'Kar was mentioned, but he couldn't make out what they weretalking about.

 The timing of the sudden jolt couldn't have been better, I hedream was still fresh in his mind, much more
so than if he'dwoken up on his own. He stepped down off his bed, reached for arobe, and pulled it
around himself. Then he padded noiselesslydown the hall, following his parents' voices.

 Finding them presented no difficulty. They were in his father'smain office, and he could tell from the way
his father's voicecame from one side of the room, then the other, that his fatherwas pacing.

 "We have to do something about this," Sheridan was saying."We can't just let G'Kar sit there in Centauri
hands!""It's not that simple, John..."

 "Yes. It is. We go to the Alliance, or the Narns specifically,and say-"

 "And say what?" There was a sharpness, a hardness in hervoice that hadn't been there before. "That
G'Kar was captured while on Centauri Prime? They will ask why...a reasonableenough question. After
all, the Centauri have made no secret ofthe fact that off-worlders are forbidden. And you will tell the Al­
liance ... what? That G'Kar was there because you and he had atacit understanding that he was supplying
you information aboutthe Centauri? That he wasn't telling you how he was acquiring this information, and
that you were not inquiring? That your'hand' was caught in the cracker jar?"



 Despite the seriousness of the moment, Sheridan laughedshortly. "Cookie jar."

 "Who cares?" she retorted. "John, G'Kar knew the risks, asdid you. You accepted those, as did he.
And now he is dealingwith the consequences, as you must."

 "And I'm going to deal with them by getting him out. Fine, Iwon't go to the Alliance. I'll get him out
myself." "You'll be killed.""It won't be the first time.""How dare you."

 Crouching, David peeked around the edge of the door frame.His father had stopped in his tracks and
was staring at hismother. She was much smaller than he was, yet at that moment her anger was so great
that it seemed to fill the room."How dare you"she repeated.

 "How dare I? How dare I what?"

 "How dare you recklessly and foolhardily throw away your lifeon a hopeless mission j ust to satisfy your
ego." "This has nothing to do with ego," he protested.

 Before he could continue, she cut him off. "Yes, just as when youwent to Z'ha'dum," she said, and
clearly the very recollec-tionof it was difficult for her. David had heard mention made of thatdead world
several times, and he knew that his father had journeyed to it. There were even tales that he had died
there, butthat was nonsense, of course. After all, there he was, clearly

 alive. "And at the time you went," she continued, "you were'only' the commander of Babylon 5. We
were not married. Youhad no son. You had no Alliance of which you were the presi-dent. You were
young and cloaked with the banner of righteous-ness, and no doubt you thought you would live forever.
None ofthose have been, or are any longer, the case. You have responsi-bilities to me, to David, to the
other races in the Alliance."

 "And my responsibility to G'Kar?"

 "He is where he needs to be. They are not going to hurt hintVir already passed that information along to
us. He has beengiven humane, if Spartan, accommodations in the palace itself."

 "And he's not being allowed to leave!"                                             

 "John ... perhaps he is not supposed to," Delenn suggestedreasonably. "Perhaps circumstances have
conspired to putG'Kar right where he is supposed to be. Londo is cut off there,surrounded by many
destructive forces. My guess is that, on thatentire planet, he had not one ally on whom he could utterly
de-pend. G'Kar is now that ally. Who knows what poisons havebeen whispered into Londo's ear. Who
knows what dark forces may be shaping his thinking?"

 "And you're saying G'Kar can undo that." He soundedskeptical.

 "I'm saying he might be able to. He certainly has a far greaterchance of doing so by being there. Those
two ... G'Kar andLondo ... they are bound by fate, John. They circle each otherlike binary stars."

 "Binary stars," Sheridan reminded her, "allow no life betweenthem. Their gravity wells crush whatever
planets might startto form."

 "Yes," she said. "I know. And that may well be the case withG'Kar and Londo, as well. They may well
be destined to crushall life between them with the intensity of their will, untilnothing is left. Perhaps not



even them."

 "Is that supposed to make me feel better somehow?"

 "No. It is simply supposed to be a statement of what I believeUnless my beliefs are no longer of
importance to you."

 He sighed heavily. "Of course they're of importance to meHe embraced her, holding her so tight that
David thought he wasgoing to break her. "It's just... when I think of G'Kar in thatplace, surrounded by
enemies ..."

 "This is G'Kar we're talking about. He thrives on that sort of situation. Sometimes I think he's not happy
unless he's sur-rounded by enemies. And he may be able to make a difference, John. He might very well
be of far more service there than any-

 where else."

  And then David jumped-as a loud voice came from behind him. "And what have we here?" In an instant
he was on his feet, turning at the same time. As a result he tripped himself up and landed hard on his own
backside." Master Vultan, his occasional teacher and frequent source of frustration, was standing right
behind him, arms folded, "Spying, are we?" he asked in a stern voice, his bearded chin bristling with
indignation. It was difficult for David to tell justhow genuinely annoyed Vultan really was.Determining the
annoyance level of his parents, however, wasno problem at all. When Delenn and Sheridan emerged
from hisoffice to investigate what the noise was about, they both stared downat their son and frowned.
"How long were you hiding there, David?" his father demanded.

 "Since you woke me up with your shouting," David replied.This got Sheridan a dirty look from Delenn,
which he did hisbest to ignore. "You shouldn't be hiding there, listening in onother people's
conversations," Sheridan told him. "You're right. Next time I'll find a better place to hide," he agreed,
standing and dusting himself off. his mother was not the least bit amused. "David .. . your ac-tionswere
inappropriate."

 He sighed heavily, and said, "I'm sorry, Mother." He was farslower to employ his sharp and ready wit
on his mother. He just couldn't help but feel that he was far less likely to get away with it than he was with
his father. He had a feeling that, secretly, hisfather was amused by his son's rebellious streak. That
certainly made sense; after all, John Sheridan had practically written thebook on rebellion. "I'm sorry,
Father," he continued. "But whenIheard you mention G'Kar.. .well, I've always liked him, and Ihate to
think about him being in trouble."Sheridan sighed and seemed less irate than he had moments before.
Now he just looked sad. "So do 1, David. Your mom, too.she's right: at this point, it's G'Kar's play. We
have it on reliable authority that he is in no danger. On that basis, he may

  

 very well be able to do a lot of good, working from the inside, as

 it were."

 Vultan looked from Sheridan to Delenn and back. "Are nei-ther of you going to punish the boy? He
eavesdropped. Certainlythat behavior cannot be tolerated."

 "You're absolutely right," Sheridan said firmly. "David: ex-tend your left hand."



 David immediately did as his father dictated. John Sheridanstepped forward sternly, looked down at the
outstretched hand,and then slapped it once lightly on the knuckles. "Let that be alesson to you," he said
gravely.

 "I shall never forget it, Father," David replied seriously.

 Vultan rolled his eyes and shook his head in exasperation."That child," he informed them, "doesn't need a
teacher, or par-ents. He needs a keeper."

 The moment he said that, something cold clutched at the baseof David's neck. He trembled, and the
look on his face caught hismother's attention. "David... what's wrong?"

 Sheridan saw it, too. "What's the matter, son?"

 "I don't know," David confessed. "Just the oddest feeling,that's all. It'slike...like..."

 "Like someone just stepped on your grave?" Sheridan sug-gested. "That's what my dad used to say
when he'd get that lookon his face."

 "Yeah. Something like that," David agreed.

 "I do not like that phrase," Delenn said curtly. "Please don't

 use it again."

 "All right," Sheridan said, clearly not quite understanding his wife's reaction, but not wanting to argue. He
turned his attentionto David's teacher, and said, "Master Vultan...I think thatDavid might be a bit starved
for attention. I confess I've beensomewhat preoccupied lately, and the boy has had to resort totactics
such as this just to get a crumb of attention. It's not right.If it's all the same to you, I think his mother and I
would like tospend the day with him."

 "As you desire," Vultan said, looking not the least bit upsetover the prospect. He turned on his heel and
departed, his long robes swishing softly on the polished floor.

 "Go get washed and dressed, David," his father said. "Perhaps
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 we'll take a shot at climbing the Mulkeen Heights today. Best view on Minbar, so I'm told."

 "Okay, Father," David said. Then, recalling how disconcerted he'd felt just a short time ago, he quickly
embraced his parents before running off down the hallway.

 "He's your son," Delenn said, shaking her head as she watchedhim go.

 "So you keep telling me," Sheridan remarked. "Part of methinks you keep on saying so because you're
hoping to establish some sort of alibi." Then he turned serious once more. "Do youreally think G'Kar will
be okay?"

 "Vir is certain. The situation under which G'Kar was takenwas quite unique. It's Vir's opinion that Londo



is watching outfor him."

 "And Vir's opinion can be trusted?"

 "I think so, yes. Don't you?"

 He gave it a moment's thought, and remembered Garibaldi'sdescription of the events surrounding that
last visit to Centauri Prime...the one that had resulted in the death of Lou Welch. Michael had been
uncharacteristically taciturn about the affair, but had managed to convey-through fewer words rather than
more-that Vir Cotto had a handle on things. Sheridan even sus-pected,although he couldn't prove it, that
Vir was somehow in-volved with the occasional acts of "terrorism" that the Centauri

 tried to ascribe to the Alliance.

 So Sheridan said finally, "Yes, I think it probably can. It's hard to believe, considering how Vir used to
be, that he is now one ofthe most dependable of all the Centauri."

 "We've all changed, John, from what we used to be. Look atyou...and me ..." and she playfully pulled at
his beard whilerunning her fingers through her long black hair. There were afew tinges of grey in it.

 "You're saying that we all have more hair?" he said. "Well,there's worse fates." Then, once again, he
turned solemn. "We have more hair. .. but G'Kar has one less eye. And he lost it onthat world where he
is right now. If things turn ugly there, hecould lose the other... and far more."

 "That is the downside," she admitted. "On the other hand,there is always the bright side. Do you
remember that urn?"

  

  

 "Urn?" he asked, not certain what she was referring to.

 "The vase," she prompted. "The one Londo gave us..."

 "Oh! Yes. The last time we saw him. The one we're supposedto give David on his sixteenth birthday. .."

 She nodded. "With the waters from the palace river locked inits base. I found it in storage recently. It
reminded me of howLondo was that day ... the last day we saw him. He seemed sodesperate just to
have even the slightest hint of friendship ...from us...from anyone . . ."

 "And you think G'Kar will provide him that."

 "We can only hope. Do you think that we should give the vaseto David early? Before his sixteenth
birthday?"

 "Nah," Sheridan decided. "Let's honor Londo's request. Theman who dropped that vase off was the
closest thing to theLondo of old that I could recall. I miss him. There's no tellinghow this entire Centauri
situation is going to play out. But onDavid's sixteenth birthday, whatever the outcome, he'll at leastget a
sense of the Londo Mollari that we once all knew."



 chapter 9

 The catacombs beneath the capital city were considered by many to be little more than a myth.
Ostensibly, the great Em­peror Olion had constructed them, centuries earlier. Olion, so legend had it,
was absolutely paranoid over the notion of his people turning against him. So he had the catacombs con­
structed as a means of escaping any pursuit. Supposedly he wasthe only person aside from the actual
creator of the catacombs-whom he subsequently had assassinated-to know the layout ofthe maze. The
catacombs led from the city to the outlying re­gions and provided a handy means of getting in and out
unseen,if one were so inclined, not to mention eluding pursuit.

 But it was all the stuff of legend. The entrances certainly nolonger existed. And even if they did exist, the
tunnels would beso overrun with vermin that they would be virtually unpassable.

 Years ago, however, when he was a young man looking forfossil remains of primitive Centauri cultures,
Renegar-a heavy-set lad even at that tender age-had literally fallen into myth.  Renegar had embarked on
a one-man excavation on the out­skirts of the hinterlands. The ground had given way, and he hadfallen
through into the catacombs of lore. When he had picked himself up, dusted himself off, and managed to
push aside the mounting feelings of panic, he actually found himself rather taken with the place. True, the
vermin population wasn't par­ticularly appreciated, but the prospects of exploration proved tooenticing
for him to pass up.

 Having almost no friends, and parents who displayed tittle in­terest in his comings and goings, Renegar
wasn't about to sharewith anyone his new and exciting discovery.

 He brought sounding equipment and other locator devicesthat hadn't existed centuries ago when the
catacombs were first

  

 built. Over the course of many years, he managed to map theplace rather thoroughly. . . aided and
abetted by the occasionalexplosive device. Rock falls and other natural "disasters" hadblocked some of
the paths, and Renegar quickly discovered thatthe judicious use of explosives could be tremendously
helpful.The key word was "judicious," of course. The first time he tried, he nearly blew himself to
kingdom come. Necessity became themother of invention, and his familiarity with explosives and
excavation came to serve him well in later life.

 The catacombs, as well, found new purpose.

 Renegar made his way to the meeting area with sure, steadysteps, his knowledge of the catacombs by
now so ingrained thathe no longer needed the maps he had taken such pains to createin his youth. A
rodent ran across his foot, and he kicked it out ofthe way. It was fortunate that such creatures didn't
bother him,else he never would have been able to last in his exploration ofthe caves.

 "Renegar!" The whisper came from up ahead, and he recog-nized the voice instantly. "Is that you?"

 "Of course it's me. Who else would it be?" he asked grimly.He climbed over one more rise and came
around a corner to dis-cover the others whom he had decided-insanely, he sometimesthought-to trust not
only with his life, but the future of hisworld.

 Vir, naturally, was among them. So was Dunseny. There werefar more people Vir had managed to enlist
over the years, but noone, with the exception of Vir, knew everyone who was a part ofthe rebellion. That



was probably wise, Renegar mused, but he couldn't help but feel that it put a massive amount of strain on
Vir himself.

 The strain was beginning to show. Vir was looking more tired,even a bit more despondent, than he
usually did. But there was still an air of grim determination about him, as if-having de-cided upon the
course he must follow-he had resolved that he would see it through to the end, no matter what.

 "You saw?" Vir said without preamble, and Renegar knewprecisely what he was talking about.

 "How could I not see? That damnable Durla was everywhere.Is it true, though? That someone tried to
kill them both? The em­peror and Durla?"

 "Durla, for the most part. The emperor was simply at the

 wrong place at the wrong time," Dunseny said.

 "That might well summarize his life," Vir commented rue-fully. Then, in a more businesslike tone, he
added, "But it's notgoing to end there. Durla will never let it end there. If one House headendeavored to
dispose of him, he's going to fear that all ofthem may form an alliance against him."

 "You're saying he's going to declare war on the Houses?" asked one surly-looking but forceful fighter
named Adi.

 "Without a doubt. And that can only benefit us."

 "How?" The question was echoed around the group, but itwas Dunseny who answered.

 "The House heads have resources. The military may backDurla, making his power unassailable, but the
Houses have their own resources, ranging from personnel to weapons. Not onlythat, but there are key
military personnel who owe ancient alle­giances to the Houses, which supersede any way they may be
be­ holden to Durla. In battling the Houses, in challenging theHouse heads directly, Durla may be sowing
dissent within hisown support system."

 "He won't realize the danger if he thinks he's above them . ..which he does," Vir said. "It's the oldest
danger in the world: ar­rogance becomes the enemy's undoing."

 "Yes. . . including yours."

 They turned to see who had spoken, and there was a collectiveand startled gasp from all of them.

 A grey-skinned creature stood in the shadows.

 Renegar immediately went for his weapon, and the voiceboomed again from the monster. "It's too late.
Whatever you do to me is of no consequence. Since I have seen you, I will com­mune with my brethren,
and they will in turn seek you out. I've seen all your faces. You're finished. But first..." The creature
paused dramatically. "I'm going to sing a few show tunes."

 The others looked at each other.

 "Juuuust me...and my shaaadow . . ." the creature from thedarkness began.



 "Tell meI'mdreaming," Adi said.

 Vir was watching the entire scene with a severe lack ofamusement. "Finian," he said sternly. "What sort
of foolishnessis this? 1 recognize your voice; I know it's you."

  

 At that, the creature slumped to the ground in front of the in-

 credulous group. It was at that point that they were able to see

 the wound that gaped in the back of its head, thick liquid coagu­lating around it. Clearly the thing,
whatever it was, was dead. Then all eyes shifted as Finian, the techno-mage, stepped intoview. "Did I
scare you?"

 " Yes," Vir said flatly.

 "Good." This time it wasn't Finian who spoke, but ratherGwynn, another techno-mage who seemed to
have taken an in­terest in the events that occurred on Centauri Prime. Finian, asalways, maintained
something of an open manner, with hisround face and blue eyes that seemed incapable of any sort of
deceit. Of course, that alone provided reason enough not totrust him.

 As for Gwynn, her attitude was as imperious as ever. Shelooked at them as if she were observing them
from a great heightthat made their concerns seem childish and irrelevant. Renegardidn't trust either of
them. As a general rule of thumb, trusting techno-mages wasn't an especially advisable pastime.

 "You have every reason to be scared," Gwynn continued. "Wefound him wandering the catacombs. He
had a bit of an...acci­dent. Rocks, even boulders, can come loose around here at themost unexpected
times. If they strike unexpectedly enough, andwith sufficient force ..." She shrugged. "The results can be
tragic, as you see."

 "What is it?" Adi said, looking at it wonderingly.

 "That," Vir told him, "is a Drakh. One of the creatures I toldyou about. Told all of you about," he said,
raising his voice. Notthat anyone was having trouble hearing him, his voice echoingthere in the tunnels.
"The creatures who brought a plague to hu­manity. The ones who are operating behind the scenes here
on Centauri Prime. And, I believe, the ones who are truly respon­sible for the 'visions' that our beloved
prime minister is always talking about."

 "What's it doing down here?" Renegar demanded.

 "We are not sure," Gwynn said evenly, "but he may or may nothave followed you, Renegar."

 Renegar turned deathly pale. "Impossible," he spat out. "Hecouldn't have known to follow me ..."

 "Perhaps not," Finian agreed. "He may have simply stumbled

 upon the catacombs on his own, and heard people talking. But I

 don't think so. I think the Drakh observe evryone, all the time ... and something about Renegar's actions
caught thisone's attention."



 The others looked accusingly at Renegar. He stepped back de­fensively. "I didn't know!"

 Voices began to be raised in anger, but Vir shouted themdown. "No one is blaming you, Renegar," he
assured his fellowrebel.

 "Then maybe someone should be," Gwynn responded. "Thisis not a game, Vir."

 "Don't you think I know that!" Vir shot back at her. "I had one of these damned things in my head,
Gwynn! I know what they'recapable of!"

 "Then know that you were most fortunate that we intercepted this one," Finian said. "We believe that
although they have theability to communicate telepathically with one another, itdoesn't happen
instantaneously. There is a procedure involved inwhich they sort of 'agree' to commune en masse. It takes
some effort and preparation, and I doubt this one had the time to en­ gage in it. As far as the Drakh are
concerned, this fellow willsimply have dropped off the face of the planet. They will keep aneye out for
him, put their feelers out, and try to locate him. Wewill make certain that they do not succeed."

 "We cannot keep covering for you, however," Gwynn said.

 "We haven't been asking you to," Vir pointed out. "It's not asif we've been needing you to hold our
hands. We've been doingfairly well on our own. We've managed to impede Durla's war machine.. ."

 "Not enough." Again, it was Dunseny who spoke up. In quick, broad strokes he described all that he
had heard at the briefing inthe Tower of Power.

 Vir was pacing by the time Dunseny was finished. "It's ob­vious that nothing short of total domination is
going to satisfyDurla."

 "Durla and the Drakh who support him," Finian said.

 There were nods from all around. "It's clear what we have todo," Renegar said. "What we've been doing
up to now is fine, asfar as it goes. But we have to go further. We have to take on the

  

 Drakh, head-to-head. We have to drive these creatures off theface of Centauri Prime!"

 There were shouts of agreement, but then Vir's voice carriedover theirs once more. "If we take on the
Drakh head-to-head,we'll be wiped out."

 "You took them on," Renegar said. "You told me yourself. Youblew up that death station that the
Shadows left behind."

 "Yes. I did," Vir confirmed. "And I got lucky. The majority ofthe Drakh weren't around when it
happened; if they had been,the station would have been left intact. The problem is, the|Drakh arealways
around on Centauri Prime. They're watchingLondo, they're watching Durla, and they're watching me.
Theiragents and influence are everywhere.

 "Plus, we still don't completely know what their influence over Londo is. There are too many pieces we
don't have, toomany things that aren't ready."



 "We're ready for freedom!" Renegar asserted.

 "But we're not ready for suicide," Adi said.

 "Coward!"

 "I'm no coward." Adi wasn't so easily riled as to react to in-sults. "I'm just not an idiot, either."

 "He's right," Finian said, "as is Vir. You still don't have enoughraw power backing you up, and you dare
not confront the Drakh directly without it. You will have only one chance to do so, and ifyou are not fully
prepared, they will annihilate you."

 "So what do we do?" Renegar demanded.

 "We do," Vir told him, "exactly what we've been doing. Weprepare things slowly, methodically."

 "And get killed?" Renegar replied. "The way Rem did?"

 There was dead silence at that. The loss of Rem Lanas wasstill a gaping wound.

 "Maybe," Vir finally said. "Or maybe we're ready when thetime is right."

 "The more time passes, the more ships Durla gets into place, the more the odds skew in his favor,"
Renegar said.

 "Not necessarily," Finian said. "Your attacks on the construc-tion efforts slow them ... while you
continue to convert indi-viduals or groups over to your cause. At the very least, you sowseeds of
suspicion, so that when the full Drakh influence is re-vealed, the people will come flocking to your cause."

 "Also, the Drakh will become overconfident," Gwynn said. "The closer the fleet comes to completion,
the more sure theywill be in their conduct. You see...they have no glory of theirown. They bask purely in
the evil of the Shadows. The Shadows were far greater than their servants, but if the Drakh believe they
are attaining the Shadows' purpose, they will assume an air ofinvincibility."

 "And that will be a mistake," Vir said. "Besides... we need their resources."

 "What resources?" Adi asked.

 "Don't you see?" Vir smiled in grim amusement. "The Drakhon this world . .. they aren't the-only ones.
The entire foul racehas contaminated everything good and noble there ever wasabout Centauri Prime.
We don't just want to stop them. We wantto obliterate them. We want them to pay for Rem Lanas...for
corrupting every office and every official of importance in ourworld, up to and including the emperor.

 "They, through puppets such as Durla, are constructing en­gines of destruction. We impede the creation
of those enginesbecause we need time to build up our own assets. But ultimately, the fleet will be
completed. It's inevitable ... but it's also desirable..."

 "Of course," Adi said, understanding. "Because once it'scompleted, we can use it against the Drakh
themselves."



 "Yes," said Dunseny. "They think that the fleet will go up against the Alliance .. . when in fact they're
aiding in the cre­ation of the very fleet that's going to be used to assault theDrakh."

 "Exactly." There wasn't much light in the cavern, but what there was danced with almost hellish glee in
Vir's eyes. "If we are patient. . . and thorough . .. and build up our forces... wewill be triumphant. Itis
possible to take the long view. Once Imet a servant of the Shadows. I told him that I longed to see his
head on a pole and that, if it happened, I would wave to him like this." And he demonstrated, waggling
his fingers in a manner that almost seemed comical. "It took several years . .. but thatwas exactly what
happened."

 "But how long can we sustain this?" Renegar asked. "Be­cause if we are not careful, it'll be our heads up
on poles, just ashappened with poor Lanas."

  

  

 "We will sustain it as long as is necessary," Vir told him
firmly. "Remember, there are more, many more in our little
movement. And we will get the job done. We have our connec­
tions. We will continue to get information, and use it well. But if
we rush into anything, we'll be carried along in the tidal wave of
events... and get swamped. We have to ride the crest of it and, in
that way, stay above it."                                                                        '

 "But we have techno-mages on our side," Renegar pointedout. "The two of you have stayed mostly in
the background. Your|disposing of this," and he nudged a toe into the body of theDrakh, "is something of
a departure. Either you stay away or,when you do show up, you utter a few cryptic comments. But
otherwise, for the most part, you keep to yourselves."

 "That is because you are not our pawns," Finian told them."You do as you wish, when and where you
wish. We are, how-ever, not averse to watching your backs every now and again." He indicated the
fallen Drakh. "Case in point."

 "Do not presume that we always will, though," Gwynnwarned. "Your boundless enthusiasm is a
disincentive. Plus, wehave our own affairs to consider. So I suggest you do not try our patience..."

 "For you are subtle and quick to anger?" Vir asked. WhenGwynn nodded, looking a bit surprised, Vir
explained, "Londoonce told me that a techno-mage said that to him, many yearsago."

 "It has not changed," Finian said.

 Clearly deciding that the conversation needed to head off inanother direction, Vir said firmly, "All right ...
here's whatwe'll do, then. All of you know people at different levels in theHouses. Talk to them. Feel
them out. Get eyes and ears into anyof the Houses where we don't have contacts. Durla is going tocome
down on them even more harshly than he has before. He's going to feel the need to either beat them
down or eliminatethem completely. We have to let them know that there is an alter-native. That they do
not simply have to roll over.

 "In addition, our strikes at key construction points will con-tinue. Siphoning the materials through
deliveries at Babylon 5has been an exercise in caution, but I've been using the station asa clearinghouse



for the individual components of the explosives,so no one has been associating it with the completed
devices."

  

  

 The conversation went on for some time, Vir laying out the groundwork for how their resistance
movement was going tocontinue to survive. The techno-mages stopped talking, simplylistening
and-remarkably-even nodding on occasion. Finally Vir said, "All right...are there any questions?"

 "Yes. I have a question," Renegar said.

 Vir looked at him expectantly.

 "Are we going to win?" he asked.

 Without a moment's hesitation, Vir replied, "Yes. And not only are we going to win ... but the Drakh are
going to lose. You've seen the face of the enemy," and he pointed at the fallen creature. "It's nothing
unbeatable. They can be hurt. They can

 die. And if that's the case, then we can injure them and we can kill them. And we will. However many it
takes in order to rid Centauri Prime of this. . . this cancer that's eating away our soul. That's what we'll do
with our underground movement."

 "Considering where we're meeting," Adi said, looking around, "I'd say 'underground' is definitely the right
word for it."

 This resulted in something very unusual for one of their clan­destine meetings: a roar of laughter. For just
one moment, theyhad a feeling of what it would be like to meet, not as coconspira-tors or desperate
freedom fighters, but simply as men enjoyingeach other's company. Renegar wondered whether they ever
would have that opportunity, to live relatively normal and unas­suming lives. And he said as much.

 Vir looked at Renegar skeptically and responded. "Renegar...if you had a normal and unassuming life ...
you wouldn't knowwhat to do with it."

 Renegar thought about that, then nodded. "You are very likelycorrect. But..." he added, "would it not be
nice... to have theopportunity to find out?"

 To that notion, Vir had no response.

  

  

  

 EXCERPTED FROM

 THE CHRONICLES OF LONDO MOLLARI.



 Excerpt dated (approximate Earth date)

 September 24,2276.

 Note to historians: Although naturally the Centauri year is different from anEarth year, we have taken the
liberty of adjusting the date and having it reflect a par-allel passing of time, vis-a-vis Earth time, due to
Londo's passing reference to hisanniversary with G'Kar, so as to avoid confusion for our Earth readers.
We at theCentauri Historical Society are aware of the late emperor's fondness for inhabitantsof Earth,
and feel that he would approve of our efforts to minimize anything thatmight leave those readers in a
quandary. For chronological purists among you, wethank you for your indulgence.

 G'Kar stood at the door, in the same way that he always did. Straight, tall" looking directly ahead. And
I, seated on the other side of the table, gesturedfor him to enter just as I always did. "One would think," I
told him as he walked across theroom, "that after all this time, you would see no need to stand on
ceremony."

 "Ceremony, Highness, is all we have. Without it, you are merely an oddly dressed Centauri in clothing
that picks up dirt all too easily."

 "You know what I like about you, G'Kar? You make me laugh."

 "You did not laugh just now."

 "So I didn't like you as much. Sit, sit." He never sits until I tell him to. I think heconsiders it a sort of odd
game. "So...how was your day today, G'Kar?"

 "The same as it was yesterday, Londo, and very much-I suspect-the way it will be tomorrow. Unless, of
course, you decide to have me executed today."    

 "Why today?" I asked. I signaled for the wine steward to bring me a new bottle, and he went off to fetch
it.

 "Why not today?" he countered. "Sooner or later, my amusement value will reach its end, and then..." He
shrugged and made a throat-cutting gesture.

  

 "Is that how you think I see you, G'Kar? As only having 'amusement value'?" Ishook my head,
discouraged. "How very tragic."

 "Of all the tragedies in your life, Londo, I truly think that my opinion in this in-stance rates fairly low on
the scale."

 "True. True." There was a silence then, the comfortable silence of two old acquaintances. I do not know
if, even now, I dare use the word "friend." The new bottle was brought, glasses were placed in front of
us, and the wine was poured. G'Kar raised his glass and sniffed its contents with a delicacy that provided
an amusing contrast to his rough-hewn exterior."This," he announced, "is actually a good vintage." "Is not
all my wine of good vintage?""Not of this caliber," he said. "To what do I owe the honor?" "If has been a
year," I told him. "A year since you saved my life and came underrotection. A year since we began our
weekly dinners together. I am surprised. I would have thought the date would be seared into your
memory."



 "There is a great deal occupying my mind at the moment, Londo," he said. "My apologies. This
significant date must have been squeezed out of its proper place of importance. So if we are to celebrate
this anniversary, does that mean you will be "letting me go?"

 "Why would I want to do that?" I asked. "Allow my most excellent friend, G'Kar,to simply depart? No,
no...I am afraid I cannot, if for no other reason than that it would reflect poorly in the eyes of those who
watch me most carefully."

 "Because I am a potential tool that might be used in the event that the current situation deteriorates."

 I hated to admit that he was right but, of course, he was. True enough," I said slowly. "My prime minister
and his associates have made it clear to me that you will be allowed to live only if you do so here, under
my pro-tection. If I permit you to leave, it will seem as if I am granting you permission to vio-late thelaws
of Centauri Prime. Laws that ban visitors, that ban changeling devices.I cannot be seen as being lenient
on criminals." G'Karhad finished his wine. The steward moved toward him to refill the glass, but G'Kar as
usual, placed a hand over it to indicate that he wanted no more. "Why can you not?" he asked. "Be
lenient, I mean. Certainly a quality such as mercy would be highly valued. Particularly when one considers
the brutal actions taken by some of your predecessors. The people of Centauri Prime would likely regard
it as apleasant change of pace."

 I laughed curtly at that. "It is a nice theory, G'Kar. But people do not want a change of pace, pleasant or
otherwise. They want no more and no less than what they are accustomed to. Believe it or not, there are
still those who believe Cartagia was the best emperor we ever had. That he barkened to a day when
billions feared

  

 the Centauri because we were unpredictable. There are many who believe that I will

 indeed let you go, and they will eagerly use such a decision to undermine my au-

 thority . . . to undermine me. As fond as I am of you, G'Kar, I consider your freedom

 too high a price to pay for a crisis of confidence that could cost me my throne . . .

 and of greater significance,my life.

 "But you know, G'Kar . . . all of this is very much beside the point. We should

 ponder other matters.A new topic!" I announced, and I tapped my spoon repeat-

 edly on my goblet as if I were addressing a crowded room of reverlers.

 While we had talked, food had been laid out foor us, and it smelled excellent I

 started to eat hungrily, having had very little over the course of the day. G'Kar, as al-ways, ate little to
nothing. It was completely beyond me how he managed to mailtain the energy to function, considering the
small quantities he consumed.

 "What new topic would that be, Londo?" he inquired.



 I allowed a moment to finish chewing my food. It would hardly have been dignified to send vegetables
spewing out of my mouth like a multicolored fountain "I think you should choose this time, G'Kar. I have
done so the last few times, they have been stimulating chats, to be sure, but I think it time that you seize
bull by the reins."

 "The what?"

 I waved dismissively. "An Earth saying. It is of no importance."

 "No, that might be an interesting topic," G'Kar said. "Your fascination with all things pertaining to Earth. I
have never quite understood it. You research them, you quote from them. Their achievements pale
compared to those-laudable or otherwise-of the Centauri Republic. They are a relatively minor species.
At leastthey started out that way.

 "Yet the Centauri saw something in them. Some spark, some potentialmust have. If not for the Centauri,
after all, the Humans would not have acquired the jumpgate technology. Or at the very least, they would
have lagged far behind in ac-quiring it. It might have taken them decades, even centuries more, to
become a true power in the galaxy." Interest glittered in his one normal eye. "What was it aboutthem,
Londo? I have to admit, I didn't see it, nor did any of my people. What was the fascination?"

 I chuckled. "It was a little before mytime... a hundred years or so, you under-stand. So I cannot exactly
tell you firsthand. But...I have been doingreading. Comments, letters, correspondence from the emperor
and the ministersthe time, that sort of thing."

 "And what have you discovered?"

 I leaned forward and gestured to G'Kar that he should do likewise, as if I wasconcerned that someone
would overhear. He leaned closer.

 "They thought," I said, "that the Humans would annihilate themselves."

 "Really"

 I nodded. "They saw the humans as a opportunity for quick profit. And they

 thought that the Humans,once they had acquired the advanced technology, would

 move to quickly for their own good. My predecessors anticipated that there would

 be struggles and wars within the then-primitive Earth Alliance. Centauri Prime

 would secretly fund both sides, benefit from all concerned and--once the humans had more or less
obliterated themselves--the Great Centauri Republic would step

 in and pick the pieces. It was a simple way to expand our control with no risk to

 ourselves, and nothing but profit to be had. It seemed the pervect arrangement."

 "But it did not work out that way.""Not exactly. They didn't wind up destroying themselves. Instead they
managed to hang on long enough to offend the Minbari, and wound up almost being wiped off the face of



existence. We predicted a war, yes...but the wrong war. They tripped themselves up, as we thought they
would, but what a foe to do it with!" I laughed softly at the thought."They wanted our help, you know.
Wanted us to help them against the Minbari. If we had, the Minbari would have turned on us just as
quickly.We knew we would not have had a chance against them.What would have been gained?"

 Did you not feel you owed it to them, as a race? If not for your giving them the technology,they would
not have encountered the Minbari and gotten themselves embroiled in a war."

 "Nonsense," I said firmly. "Responsibility only goes so far." "Does it?"

 He was watching me. I hated it when he watched me like that. "What is that sup-posedto mean?"

 you do something to set events into motion, you owe something to those whom you have affected. You
gave them the flame. They then burned themselves. you had a responsibility to try to tend to the
wound..." But I shook my head. "No. We gave them the match. It was they who chose to light the flame.
It was purely their responsibility, wasn't it.""Was it?"

 "Bah!" I said in disgust. "We always get to this at some point or other. 'Yes, it is, no,It isn't.' No debate
or discussion. Just rephrasing my question as another ques-tion. And then we go no further."

 "So one who is given the match and chooses to light it...is owed no aid from anyone? No succor?
Whatever the consequence or outcome, it is his responsibilityhis alone to deal with?"'That is correct, yes."
"And what of you, Londo?" His voice suddenly turned sharp, his manner alert. "You were given a match
by the Shadows, were you not? By their agents? And you

  

 used that match to light a flame that wound up bringing a torch not only to my world, but also ultimately
to your own. Yet now you want my aid to overcome that which you have thrust yourself into."

 "Your aid? I have no idea what you're talking about."

 "I do not know entirely myself, Londo." There was something about him, some-thing that seemed to say
that I could hide nothing from him. He exuded confidence. I almost envied him. "But there is something.
Something you want of me. some-thing you are...saving me for. That is why I have been here for a
year-that and no other reason. You could have me executed with impunity. You could find a way to
allow me to depart, if you really wanted to. Instead you keep me here for yourown purposes. I think you
know what they are."

 "Oh, really. And what do you think they are?"

 And that cold confidence seeped over from him. It seemed to drain something from me as he said, "I
think... you want me to help you escape. Not out that doorNot off this world. I think you want me to
help you escape through the only way that will allow the pain to stop. To the only place where no one
can ever touch you or hurt you again. I do not think, though, that you are ready for that. Or perhaps you
feel that it is not a judicious moment. And so you wait. And we chat. And we havedinner. And we play at
having polite discussions about matters both consequential and inconsequential, when the only thing you
really wonder about is: Is now the time? Is there more that I can do? Should do? Or should I ask my old
friend G'Kar to do...what I myself cannot or will not do?"

 Suddenly it was very, very cold. I felt it down to my bones, my blood...my verybeing. Whatever



warming attributes came from the wine were gone.

 "I think you should leave now," I said.

 G'Kar inclined his head slightly, in deference, and rose. The guards were imme-diately at his side. What
nonsense. As if they could have stopped him if he endeav-ored to attack me. He looked at one in
curiosity, and said, "You are new. You are new to the guard...but I have seen you before. Where?"

 The guard looked at me, seeking my permission to reply. I nodded absently, and he looked back to
G'Kar. "My name is Caso. I was a member of the PrimeCandidates."

 "Of course. You were there that day, a year ago. You saw me stop the shooter You are no longer a
Prime Candidate?" He shook his head. "Why?"

 He said nothing, but it was I who answered. "Because it was felt," I told him, "that he was wrong to
reveal that you had saved Durla and me. The others pres-sured him to state that you yourself were
involved, or even masterminded it. that way there would have been no reason not to dispose of you. And
Durla is not pleased with the idea of being beholden to a Narn-any Narn-much less you."

 "But you stuck to your principles," G'Kar said approvingly to Caso.

 "I simply held to the truth," Caso told him. "it was not a difficult decision." _
"Oh," G'Kar said, glancing at me, "you would be amazed how difficult a decision
it can be sometimes."                                              
 Caso escorted him out then, leaving me with a bottle of wine that was not suffi-
ently full, and a soul that was not sufficiently empty,forwhat I needed to do.

 chapter 10

 Reality and fantasy were blurring for Durla. He was standingon a high cliff on Mipas, overlooking the
ships that preparedto plunge into battle, and he could not recall for sure whetherwhat he was seeing was
really happening, or merely another ofhis visions.

 "Magnificent," he said, and the wind carried his words awayso that no one heard, save himself. Even so,
the fact that he him-self had heard it was enough.

 Mipas was only one of the worlds where Centauri war vessels were being gathered, but it was a pivotal
one, since it was within close proximity to the Drazi Homeworld. Fortunately, MinisterCastig Lione had
done a more-than-admirable job of greasing the right palms and making certain that the right people in
theDrazi government asked all the wrong questions, thereby mak-ing sure that none of the Drazi would
look too closely at whatwas going on. They knew Mipas was a hub of industry, but theCentauri
insisted-with most convincing vigor-that the fa-cility was simply being used as a construction project for
theCentauri government to keep its populace gainfully employed.

 And it was true that, at this site and at others like it, the Cen-tauri had labored long and hard. And now
the fruits of thoseyears and years of labor were coming close to paying off. Theships looked so ready for
battle-so powerful, that even sittingon the ground as they were, relatively helpless, they still ap-peared
formidable.

 It was, without question, the largest fleet that any one race hadin its possession. Its creation had not
come without cost, and ithad required long years of experimentation and dedication.



 "Magnificent," he said again. He wondered abstractly whetherhe had forgotten every other word in his
vocabulary.

  

  But itwas magnificent, there was no denying. The ships were

 stretched all the way to the horizon, ready to leap into the air athis command. Not only that, but many
already were up and dying. The sky was alive with activity, hundreds of ships, pass-ing in perfect
formation.

 He stood there, arms stretched wide, and he could practically feel power from the ships themselves
flooding into him. He felt as if he could, with a mere wave of his hand, send other worlds spiraling into
oblivion. With his mighty fleet backing him up, he could shatter planets at his merest whim. "Soon . . .
very soon, sir," General Rhys said at his side. "An-other two, three weeks ... and we will be ready. At
your hand, and your hand alone, will we strike."

 It sounded good. Indeed, it sounded superb. "My hand," Durla said, sounding enchanted with the notion.
"My hand will reach out. My hand will crush the Alliance worlds. They will not be able to stop us.
Nothing can stop us."

  And suddenly Mariel was at his side. She was smiling and perfect and glowing with that glorious inner
light which, for some reason, he never saw when she was with him under othercircumstances. "Sheridan
can," Mariel said firmly. "He can

 stop you."

 "Never!" Durla shouted.

 "He stopped the Shadows. He stopped the Vorlons. He can

 stop you."

 "I will eliminate him! Obliterate him! I-""I love you, Durla, you above all others," Mariel said. "And
Sheridan shall be delivered into your hands. Sheridan and also

 Delenn.""How?" Durla's eyes were wide in wonder. "How will you do

 this?"

 "The son. The son is the key. Once you have the son, the fatherand mother will fall into line. He was
born for one reason and one reason only: to become Sheridan and Delenn's greatest weakness. They will
sacrifice themselves in order to save him. They will think, in so doing, that it is only themselves who are to
be sacrificed, but in fact they will be sacrificing Sheridan's Alliance, as well. He has tried to create
something greater than himself. He has not quite yet succeeded. He does not realizethat once he is gone,
his Alliance falls apart. When the Alliance

  

  



 worlds are assaulted by this mighty fleet you have created, they will turn to Sheridan for guidance, and
they will findhimgoneThey will turn to each other and find only races that have let each other down. It will
be glorious. It will be chaos. And it will be theend of the Interstellar Alliance."

 "And I need do nothing?"

 "Nothing." Mariel smiled. "Durla...do you know whatyou are?"

 "Tell me."

 "You are the greatest leader, the greatest thinker, the greatestCentauri who has ever lived.In the future,all
will sing songs andsay prayers to you. The actions you take in the coming weekswill grant you
immortality. None will ever forget the name ofDurla. You will be like unto a god."

 "A god," he whispered.

 "Even the Great Maker himself will pale in envy at the praisethat will be sung to you. For the Great
Maker possesses the abili-ties of a deity, which aid him in all that he would create. YouDurla, are a mere
mortal. . . yet look at what you have managed managed"to bring into being, through the sheer power of
your will."

 The sky was now so thick with ships that the stars were noteven visible. Every so often they managed to
peek through, everso slightly, but for the most part it was a solid blanket of fightervessels.

 "All this, you have done. And for all this, you will berewarded."

 She reached for him then, her lips against his...

 . . . and he awoke with a start.

 In the darkness of the room, Durla felt flushed, breathinghard. It was that disconcerting sort of sensation
that one always experienced when waking up in an unusual place.

 The facility in which he was housed wasn't especially plushor fancy, but it was the best Mipas had to
offer. It was only onenight, though; the next day he would journey to another of theworlds that the great
Centauri Republic had taken, and witnessthe final stages of the construction there.

 It was a glorious tour, a validation of all his work.

 His work.

 The more he pondered, the more his suspicious mind beganto work. And then he heard a soft moan. He
glanced over and

 sawMariel lying next to him, tossing and looking less than comfortable. Perhaps she had likewise been
dreaming. But her vision wasn't remotely as broad as his, which caused him no little aggravation. After all,
she had always been present in his dreams-an avatar of greatness. Certainly it wasn't her fault that He
Mariel of the real world could never match up to that of the

 imaginary.



 Nevertheless, it was a keen source of disappointment. He shook her awake, and she sat up with a start,
blinking furi-ously. The blanket fell away, revealing the sheerest of night-gowns. Once upon a time, that
sight alone would have been enough to inflame his blood. Now he barely gave it a glance. "Mariel... tell
me what you think of me," he said. She looked at him in confusion. "What?""Your opinion. Of me. 1
desire to know what it is.""You are ..." She licked her lips, still clearly befuddled, but game enough to try
to reply. "You are my sun and moons, my stars,my everything. You are-""Stop it," and he grasped her
firmly by the arms. "I need to know, because we stand on the brink of something great. On the brink of
recapturing the lost glory of Centauri Prime. But it is important to me that you tell me what you think of
this venture, and of me."

 "Why...is it important?"He took a deep breath. "It simply is. Now tell me. Am I a great leader? Will
songs be sung about me?" When she didn't reply immediately, he shook her roughly and repeated, "Tell
me!"And suddenly her face twisted in fury, anger so palpable that hefelt as if daggers were being driven
into him through the fe-rocity of her gaze alone. "You desire to know what I think? Verywell. 1 think you
are mad. Insane. I think you are drunk withpower. I think you tell yourself that all that you do, you do for
Centauri Prime, when in fact you do it for yourself. 1 think youwill bring death and destruction to our
people. I think these'great visions' you profess to have are nothing more than thedelusions of a rotting
soul making lengthy preparations for itsown damnation. I think that if you have a shred of decency, you
will halt this insane project before it goes any further. That youwill refrain from bringing the wrath of the
Interstellar Alliancedown around our ears and instead work to create something

  

 good and prosperous and decent. Something that can stand as a symbol for a thousand years and say,
See here! We of the GreatCentauri Republic accomplished this,and it benefited every sen-tient being
everywhere.And, Durla, if you persist in this course,then you will only lead others to destruction, and the
only songsthat you will inspire willbedirges. You wanted to know what Ithink? That is what I think."

 It had all come bursting out of her in a rush, words spillingover themselves. She wasn't thinking rationally,
or wisely. Ashad been the case with abused and downtrodden wives through-out the ages, she had been
thinking at that moment about onething and one thing only: to wound him. To get back at him inany way
she could.

 But always a woman of craft, intelligence, and deviousness,Mariel had suffered his wrath long enough.
Before he couldswing at her, she whipped the covers off her body and leapt from the bed with the force
of a recovered predator.Something had atlast awakened inside her, a sense of dignity, of self-worth, a
growing ember of the respect she once held as a devastating lady of Centauri Prime.

 Tonight she would get it all back.Before Durla could untangle himself from the bedsheetsMariel ripped
open the bedroom door so hard that it slammedinto the wall. She fled down the hallway, feeling him
coming upfast behind her. Only a few more steps to go; she could just reachthe other room in time. She
grasped the handle of the door at theend of the hallway, pushed, whirled, and closed it, throwing her-self
against the door and locking Durla out. Forever.

 As Durla pounded furiously against the door, Mariel leanedagainst it and felt the blessed wood at her
back, taking the bruntof his anger for once. Across the room, there was a dark ter-minal. She stared at it,
realizing that she was trapped here onlyas long as she allowed herself to be.

 Mariel crossed the room, touched her fingers to the side of theterminal, and activated a call to Emperor
Londo Mollari of Cen-tauri Prime. She was taking him up on his offer of help. She wasgoing home. And



in a few moments, there would be nothingDurla could do to harm her.

 chapter 11

 "Happy birthday, David!"

 David Sheridan squirmed as his mother planted a kiss on his cheek.He wiped it off as quickly as
possible, then howled in an-guished laughter as Michael Garibaldi kissed him just as aggres-

 sively on the other cheek. "Uncle Mikey!" he managed to get out as hequickly wiped the drool from his
face. "Oh,yuck!"

 " 'Oh, yuck'? Is that all you have to say?" Garibaldi asked

 him in mock offense. "And after the terrific present I've gotten you?

 They were gathered in Sheridan's den, a more private room for study and contemplation. It boasted an
assortment of me-mentos from earlier in the careers of both Delenn and Sheridan, and the room overall
had more of an "Earth" feel to it. At least, that'swhat David was told. Having never actually been to Earth,
hecould only take his father's word for it."Present? Is it the trip? Finally?" David asked. Delenn rolled her
eyes, as if this were a subject that had been broac hed a hundred times before ... and indeed, perhaps it
had."David, we said eighteen.. ."

 "What is the big deal about eighteen?" he demanded. Know-ing that his mother was a dead end, he
turned to his father. "Dad,I'm sixteen now. Would you please tell Mom that she's being paranoid."

 "You're being paranoid," Sheridan told her promptly."So you're saying I can go."

 "No, you can't go. But it's your birthday, so I figured I'dhumor you."

 David sighed in exasperation. He turned to Garibaldi, hiscourt of last resort. "Can you believe this? They
won't put me on

  

 ashuttle by myself to go visit you on Mars. To go anywhere!

 What the hell is going on? "                                                                   .

 "Language," Delenn said primly.

 "Sorry. What the bloody hell is going on?"

 "Attaboy," Garibaldi said.

 "A reminder here, David," Sheridan said. "You're 'sixteen' ona technicality. Minbari years are shorter
than Earth years. ByEarth standards, you've still got a ways to go."

 "Okay, fine. But I've also got some Minbari blood in me, sothat should count for something."

 "Yeah. Don't get too attached to your hair, for one thing,"Garibaldi cracked.



 Delenn, who was busy slicing the white-and-chocolate cakethat had been brought in minutes earlier,
shook her head. "You, Michael, are precisely no help whatsoever.""Thank you.""You're welcome. Here,"
and she shoved a piece of cake

 at him.

 "Look, I gotta tell you, the kid's got a point, that's ....,Garibaldi said. He took a bite of the cake, then
said, "Who baked

 this?"

 "I did," Sheridan said. "I figured it's never too late to try

 something new."

 "Well, guess what. You were wrong." He put the cake asideSheridan scowled. "It's just that... well, the
kid's sixteen years old and he's never so much as flown on a shuttle by himself?Aside from a trip or two
to Babylon 5, he's spent practically hiswhole life on Minbar. He should get out, have a chance to seethe
galaxy. My God, when I think what I was up to when I wassixteen..."

 "The imagination fairly reels," Delenn said.

 "It's a different situation, Michael, and you know it." Sheridanlowered his voice and glanced at David, as
he said to Garibaldi,"And I don't know if now is the best time to-"

 "Discuss it," David interrupted. He had finished his piece ofcake, his teenaged taste buds apparently not
the least put off."God, I can't think of the number of times I've heard that. When is it going to be safe to
discuss things in front of me, huh? Howsheltered arn I going to have to be?"

  

  

 Sheridan looked to Delenn, but she shrugged slightly in a "What-else-can-we-say?" manner. "It's just...
different," he said. "How?" The question came from both Garibaldi and David."Because," Sheridan said
patiently, "I'm the president of the Interstellar Alliance. And the fact is that there are people out
there-some of them outside the Alliance, some of them, I hate tosay, part of it-who might well desire to
put pressure on me anyway they can. To say nothing of the numerous people I've piled up over the years
who have individual grudges with me.And my son would be a terrific prize to acquire in that regard."
"Wow, you really are paranoid," Garibaldi said.

 "And so are you. Don't you remember? It's one of the things I'vealways liked about you.""And paranoia
has its time and place," Garibaldi admitted."That being all the time and every place," Sheridan replied.
"True enough. But don't you think there should be some bal-ance? Like I said, when I was sixteen-"
"You were already bumming around the galaxy, I know. Snag-ging rides wherever you could, exploring
colonies, getting into trouble. And it made you the man you are today.""God help us all," Garibaldi said
cheerfully, "The point is," Sheridan continued, "David isn't you. You coulddo whatever you wanted, get
into whatever trouble you wished,with relative anonymity. David had the bad luck to be my son."

 "I don't think of it as bad luck, Dad." David sighed. "I wish you wouldn't put words in my mouth."



"Sorry."

 "He's got so many of his own they just kind of spill out all over the placeinto other people's mouths."
"Don't help me, Michael," Sheridan told him."The thing is, you're right about one thing," David said."One
thing." Delenn laughed. "My, my. That's an improve­ment of one hundred percent over most discussions
you two have, John. You should be proud."

 I "Don't help me, Mom," David deadpanned. He turned back tohis father. "The thing is... you're the
president of the Inter­stellar Alliance. To all intents and purposes, you're the mostpowerful man in known
space."

  

 "A bit of a high-flown description, but I'll accept thatSheridan said.

 "But why is it, then ... that the most powerful man in know space ... has the most powerless son?"

 Sheridan looked down a moment and sighed. "David ... I wish the situation were different. I wish we
lived in othercircumstances."

 "We live in the circumstances that we make, Dad. You can'tcreate a certain set of circumstances, and
then moan about it and chalk it off to the doings of fate.""He has a point, John.""Et tu,Delenn?"

 "I'm not saying that your concerns aren't valid. Just that hisare equally valid. There is no easy answer,"
she replied.

 "When is there ever?" He thought about it a moment, andthen said, "Maybe when you're seventeen..."

 "Forget it, Dad," David said impatiently. "Just forget it. I'lllock myself in my room and come out when
I'm fifty, and maybethat will be safe enough." Before Sheridan could respond, Davidturned to Garibaldi.
"Okay, so what is your present, then?"

 "David, you raised the subject; we can't just let it drop,"Sheridan said.

 "You know what, Dad? It's my birthday. If I want to drop a
subject, then I think it should get dropped."                                          
Sheridan put up his hands in an attitude of submission, where-'
upon David looked back at Garibaldi. "So? My present?"

 Garibaldi reached into his jacket and pulled out a PPG. Hehanded it to David, and said proudly, "Here
you go."

 David took it and turned it over reverently, feeling its heft"Wow," he whispered.

 Sheridan's face was so dark that it looked as if thunderheads were rolling in. "Michael," he said stiffly.
"May we speak pri-vately a-"

 "Oh, calm down, John. David, pull the trigger." "David, you will do no such thing!" Delenn snapped."Will
you guys trust me? After twenty-plus years, you'd thinkI'd've earned that. David, point it over in that
direction and pull



 the trigger."

 Before his parents could stop him, David did as he was told. He braced himself and pulled the trigger.

 There was not, however, any of the expected recoil. Instead an image instantly appeared, floating in the
air, materialized there bya steady stream of light from the end of the "PPG." It was a scantily clad young
woman, life-sized and in glorious holo-graphic 3-D, performing a dance that could only be described as
extremely suggestive.

 A grin split David's face. "Wow! Who is she?""God, I wish I knew." Garibaldi sighed. "Happy birthday,

 "David."

  Delenn cleared her throat loudly. "Michael...I don't know

 that it's particularly appropriate ..."

 "If you're going to keep the kid nailed to Minbar, the least you

 can do is let him get a view of what's out there. Am I right, John?" He paused. "John?"

 Sheridan was staring at the holograph. With an effort, he binked himself back into the moment. "Oh...
right.""John!" Delenn sounded almost betrayed."Delenn, it's harmless."

 "Harmless! It teaches him to look upon women as physical cretures, rather than complete beings of
spiritual and . . ." Her voice trailed off as she watched the gyrations. She angled her

 head slightly. "Are those.. . real?"

 "Absolutely," Garibaldi said immediately. "You can tell."

 "How? No, on second thought, I don't want to know," she

 amended quickly.

 "That's probably wise," Sheridan said judiciously. Then athought struck him. "Oh! One other thing."He
crossed to a cabinet and opened it. David watched in curi-ity as his father delicately removed an urn.
Walking carefully, asif afraid he would trip and drop it, Sheridan brought it across the room and settled it
on the table in front of David where his other presents lay. David looked at it skeptically. "It's an urn,"

 he said.

 "That's right."

 "Well... that's nice," David said gamely. "I was figuring I'dfinish off the evening by having myself
cremated, so.. .now I'vegot someplace to put me."

 Sheridan laughed, and Delenn told him, "This is not just anyurn. It was a gift from Londo Mollari."
"Before he became an asshole," Garibaldi added.

  



 "Michael!" Delenn scolded.

 "Okay, okay, you got me. He was an asshole already.""Michael!"

 "Oh, come on, Mom, it's not as if you speak highly of him."

 "Ease up on your mother, David. And Michael, please...foronce," and he made a quick throat-cutting
gesture before turningback to his son. "David...I know that we've made some lessthan-flattering
comments about the Centauri in general and theiremperor in particular. And God knows Londo has
made some in-credibly bad choices in his life. Then again...we all have."

 "Not me," Garibaldi said. "Not a single mistake."

 "Single, no. Numerous ..."

 Garibaldi clutched his heart as if stabbed by Sheridan's com-ment. Sheridan returned his attention to
David. "The fact is thatLondo brought us this urn before you were born. He told us that the Centauri
tradition dictates that this be given to the heir to the throne when he comes of age."

 "Like a Christmas fruitcake?"

 Sheridan blinked. "What?"

 David chucked a thumb at Garibaldi. "He told me that thewas only one Christmas fruitcake ever baked.
And no one wantedit. So it gets passed around from person to person, throughouthistory, every
Christmas."

 "You're just a bundle of information, aren't you, Michael."

 Garibaldi grinned. "Boy's got to learn sometime."

 "Yeah, well, hopefully what he'll learn is to stop listening toyou. The point is, David, that-at that time, at
least-we werethe closest thing to family Londo ever had. He felt a...a con-nection to you. You were a
sort of surrogate son, I guess. He wasreaching out to you and, in so doing, reaching out to us, as well.

 "And then he spent the next sixteen years trying to conquerthe galaxy."

 "I don't know how much of that is Londo, and how much ofit is his advisers," Sheridan said. "In any
event, they'll neversucceed. We have some intelligence-gathering facilities of our own..."

 "And they're not what they once were," Garibaldi said.

 Sheridan glanced at him in amusement. "You mean since youleft the job, it's gone downhill."

 But Garibaldi obviously took the comment quite seriously. "If

 you want to know the truth: yes. You're depending on what other worlds are telling you. Except I know
that palms have been greased, that people have found it to their advantage to look the other way, and no
one truly believes that the Centauri are capable of trying what I think they're going to try.""Londo may be
many things, Michael... but he's not insane, Attacks on individual border worlds are one thing. But if the



Centauri get it into their heads to make a full-blown strike at the allies, they'll be smashed to pieces."

 "Londo may not be insane, but that prime minister of his is afew anvils short of a chorus," Garibaldi
replied. "The problem isthat he's ignorant and arrogant. Ignorance you can deal with, y ou can outsmart
ignorance. Arrogance you can likewise get around. Arrogant people, you can appeal to that arrogance
and set them up for a fall. Ignoranceand arrogance is a deadly com-bination. Now, if the other members
of the Alliance want to stick their heads into the sand, that's their choice, of course. But I'm hoping that
you, Mr. President, aren't turning into one of those, orletting a gift from sixteen years ago soften you in
your con-cernstoward the Centauri. Because I'm telling you: They're athreat."

 "Believe it or not, Michael, I haven't lost sight of that,"Sheridan said patiently. "But I also haven't lost
sight of the fact th at, once upon a time, Londo Mollari was our friend. God willing, he may be again
someday. And in hopes of that time ...here," and he slid the urn closer to David.

 David picked it up, turned it over. "The bottom part is sealed," he noted.

 "Yes, we know," Delenn said. "It's supposed to contain water

 from a sacred river that ran in front of the palace.""It's kind of okay," David allowed. He turned the vase
over, For some reason it felt ... comfortable in his hands. Even though it was the first time he had seen it,
he felt as if it had al-ways been his. "It's nice.""Kind of okay? Nice? From you, David, that is high praise
in-

 deed," his mother teased him.He hefted the vase once more, then glanced at the leftover cake. "Mom, is
it okay if I have another piece?""My God, he likes it," Sheridan said, amazed. "Absolutely-""-not,"
Delenn told him flatly.

  

 David's "Mom!" overlapped with Sheridan's slightly less an-guished, but just as annoyed, "Delenn!"

 "You know how I feel about gluttony," she said. "Be satisfiedwith what you have, David. The rest of the
cake will be heretomorrow."

 "I sure as hell know I'm not going to take any of it," Garibaldipiped up cheerfully.

 "I don't recall anyone asking you," Sheridan told him.

 David found that, the longer he looked at the urn, the moretrouble he had taking his eyes off it. "Dad . . .
would it be okay it I sent a message off to the emperor? To thank him?"

 "I think that would be a very nice gesture," Sheridan said"You may have to jog his memory a bit. He
never had the oppor-tunity to meet you, after all."

 "Who knows?" Delenn said. "If the situation changes for the better-perhaps you will have the opportunity
to meet the em-peror face-to-face someday."

 "And won't that be wonderful," Garibaldi said.

 chapter 12



 When General Rhys met the prime minister for breakfast, hefound Durla to be in a fairly somber mood.
"Is there a problem,sir?" Rhys inquired.

 Durla was holding a roll, staring at it. Then he placed it downcarefully and looked at Rhys. "General," he
said after a moment,"my lady wife, Mariel, will not be continuing with us. I wish tohave her returned to
Centauri Prime as soon as possible."

 "Is she feeling ill?" Rhys asked solicitously.

 "You can say that, yes."

 "Ah" was all Rhys said.

 "I believe she wants to go home. This surveying of our fleet istoo strenuous for her."

 "Ah," he said again.

 "Furthermore," Durla continued, "I think it best if she be keptto herself for a while. I am concerned about
things she might sayand do."

 "What... sort of things?" inquired Rhys.

 Durla looked at him darkly and seriously. "Unfortunate things.Things that, if they were spoken by just
any woman, would beconsidered disloyal enough. But spoken by the wife of the primeminister? They
could serve to undermine my people's faith in me.1 will not have it, General. I will not be undercut by
her."

 "That's very understandable, Prime Minister," Rhys said judi­ciously. But he was more than capable of
reading between the lines ... and was wondering, in a bleak manner, why Durlawasn't insinuating that the
woman simply succumb to an "acci­dent" on the way home. It was not a suggestion, however veiled, that
Rhys was looking forward to receiving. He was not quitecertain how he would react to such a thing. He
was a soldier, notan assassin.

 The question, however, promptly became moot when Durlaspoke again. "From whisperings I have
heard, and things she has said...I believe the emperor has taken an interest in her

 fortunes."

 "I thought the emperor despised her," said a surprised Rhys.Durla shrugged, clearly mystified. "Who can
possibly intuitthe way in which the emperor's mind works...or even if it does work at all." He laughed
heartily at his little witticism, but whenthe general offered little more than a slightly pained smile, hereined
himself in. Instead, all business, he continued, "Somakecertain that she is kept to herself. I do not want
her talking toothers. I do not want her sending communications to others. Sheneeds time, I think, to
assess the current state of affairs and cometo terms with them."

 "As you wish, Prime Minister."

 Durla smiled. "There are times, General, when I think thatyou alone fully understand my concerns."

 "You wish to make Centauri Prime great again," Rhys said,



 "You see our future as a great monument. Naturally you must

 chip away at anything that is not in keeping with your vision."

 "Yes, yes. Exactly." He let out a sigh, as if relieved.

 Then he got up and walked over to the great bay window that

 overlooked the field. There, in the morning sun, the ships gleamed.

 Not as many as in his dream, no. But a considerable number

 nonetheless. Besides, his dreams always looked to the future,

 not to the present or the past.

 In the distance, the construction facility was going full strength.It provided him further affirmation that
nothing could possiblystop them. The future was in his hands.His hands.

 He looked over at Rhys. General Rhys, who, when he led thetroops into battle, would cover himself
with glory. General Rhys,who simply carried out the orders, but did not-should not-bethe one making the
final decisions.

 It was remotely possible that, once the battle began, it wouldbe Rhys who would be remembered.
Despite the assertion of hisdreams, that it would be Durla whose name would be celebrated,he
nevertheless felt a degree of uncertainty.

 He could see it now.General Rhys led the attack, General Rhys launched the ships, General Rhys
paved the way...

 There had to be a reminder of just who was in charge."General," he said abruptly, "I have given the
matter some thought. Only one individual should have the final go-codes."A flicker of uncertainty moved
across Rhys' face. "Pardon, sir?""The final go-codes. The launch codes," Durla said matter-of-factly.
"When all our ships have moved into position, the final encoded signal confirming the assault should come
from me. Ourfleet should answer to no other voice."Slowly Rhys stood, uncoiling like a great cat. His
gaze never leftDurla. "Prime Minister," he said slowly, "with the greatest of all respect. . . those codes
should also be in the hands of the fleet general."

 "You mean yourself."

 "Yes, I will be on site. You will not be...or at least, should notbe, for you are too important to the future
of Centauri Prime. Ideally, you should relay the go-order to me, and I in turn will in­form the fleet..."

 "Leaving the decision to strike, ultimately, to your discretion. I do not find that acceptable."

 Rhys stiffened. "Prime Minister, I must ask... is there any-thing in my actions, or something in my
conduct, that leads youbelieve I am not trustworthy?"

  "Not thus far," Durla said mildly. "But I do not intend to waitand find that I have misjudged. It is my
vision, my dream that hasbrought us this far, General Rhys. It is my voice that the bravesoldiers of our
Republic are entitled to hear when they hurlthemselves against our enemies in the Interstellar Alliance.



And that is how it shall be."

 Durla wondered just how much Rhys was going to object. He expected a fairly lengthy argument over it.
He certainly hoped that he wasn't going to have to relieve Rhys of duty. He hadproven too dependable
an officer.

 Fortunately, that dependability held up, for Rhys bowed slightly, anld said, "If that is the prime minister's
wish, then that is how it

 shall be."

  "Thank you, General," Durla said, with a thin smile. He looked out once more at the fleet. "Marvelous,
is it not?" Hesighed. "To think that the foolish Houses of Centauri Primethought I required their
cooperation to create it. They did not realize how much could be accomplished in spite of them."

  

  

 Rhys said nothing.

 Durla turned back to him, feeling that the silence connoteddisapproval of some sort. "Problem,
General?"

 "Since you are asking me, Prime Minister...I believe yourlengthy campaign against the House heads, and
the Houses themselves, has been ..." He seemed to search for the rightword. "Unfortunate."

 "Indeed."

 "Many are dead. Many more are in hiding. You have, I believe,not done yourself a tremendous service."

 "Perhaps," he said with a shrug. "Then again, I have shownthem that 1 play no favorites. They got in my
way, General. Thosewho get in my way. . . tend to come off badly."

 "I shall remember that, Prime Minister."

 "See that you do, General. See that you do."

 And at that moment, half the field blew up.

 Durla couldn't believe it. Even as the heat rolled around him,even as the general pulled him away from
the window so that noflying pieces of debris could injure him, Durla refused to acceptwhat he was seeing.
"It can't be!" Durla shouted.

 "The underground," Rhys snarled. "This treasonous act is of littleconsequence, though, Prime Minister.
Only a handful of ships..."

 "And it could be more!" Durla howled. "Have your mensearch the grounds! Make certain there are no
more explosives!And if you find anyone who might be a part of it, execute them!"

 "Don't you wish them questioned?"



 "No! I want them dead!" He thumped the wall in fury repeat­edly. "I want them dead! Their leader,
dead! Their allies, dead!All of them,dead\ By my command, by my authority, anyonewho is part of these
saboteurs will die in as grisly a manner as ispossible! Now go, General!Go!"

 Rhys was out the door in an instant, and Durla looked back atthe flaming wreckage-all that remained of
half a dozen beau­tiful vessels.

 He wanted someone to die for this. Immediately.

 Well... if the dream was right, David Sheridan would shortlybe in his hands. Which meant the father and
mother would be,too. They could all die together, as payment for this atrocity.

 That was how his dreams would want it.

 chapter 13

 David lay back in his bed-or as "back" as the Minbari bedallowed him to be-and stared at the ceiling.

 He had seen videos of Londo Mollari in action. The emperorhad been addressing Centauri crowds in
relation to some an­niversary or something. David had been struck by the way theemperor had seemed
bigger than life, somehow. He didn't speakso much as he had words explode from him. It was almost
spell­binding to watch.

 He would have liked to have the opportunity to talk to Londo.He could thank him for the urn. He would
be interested to hearLondo's point of view regarding certain events he'd heard his fa­ther and mother
describe. And he would love to ask just what thehell was going on with that hair.

 Then he heard something.

 It was some sort of rattling. David's eyes had grown accus­tomed to the darkness, so he wasn't entirely
blind. He steppeddown off the bed and looked around, listening carefully. Therewas silence for such a
long time that he had almost convincedhimself that he had imagined it. But then he heard it again,coming
from the direction of the urn...

 No. Itwas the urn. The urn from Centauri Prime was actuallyrocking slightly.

 The first thing that occurred to him was that this was the be­ginning of a quake of some kind, but nothing
else seemed to beaffected by it. Then the next thing he thought of was that therewas some sort of bomb
inside the vase. But that made no sense atall. How could a bomb sit in a vase in his father's private study
for sixteen years? No, that couldn't be it.

 The vase's trembling seemed to have its origins at the base.

  

 David crouched closer,trying to make out what could possiblybe causing it.

 And suddenly the urn cracked open.

 Reflexively David ducked back,but he was far too slow. Fromthe small pile of debris that had once been



an urn, somethingsmall and dark moved so quickly that he couldn't even begin totrack it. It came right at
him, and he batted at it helplesslyswinging through the air and missing it. There was some sortof moistness
at the base of his throat then, and he tried to pull atit. His fingers felt something disgusting and
protoplasmic, andhe yanked his hand away from it. A wave of nausea seized himIt was as if some sort of
huge tumor had sprung into existenceon him.

 He felt something snaking down the front of his shirt, slidingacross his chest,and he opened his mouth to
scream.Even as hedid so, he staggered about the room, knocking over books andfurniture as he tried to
shake the thing off.

 It s me.

 The cry for help died before it could be fully born. There wasno hesitation for David; he recognized
instantly just who andwhat was upon him now.It was as if David had found a piece of himself that had
been missing for as long as he could remember

 "You?" he whispered.

 Yes. It's me, little sun.

 He felt as if his world were spinning out of control.He triedtell himself that he was, in fact, asleep. That
none of this 1happening.

 Do not deny it, little sun. I have come here to help you. Youhave been waiting for me all this time.

 David grabbed at the thing on his shoulder,and immediatlyjolt of pain ran through him. He fell to his
knees, gasping, tryingto call out, but he felt his throat constricting. He couldn't getanything out, try as he
might.

 Why do you fight me when I have come here to help you?Thevoice in his mind sounded hurt. /have
spent so many yearsreaching out to you, becoming one with you. Why would you tryto reject me now,
when you and I have been together for so long?

 "What...are you?" David managed to get out.

 I am everything you have ever wanted. Far more so than yourparents. Your father, with his rules and
restrictions. Your mother,

 with her moral harping. They don't understand you. They don't knowwhat you need. . .

 "I need you ... out of my head!" David grated. He made no futher move to pull the creature off his
shoulder, however. He had learned better than that. His mind was racing, though, trying tosummon the
strength to call for help, trying to determine any course of action that would get this thing off him.You
don't want to do that. You know you want my help. ..

 "I don't!"

 You do. You want your chance to see the galaxy. You want to be outexploring. You have the same
desire to be apart of the great interstellar flow of life that your father had... except his father

 gave free rein to his desires, and yours won't.



 He stopped. On some level...on every level ... the thing wasmaking sense. He knew it to be true, and
this thing knew it, too.What was more...the fact that it knew it was comforting to himsomehow. He felt as
if he was sharing with it-in a way that

 he wasn't able to with his parents.

  And then he tried to shout at himself-inwardly-that that wasexactly what the creature wanted him to
think. That he was falling into some sort of trap, as if this thing, this monstrosity on

  

 his shoulder, were his friend... Iam not your friend. I am your soul mate. I know you better thanyour
parents know you. I know you better than you know yourself. And I can give you what you want. . . I
want you off me!" But for some reason he noticed that his voice sounded a little less heartfelt this time.
You want off this world. What is there here for you? You have nofriends. Minbari regard you with
suspicion because of your lineage.You have private tutors, and in the rare instances where youhave
classes with other youths, you are far smarter, and they resent you for it. Your parents invited several
guests to your birthday. They were all too "busy " or had other plans. Lies. They didnot want to be
with you.

 You are neither Human nor Minbari, fish nor fowl. There is noplace for you on Minbar. You want to see
other places, to ex­plore other worlds. To learn the truth about other races throughfirsthand experience.
That is what you want. And I can provideyouwith that.

  

 For a long moment, David said nothing. And then he spokefone word.

 "How?"

 His mind, however briefly, however momentarily, was opent the possibility.

 From then on, it was only a matter of time.

 John Sheridan couldn't sleep.

 That bothered him a good deal. He usually had no trou sleeping. In fact, it was one of the few things he
wasn't trouble doing these days. Lately he had been feeling the acand pains more sharply than he wanted
to admit. His reactions had slowed, his physical prowess was diminished. He felt as ifhis very thought
processes were slowing down. As if there were a vague haze slowly descending.

 He had the disturbing feeling he knew exactly why. Theof Lorien echoed more and more in his mind
these days, as he felt certain aspects of himself starting to... to dim. knew that Delenn had to be thinking
about it.TwentyLorien had said.

 At one point, a year or so earlier, Sheridan had joked that theyshould move to the Drazi Homeworld.
Since a Drazi year wasequal to 1.2 Earth years, Sheridan had jokingly reasoned that it seemed a quick
way to pick up an additional four years of life. Delenn hadn't smiled when he'd said it; instead she'd
immedi­ately gone off to be by herself. He knew from then on not to at­tempt to deal with the subject by
making light of it. In fact, sincethat time he hadn't dealt with it at all, at least not where Delenn was



concerned.

 They had both known that Lorien wasn't speaking in exact numbers, but rather in rough approximations.
In the finalanalysis, they really could only guess how much time Sheridanhad left.

 Well... that was as it should be, wasn't it? Everyone had a fi­nite time, when you came down to it. If one
was going to look atit from a morbid point of view, birth wasn't the beginning of life;it was the beginning
of a slow, protracted death. So Sheridan-unlike others-had a general idea of how much longer he had.
That wasn't really such a bad thing, was it?

 "Yeah. It is," he said to no one in particular.

 Restless, he walked down a hall, without really having a desti-ition in mind. It was a surprisingly chilly
night for Minbar, and

 had his robe tightly drawn around him. Maybe it wasn't soilly at that. Maybe he was just feeling the cold
more.

 "Stop it. Stop feeling sorry for yourself," he scolded.

 For the longest time, he had thought the thing he was going to it the most was not having the chance to
grow old with De-. But he had come to realize that he was wrong about that.

 least he'd had the chance to grow older, to experience thatlual, easy comfort that two life mates have
with one another.

 might not have had the chance to consume an entire meal...!but at least he'd had a taste of it.

 Losing out on the chance to see David grow up, however, wasireally going to be hard to take. His son
was sixteen, barely on the

 age of manhood. There was so much Sheridan could do for so many ways he could try to provide
guidance. But hepuldn't be there to do it.

 And grandchildren; he would never have grandchildren. He

 luld never have the chance to bounce a small continuation

 his bloodline on his knee, one that would still be growingup when the next century turned. And perhaps
feel his own fa­ther's voice in the back of his head, saying, "Well done, Johnny.Well done."

 He would just have to be satisfied with what the cards had dealt him. After all, if Lorien had simply left
him there to die,then David would never have been born.

 Yes...he would just have to be satisfied.

 Unfortunately, being satisfied had never been Sheridan'sstrong suit.

 He stopped in his tracks. The light was dim in the hall, but stillhe saw someone at the other end. At first
he was sure it was an in­truder, but then he realized that it was David. Sheridan had beenthrown for a
second; something about David seemed a little odd.His body posture, the way he was carrying himself,



was subtlydifferent. Sheridan couldn't begin to imagine why.

 "David?" he said cautiously. "Are you all right? You're uplate." With a touch of levity that sounded
horrendously forced, he added, "Still flushed with excitement from your birthdayparry?"

 David said nothing. He walked slowly toward his father, and

  

 Sheridan realized that his son was fully dressed, in a loose-fittingshirt and slacks. He was wearing the
new boots Sheridan hadgiven him for his birthday.

 "Are you going somewhere, David?" A hint of caution en-tered Sheridan's tone. He was becoming more
concerned thsomething was awry. "David?"

 David drew to within a foot of him, and Sheridan put aon his son's shoulder. He started to say, "David,
what's wrong?"|Then he felt a lump under David's shirt.

 David's spine stiffened, his eyes going wide, as if Sheridanhad just stuck a finger directly into his nervous
system. "What! the hell?" Sheridan said, and even as David tried to take a step,back, Sheridan yanked at
the neck of the shirt, pulling it aside.

 An eye glared balefully out at him.

 Sheridanfroze in place, his jaw dropping. He had no ideawhat he was looking at, but the surreal horror
of it paralyzed himfor just an instant. It was at that moment that David's fist swung,and there was no
doubting just whose son he was. It was a pow-erful right cross, and even if Sheridan had been prepared
for it, itwould have done him damage. As it was, Sheridan wasn't readyfor it at all, and he hit the ground
like a bag of wet cement.

 David stood over him, staring down at his father's insensateform with utter dispassion. He wasn't even
fully aware that he.was responsible for his father's current unconsciousness, andeven if he had been
aware, he wouldn't have cared. He knew whoit was who was lying on the floor, of course. But for all
practicalpurposes, he might as well have been looking at a stranger.

 He turned and headed toward the nearest landing port. Therej was a private port not far away at all.
That, of course, was to ac-commodate all the various dignitaries who came and went, vis-iting his father.
There were several shuttles kept ready at alltimes, in the event that the mighty president of the Alliance
hadto get somewhere quickly.

 David approached the port and slowed when he found anotherMinbari approaching him. He was a
member of the warriorcaste, and David could see that he was a guard. It was clear fromthe Minbari
warrior's calm demeanor that he wasn't expectingany trouble. He didn't even have his hands near his
weapon. He

 obviously considered this detail more for show than anything

 else. Who, after all, could really sneak in through the port?

 "Young Sheridan," the guard said. "Odd hour for you to be outand about. May I help you with
something?" "Yes. You may put your hands over your head." And as he said that, the "PPG" given him



by Garibaldi was in his hands.

 The guard had no way of knowing that it wasn't real. It was possible, of course, that the guard might
drop and pull his own

 weapon fast enough that he could shoot down David Sheridan, The positive aspect of that was that he
would have done his job.The negative-and it was a si/able one-was that he would havejust shot and
killed the only son of John Sheridan and Delenn. It

  

 wasn't an option he was particularly happy about.

 Slowly the guard did as he was told.

 "Lie down. Flat," David continued mildly. He projected nothing but utter confidence. "Don't move, if you
want to keep breathing."

  He kept his "weapon" leveled on the guard even as he walked upto him. He placed it against the base of
the guard's skulland pulled the guard's own weapon from his belt. For a moment he considered using the
fake PPG to try to club the guard into unconsciousness, but he quickly dismissed the idea; itwould be
much too difficult, thanks to the guard's Minbari bonecrest.

 Shoot him. Kill him,the voice from his shoulder said. David held the newly acquired genuine gun firmly
and aimedit squarely at the Minbari's back. His finger twitched on thetrigger. But that was all.David. . .

 "No," he said firmly.

 The voice seemed to laugh in understanding.Very well, then.Render him helpless, if you are more
comfortable with that.

 Within minutes, David had bound and gagged the guard usingstrips of cloth torn from the guard's clothes.
With that attendedto, he walked quickly over to one of the shuttles and climbed in.He looked over the
control board. He actually had a gooddeal of practical flying time. His father had seen to that part ofhis
education, at least. He remembered the first time he hadtaken a vessel into orbit, his father sitting proudly
at his side,

  

 complimenting him on his handling of the craft and telling himthat it seemed as if he was born to do this.

 And Sheridan had been right. Davidwas born to do this. BySheridan's own admission, it was David's
birthright, and his fa­ther and his mother had denied it to him. Of what use was it tolive his entire life on
one solitary planet, when the stars calledout to him?

 He brought the systems on-line, powering up the shuttle. Forthe briefest of moments, he wondered just
where he was going togo. But then he knew-without having to consider it any further.

 He was going to Centauri Prime. That was where he belonged,He didn't knowwhy he belonged there,
but he knew he did.



 Sheridan felt himself being hauled to his feet before he hadfully recovered consciousness. He blinked in
confusion against the light that was streaming in through the skylight overhead. Itwas early morning, and
Sheridan couldn't for the life of him re-member why he was lying on the floor in a hallway.

 "John! John, what happened?" someone was shouting athim. No, not shouting-just speaking forcefully,
and with greaturgency.

 Garibaldi was staring at him, extremely concerned, support-ing him by holding his arms up. "Happened?"
Sheridan aged to get out thickly. "I don't-" Then it came back to himwith the force of a hammer blow,
and Sheridan shook off theconfusion in an instant. "David! Something happened to David!There was
this... this thing!"

 "John!" It was the alarmed voice of Delenn this time, shewas barreling down the hallway, followed by a
Minbari whomSheridan recognized as the sentry from the port. "John, Davidwas at the port last night! He
attacked this man and stole ashuttle!"

 "It wasn't David," Sheridan said. When he saw the perplexedexpressions of the others, he quickly
clarified, "It wasn't Davidin control. It was something else ... this . . . this thing on hisshoulder, I've never
seen anything like it. It looked like a lump ofclay, but with an eye. It was controlling him. It had to be."

 They ran quickly to David's room. Sheridan cursed himselffor honoring his son's request for privacy by
having his room setfar apart from that of his parents. If he'd been nearby, he might

 have heard something earlier on, and been able to intervene be­fore matters got out of hand.

 Sheridan and the others looked in dismay at the wreckage.Whatever clues they might have found
seemed hopelessly lost.Everything was smashed to pieces.

 Sheridan leaned against the wall, sorting through everythinghe had seen. "Where could it have come
from?"

 "If it's as small as you say it was, it could have snuck in

 through any part of the house," Garibaldi said. He lookedaround. "David didn't go without a struggle, I'll
tell ya. He triedto fight that thing off."

 Delenn suppressed a shudder as she picked up the pieces of the Centauri urn, which had apparently
been shattered alongwith other objects in the room.

 "We've got to find him," Sheridan said furiously. "I wantword sent out to all the members of the Alliance
..."

 "That might not be wise," Garibaldi told him.

 Sheridan looked at him incredulously. "How could it not be wise?" "Because it's everything you've ever
feared," Garibaldi said.

 "if you advertise to everyone that your son's disappeared, twothings are going to happen. First, knowing
that he's off Minbar, every bounty hunter, every crackpot, every nutcase is going to turnout in force
looking for him. They'll want to snatch him and use him to exert pressure on you. And second, any nut
and hisbrother can claim that they have him and start making demands. Sure, they won't be able to prove



that they have him, but you

 won't be able to prove they don't. You go wide with this, I guar­antee you'll solve nothing, and create a
thousand headaches youcan't even begin to imagine."

 "What would you suggest, then?" Sheridan asked icily. "Where would we start looking?"

 "Centauri Prime," Delenn answered.

 They looked at her. "What?" Sheridan said.

 She was holding up pieces of the urn, pieces from the lowerhalf of it. "Londo said that this held water
from a sacred river? It's dry. There's no sign of its ever having been wet, not theslightest aroma of mildew
or any smell that would accompanystagnant water. There's no moisture on the cabinet that it was onwhen
it broke, none on the floor."

  

 "It could have evaporated," Garibaldi offered uncertainly.

 "It could have. But I don't think so. I think that thing John saw was hidden inside here, in some sort of
hibernation. Waiting, all these years, for us to give it to David."

 It made sense.

 It made horrific sense.

 "He said we would always be friends. Do you remember, De-lenn?" Sheridan said. His jaw constricted
with mounting fury."Remember what he said the day he gave it to us? That that dayin our company meant
so much to him. Well, now we know ex­actly what it meant, the bastard."

 "What do we do?" Delenn asked.

 "We go to Centauri Prime," Sheridan said without hesitation.

 But Garibaldi shook his head. "You do no such thing. Youdon't know for sure that it was Londo."

 "Are you defending him now, Michael?"

 "No, I'm trying to make sure you don't rush into somethinghalf-cocked," Garibaldi said. "I'm as furious
about it as you, but I've got more practice than you do keeping myself wrapped up. If David was taken
from here, it was for one of two reasons: ei­ther they're just going to kill him as a means of revenge, or
they've got plans for him. If it's the former, you can't help him. Ifit's the latter, those plans will certainly
involve you, and youhave to sit tight until you find out what their next move will be.His kidnappers will
contact you. At that point, you'll know for sure that it's Londo, or whoever, andthat s when you can plan
your strategy."

 "My strategy is already planned," Sheridan said tightly. "Itstarts with killing Londo Mollari. After that, I'll
improvise."

 EXCERPT FROM



 THE CHRONICLES OF LONDO MOLLARI.

 Excerpt dated (approximate Earth date)

 November 29,2277.

 I cannot remember the last time I ran.

 Not just ran. Sprinted. My personal guards actually had to run to keep up with

 me, and everyone we dashed past gaped at us. At me. And why should they not?

  My office is all about ceremony and posturing and maintaining dignity. The sight of

 the emperor charging down a corridor as if the hordes of hell itself were on his

 heels, well...I would have gaped as well.

  

 I flung open the doors to Durla's private suite, the place that served him as both home and office. Durla
was in a huddled conference with several of his ministers. Truthfully, I do not remember which ones. This
has nothing to do with my recurring difficulties with memory. In this instance, I was simply so furious over
the circum­stances that had brought me here that I saw no one save for Durla.

 He opened his mouth to make some oily inquiry as to why I had decided to grace him with my presence.
I did not give him the opportunity to ask. "Get out," I snarled, and it was more than evident that I was
referring to everyone but Durla.

 And yet, incredibly, the ministers did not immediately leave. Instead they glanced at Durla, looking for
confirmation. His. Over mine. The wishes of a prime minister over those of an emperor. Scandalous.
Insanity. That such a thing could ever happen, and that I could be the emperor who had allowed matters
to sink solow... it was a ghastly situation.

 Trembling with rage, I said, "Atoiv/"Just as I said that, Durla nodded, and theothers rase and departed
the room. I turned to my guards and said, "You, too."

 "Highness, perhaps it may not be wise to-" one of them began.

 "I am the emperor and you will do as you are ordered!"Whatever vestiges ofpride and authority I might
have had were obviously sufficient to get the job done,because the guards turned and walked out, leaving
Durla and me alone.

 "Is there a problem, Highness?" Durla inquired, unperturbed.

 "Tell me how you did not do it," I said through clenched teeth.

 "What 'it' would that be, Highness?"

 He knew damned well, but if he wished to play his games for the few seconds longer I was going to



allow him to live, so be it. "I have heard," I said, "that the son of John Sheridan is here. That you have
kidnapped him. Yes? No?"

 "No, your Highness."

 "You deny that he is here?"

 "No, I deny that he was kidnapped. Apparently he arrived here of his own

 freewill."

 "And why did he do this, eh?"

 "Because we are Centauri Prime," he told me, "and it is our destiny to have all our enemies delivered
unto us."

 I could not quite believe what I was hearing. "What?"

 "Highness," and he began to circle the room, and speak as if he were ad-dressing a child. "His presence
here is simply part of my grand vision."

 "Not again." I had heard about his "vision" for Centauri Prime, and plans for thegreat Republic, all too
many times.

 "All this," and he gestured to the window that overlooked his balcony, "is be-cause I envisioned it,
Highness. When the great wave of Centauri vessels crashed upon the shores of the Alliance worlds, it will
be the ultimate realization of my vision. I have willed it into existence. Because I have believed in it...it has
come

 to pass.

 "This is simply another example of the power of my belief. 1 believed that DavidSheridan would come
here...and he has. I must admit," and he leaned back against his desk, looking insufferably smug, "when
Minister Lione informed me of young Sheridan's arrival, 1 was not the least bit surprised. Even Lione
remarked upon how calm I was. Naturally. I could see it as clearly as I see you."

 "And now that he is here, you will send him back, yes?"

 "I will send him back, no," he told me. "You cannot be serious, Highness, is the ideal opportunity to
bend our greatest enemy to our will."

 "You are insane! You would bring the might of the entire Alliance down

 upon us!"

 "No. With his son's life at stake, Sheridan will bow to our will. It is inevitable, hecannot help himself. He
is Human and, because of that, weak. In a way," and helaughed, "I almost feel sorry for him."

 "Sorryfor him? The Alliance fleet will bomb Centauri Prime back into the pri-mordial ooze from which
we crawled, and you feel sorry for him?"



 "Yes, because he lacks the strength of dedication and commitment that even thelowliest of Centauri
possess."

  A door opened at the far end of the room before I could reply...and I gaped. I admit it. My jaw nearly
hit the floor.

 Mariel was there, emerging on unsteady legs. She was leaning against the door frame for support. There
were faint discolorations on her face. Clearly she had been struck some short time ago. I knew that
Mariel had not been seen as of late,

 but this... this...

 I knew he had done it before. But now he had done it again, and what had

 seemed like an isolated incident became a pattern.She had not heard me. I wondered if he had done
internal damage to her. But she saw me and gasped, her hands automatically flying to cover her battered
face. She ducked back into the other room, closing the door behind her.

  Durla looked at me expectantly. He seemed to be wondering what other trivial

 matter I might bore him with at that moment. Forcing myselt to speak clearly, lev-

 elly, I said, "You say...you have foreseen all this?" "Much of it, yes."

  "And have you foreseen... this?" And I drew back my fist and smashed him in

 the face as hard as I could.

 It was likely a foolish move on my part, for Durla was an old soldier and still in battle-ready condition. I,
on the other hand, had a flair for swords, but was older and much diminished. In a brief struggle, I might
have been able to hold my own. in a prolonged fight, he could likely have done me great damage. Still, I
was em-peror, and there might still have been sufficient respect for the office to inhibit him from lashing
out that aggressively.

 None of that mattered. I struck him with no forethought, no care as to what might happen or how good
an idea it was. All I knew, at that moment, was that desperately needed to have my fist in direct contact
with his face.

 It was nice to see that I had not lost my punch, or at least was capable of recap-turing it when the need
arose. Durla went straight down, having been caught utterly unprepared. At that moment, I truly believe
that I could have killed him with my

 bare hands.

 And then the pain struck me.

 chapter 14

 Durla had been caught completely flat-footed. He had toadmit that he had come to underestimate just
what the emperor was capable of, and being knocked flat by Londo Mollari was adecisive reminder.



 His head struck the floor when he went down, and just fora moment the world spun around him. He saw
Londo standingover him, raging, and his hands seemed even larger as they de­scended, clearly ready to
throttle him. Just for a moment, thenormally confident Durla wondered whether he could actually
withstand a concerted attack from the infuriated emperor.

 And then, just like that, the threat passed. Because the em*peror pitched back, clutching at his head. If
someone had driven a spike through his skull, the reaction could not have been more pronounced. From
the floor, Durla watched, utterly stupefied, asLondo staggered back. His eyes were tightly closed, and he
seemed for all the world as if he wanted to do anything ratherthan scream. But then the scream came,
and it was very loud andlaced with agony.

 It was more than enough to alert the guards outside that some­thing was up. By the time they pushed
through the door, Durlawas on his feet, looking down at the writhing form of theemperor.

 For a moment he wasn't entirely sure what to say. It wouldn'tdo for word to get out that the emperor
had been so angry withDurla that he had assaulted him. It was hard to determine justhow much
popularity the emperor still possessed. Durla did notfor a moment doubt that the people had come to
love their primeminister, but the affection for the office of emperor was his­torical, tried and true. They
certainly seemed to adore their fig­ureheads, and the attendant pomp and circumstance.

  

 "The emperor is having some sort of an attack," Durlasaid quickly. "Have him brought to his quarters at
once. Call aphysician. .."

 "No!"

 The word exploded from Londo as if torn from the depths ofhis dismay. And now Dunseny was at his
side, propping him up. Londo's eyes were open wide as if there was agony still erupting behind them.
"Highness, it's necessary," Dunseny said immedi­ately. "I know your antipathy for physicians; you've not
hadmore than the most cursory of examinations for over a decade.But in this instance ..."

 "In this instance," Londo managed to say, his voice stillshaking, "I am still the emperor . .. and you are
still . .. not."Whatever fit had taken hold of Londo seemed to be subsiding."Help me up," he said in a
vaguely commanding voice, andinstantly several guards were at Londo's side, helping him tohis feet.

 One of them was Caso. Durla recognized him instantly. Theyexchanged a long look, then Caso helped
the emperor to lean onhis shoulders.

 Durla had never been particularly impressed by Caso. Hehad struck Durla as faint of heart during the
questioning of thetraitor, Rem Lanas, and positively disconcerted upon the impris­onment of Milifa.
When it had come time for Milifa to quietlydie in prison, Caso had managed to absent himself to avoid
taking part in that particular Prime Candidates function. His ea­gerness to clear the Narn, G'Kar, that day
of the shooting, hadnot sat especially well with Durla, either.

 Thinking of G'Kar and the prisons sent Durla's mind spinningin a particular direction, and he smiled
faintly to himself. Withoutmissing a beat, he turned to Londo, and said, "Highness...Ihope you recover
from your distress quite soon. And I shall re­member our discussion for quite some time to come."

 Londo was barely managing to lend any support to himself,but he still was able to summon enough
strength to say, "I wouldstrongly advise that you do so, Prime Minister . .. for all oursakes. Your



treatment of young Sheridan, and of...others ...shall not go unnoticed."

 "No treatment shall," Durla replied, bowing slightly at thewaist. His jaw was throbbing from where
Londo had struck it,

  

 but he was not about to give Mollari the satisfaction of seeinghim acknowledge it. "No treatment shall."

 He waited until the room was empty, and then he turned andwent into the adjoining chamber. Mariel
was sitting there,looking very concerned, and when Durla entered she immedi­ately stood. "What
happened?" she asked breathlessly.

 "The emperor," Durla said evenly, "tried to attack me. In thisinstance, I did not have to hurt him. He was
most fortunate. Andit was your appearance, I think, that set him off. That was notappreciated, Mariel."

 "I did not know he was there, my lord Durla." She bowedslightly. "My .. . hearing is not what it once
was. I sustained aninjury...in my clumsiness . . . that has reduced my hear­ing acuity. It is being treated,
however, and a full recovery is

 expected."

 The words were very carefully chosen and he knew it. He didnot smile, merely nodded slightly. "For the
duration, you willhave to listen more closely," he told her.

 "Yes, my lord husband." When she saw that he was heading out, she said, "Where are you going, my
lord...if I may ask."she added quickly.

 "I am going to visit an old friend with whom I have had some
disagreements," Durla told her. He smiled. "I'm going to see if
there's not some way we can't see eye to eye."                                      

 "That's very considerate, my lord."

  

 "Yes. It is," he agreed. And just as the door closed behind him,Mariel let fly a spit of contempt. It landed
on the door and rannoiselessly to the floor.

 "Leave me," Londo managed to say.

 Dunseny looked at him uncertainly. They had brought him backto his inner sanctum and helped settle him
into a leaning couch.The manservant had been fussing over him for some time nowtrying to make him
comfortable and all the time wheedling himabout having a physician brought in. Londo would not hear of
it.

 "Are you certain, Highness?" Dunseny asked solicitously."Might it not be wiser to-"

 "It might be wiser to do as I say," Londo told them. "Now go.

  



 Seeing no other real options, Dunseny and the guards departed as they were instructed to do. Caso, the
last one out, cast a

                                                                                  

 glance over his shoulder in obvious worry. Then the door closedbehind him.

 "Well?" Londo asked, once everyone was gone. "What areyou waiting for?"

 The shadows moved, as he knew they would. In a moment, an all-too-familiar form was standing several
feet away from him.

 "How dare you," Shiv'kala said.

 "How dare I?" Londo seemed amused. "How dare I know youwould be there? I am so sorry. Did I ruin
your surprise? Your flairfor the dramatic?"

 "You know what Durla is to us. You know what we have investedin him. He is our future, Londo." After
his initial anger, Shiv'kala seemed relatively calm. "Not just ours... but yours as well."

 "Is that so?" Londo was about to say something more, but suddenly he was seized by a racking cough.
Shiv'kala waited| patiently for the hacking to subside.I.  "Yes, that is so. I must admit to you, Londo... I
am some-

 * what disappointed in you."

 "I shall try to hide my extreme dismay over letting you down.""I have spent many years with you now,
Londo. I have ex­plained to you the Drakh philosophies, the Drakh teaching. Tried to make you
understand why we do what we do. Yet at everyturn, you seem unwilling to embrace all we can do for
you, bring to you ..."

 "You mean in the way Durla has.""We have approached Durla differently than we did you. But yes, he
shares our vision.""He has the vision you implanted within him." "No," Shiv'kala said, sounding almost
sad. "Londo, how little youunderstand your own people. We have simply worked withthat which already
existed. We have unleashed the greatness that

 was within him, just as we have tried to do with you. Not just you, but your people as well. The Centauri
Republic will be great, Londo-with you or without you.""I had been hoping it would be both." Londo
seemed rather amused by the comment.

 Shiv'kala circled him. "Believe it or not, Londo, throughout theyears, I have been your greatest ally.
When others felt you simply were not worth the effort, I stood up for you. I spoke on yourbehalf. I
argued that you could be brought around. That the

                                                                    

 time and effort being spent on you was not in vain. Then an inci­dent such as this one occurs, and it leads
me to wonder if theother Drakh were not correct."

 "Meaning that I have let you down, and so you will kill me forit?" He seemed to consider this. "I do not



see the threat. Deathholds fewer and fewer terrors for me with each passing day."

 "You say that now, when your life is not threatened," Shiv'kalacommented. "It is always simple to laugh
in the face of deathwhen it is not facing you. In time, you may change your mind.This much, however, is
certain, Londo. You will never lay handsupon Durla again. You will not threaten him, nor assault him.Nor
will you attempt to dispatch any agents or cat's-paws to dolikewise, because we will find out. And the
pain that was in­flicted upon you via the keeper today.. . will seem as nothing. Ifyou do not trust my word
in any other matter, I suggest you trustit in this: You will not survive."

 "No one ever survives," Londo observed. "One just gets pro­gressively worse opportunities to die."

 There was a respectful knock at the door. Londo glanced at Shiv'kala, but the Drakh had already
blended in with theshadows of the room. "Come," he called.

 The door opened, and two members of the Prime Candidatesentered. They carried between them a
silver tray, covered with acloth, which they placed on the table next to Londo. He looked atit with bleary
curiosity. "Yes? What is it?"

 "Compliments of Ministers Lione and Durla," one of the boys said. Then they turned and departed while
Londo leaned forwardand looked with curiosity at the covered tray.

 A bomb, possibly. Or some sort of trap. At that moment, how­ever, Londo didn't particularly care. He
pulled off the cloth and

 gasped.

 An eye was sitting on it, looking up at him.

 Except it was no normal eye. It appeared to be solid, with a red

 tint to it...

 "G'Kar," Londo whispered. There was a note on the tray next to it. With hands trembling, he picked it
up and read it.

 "The noble Citizen G'Kar is being forced to send his re­grets. He is feeling somewhat put out at the
moment, and will not be able to join you for dinner in the foreseeable future. In-

 stead he will be undergoing an intensive, rigorous 'trainingprogram' to make certain he remains in good
shape. We trustour meaning has been made clear, and will not be forgotten."

 Londo started to stand, as if to go charging to G'Kar's aid."Where do you think you are going?"
Shiv'kala asked calmly.That was not unusual. He was calm most of the time. Icy, like a frozen planet, and
with about as much chance of displaying pityor mercy. "Certainly you are not considering helping your
petNarn, are you?"

 Londo pointed in fury at the eye. "This was your idea, I take it?""No, actually. We probably would have
thought of it...butthe truth is that Durla conceived of it all on his own. It will not gowell for the Narn, I
fear. But he will not die. Durla would notwant that to happen, for if he dies, then he cannot be a source of
ongoing torment for you."



 "Bastards!" Londo spat out, and he started for the door. Then the pain came again. Londo got only a
few steps before it overwhelmed him, like an ocean wave batters a sand castle tobits. Londo staggered
back and sank into the cushions.

 "Some quiet time for you now, Londo, I think," Shiv'kala toldhim, as if addressing an angry child. "A day
or so to contemplateyour actions, and why it would be most unwise to repeat thoseactions."

 "Must. . . stop him. .."

 "You cannot," Shiv'kala said. "You cannot stop any of this. Ithas gone too far. Within days now, the fleet
will be launched.Durla will see to it. He has prepared for it extremely well. Andyou cannot-will not-do
anything to stop it, Londo. OtherwiseI will make certain that Durla does indeed go too far in his ... what
was the phrase ... 'training program' for G'Kar. And thatwill be the least of the recriminations that await
you...all in re­taliation for anything you might try to do, none of which couldhope to succeed.

     "The only thing you will succeed in doing is injuring your­self. . .and others. G'Kar, Senna, even that
absurd VirCotto, forwhom you continue to have foolish affection. All of them willknow the punishments
attendant in your failed attempts to stopthe unstoppable."Have we made ourselves clear, Londo?"

  

  

 "Painfully so, yes." He managed to nod his head.

 "As I told you, Londo.. . believe it or not, we have been merciful until now. Do not, at any time, mistake
mercy for weaknessWe are not weak. We are Drakh. We are of the Shadows. Is that also clear,
Londo?"

 This time he didn't even bother to speak. He just nodded.

 "I am pleased we had this opportunity to chat, Londo."

 And then, rather unexpectedly, Londo managed to get oin"The boy...the Sheridan boy..."

 "What about him?" If the Drakh had had an eyebrow, hewould have cocked it in curiosity.

 "Bringing him here... is insanity. Crossing his father,crossing Delenn...the Earth fleet, the Minbari fleet will
bebrought down upon us. Even you cannot possibly think that w>can withstand such an assault. The
Minbari fleet alone coukllevel this world."

 "Very likely. But such an action would only result in theboy's death, and Sheridan and Delenn will not
risk that. Theywill come here, alone and unattended. We know this for a cer­tainty. And when they come
here, you, Londo, will oversee theirexecution."

 "On what grounds?"

 "On the grounds that they are responsible for sending tinShadows away. They will pay for that with their
lives."

 "And the boy?"



 "We have plans for the boy. With his parents gone, hewi!'escape,' and live to serve our interests."

 "Your interests?" Then he laughed bitterly. "Oh. Of course.The keeper."

 "In the vase that you left, yes. Had you forgotten about that?"

 "I tried to. Unfortunately, I seem to remember all the things Iwould rather forget, and forget that which I
really should re­member. When I brought the keeper in the urn...I hoped ... iiwas for the purpose of
spying. That was all. Influencing his fatherand mother on Minbar, perhaps. I never thought that this..."

 The Drakh leaned in close to him. "Never forget," he said,"who is in charge. It will go badly for you if
you do."

 And with that, he left Londo sitting alone in his room-in a pain-filled silence enforced by the
keeper-trying to determine just howthings could possibly go more badly than they already were.

 EXCERPT FROM

 THE CHRONICLES OF LONDO MOLLARI.

 Excerpt dated (approximate Earth date)

 December 3,2277.

 I had to call her.

 I sat here, stewing for days, thinking about what I had seen... thinking about what that bastard Durla had
done to Mariel, even knowing my protection extended to her after her return to the Palace. And I kept
thinking to myself,At least yourhands are clean. For all your crimes, for all that can be laid at your feet...
at leastyou have never treated a woman in such a manner.

 And then I thought about that some more, really thought.

 I thought of Adira... my beautiful Adira. The dancer who elevated my past,haunted my present, and
would never be a part of my future. When she died, I took certain... steps... which drove me down the
dark road I currently tread.

 I thought of Mariel, an appendage to that man, that monstrosity of a man. If I hadnever divorced her, she
would not be in this position. I know, I know...to ensure tier own future, she tried to kill me. But in a way
...should I be entirely surprised? She observed the men in the society in which she was raised. My gender
taught her the lessons to which she subscribed. If she was raised to be devious, to hold little regard for
life...who am I now to condemn her? One who has led a stainless life myself? If I were not subject to
coughing fits, I would laugh heartily at that.

 I thought of Daggair, another wife of mine...eh. Well...I did not think of her too much. There is only so
much guilt even I will feel.

 And then there is Timov. Timov, whom I shunted away, for her own good. Making her believe that I do
not, did not ever, truly love her. The thing is, she was a woman of boundless integrity and sharp wit. Had
we ever truly been a team- Great Maker, the things we could have accomplished.



 I felt the need to say this to her. To make her realize that I did truly value her. And-I have to admit it-to
cleanse my own guilt, for in my own way I had abused

 her just as thoroughly as Durla had done Mariel. Abused her trust, abused her af­fection. I owed it to
her, somehow, to make reparations for this.

 Foolish. Foolish old man.

 When my-small associate-freed me after a time of enforced "meditation," I resolved that I had delayed
long enough. Too long, in fact. Years too long. I knew that she no longer resided on Centauri Prime but
instead had relocated to one of the outlying worlds. It was not difficult for me to establish a real-time link
with her. A woman whom I recognized as a longtime retainer to Timov answered my com­munique" and
looked most surprised indeed to see that she was being contacted bythe emperor himself. She told me
that her mistress would be right there.

 Long minutes passed. I surmised that Timov was making me wait out of spite.

 I was wrong.

 When a wan and drawn woman appeared on the screen, for a moment I did not recognize her. There
was none of the fiery robustness I had come to associate withthe razor-sharp spitfire called Timov, but
then I realized that yes, indeed, it was she.

 She sat there, staring at me. Not saying a word. The only part of her that seemedto be truly alive was
her eyes, and those blazed with the fire of inner vision.

 "Timov," I said, surprised at the huskiness of my voice. I started to say, "You arelooking well," but
nothing could have been further from the truth, and we both knew it. So instead I cleared my throat and
started to say her name again.

 She cut me off curtly. "It's true. Are you satisfied? Obviously you're calling to seefor yourself if whatever
you've heard is correct. So...you're seeing. Good enough?"

 "I have heard nothing," I said quite honestly. It may have been the most honest thing I'd said to her in
years...if not ever.

 "You haven't heard that I'm dying," she said with such contempt in her tone thatit was clear she didn't
believe it for a moment.

 I have never taken quite as long to say a single, one-syllable word as I did at thatmoment. "No," I finally
managed to get out.

 "Mm-hmm." Still she did not believe. I could not blame her. "All right, then.Why, after all this time, have
you called?"

 "I..."

 Everything I wanted to say to her flooded through my mind. But nothing came out,

 She scowled in that way she had. "Londo... you chased me off Centauri Prime. You have treated me



with disrespect that you would not show to your greatest enemy. You have exhibited contempt for me,
you have-"

 "I know, I know. I have done all these things. I know."

 "I am the empress and have been dealt with as if I were the lowliest of slaves. And now, after all this
time, what could you possibly have to say?"

 "Why are you dying?"Imanaged to say.

 "To annoy you. Anything else?" She seemed anxious to end the transmission,

  

  

 to do anything except talk to me, be anywhere except on a line with me. A hundredresponses went
through my mind, and only one emerged.

 "I want you to know...I am sorry," I said.

 She stared at me as if I'd lost my mind. The seconds passed like an infinity.

 Then her eyes softened ever so slightly. "You should be. But not for what you imagine you're calling to
apologize for."

 "I'm afraid I-"

 "You don't understand. But then you rarely took the time to understand, or evento consider your actions.
You were impulsive the night you banished me from Cen­ tauri Prime." The effort of speaking took a
great deal from her. She stopped tobreathe, and I said nothing.

 "I have been less impulsive and have had more time to speculate, given my cur­rent condition. Londo, I
know about your dilemma."

 "How could you possibly know?"

 "Do you not remember Lady Morella? You asked her to tell you about your future."

 "That was a private transaction."

 "Mmm, everything important to a Centauri is a private transaction, hence everything important to a
Centauri is open to public scrutiny. I'm your wife, Londo. Even in exile, I know almost everything you do.

 "It comes with the territory." She did not say these words flippantly. In fact, her eyes burned brighter.

 Ah, yes, Timov knew just as all empresses knew of their husband's good fortuneand ill omens. I saw
what she was saying now. She was implying that LadyMorella, previously a telepath somewhat stronger
in psionic capability than the av­erage empress, was granted special vision as the wife of Emperor
Turhan.



 Timovknew. As Lady Morellaknew. I had to warn her. "It is very dangerous for you to speculate on
these things. That is why you are kept in exile."

 "I know that. You are surrounded in darkness, and it is a darkness I know better than to penetrate."

 "I should go, Timov. I just wanted to call to say...many things. None of them expressible now."

 "Good-bye, Londo," she said briskly.

 I reached to cut off the transmission, and Timov abruptly said, "Londo..."

 My hand paused over the cutoff switch." Yes?"

 "If you need me, call."

 "I won't be needing you."

 "I know," she said tartly. "That's why I made the offer."

 The screen blinked off. And I knew at that moment that I would never see her again. But at least I had
tried. Tried...and failed.

 If I cannot achieve greatness, at least I can aspire to consistency.

  

 chapter 15

 Vir was hurriedly packing in his quarters on Babylon 5 whenan urgent beeping at his door interrupted
him.

 "Go away!" he called.

 "We need to talk," came a surprisingly familiar voice. And yetit wasn't entirely too much of a surprise. In
fact, the main sur­prise for Vir was that it hadn't occurred sooner.

 "Come," he called, his command disengaging the door lock.

 Michael Garibaldi entered, looking entirely too calm. Heglanced around. "Going somewhere?"

 "Yes. You could say th-"

 And then, before Vir could say anything further, Garibaldiwas across the room. He grabbed Vir by the
shirtfront andslammed him up against a wall, knocking over furniture.

 "I don't think so," Garibaldi said, and he spoke with barelycontained fury. "I think you're going to tell me
exactly how youthink your people are going to get away with-"

 He stopped. There was a blade pressed up against his throat,the hilt gripped solidly in Vir's hand. And
Vir was staring into Garibaldi's eyes with absolutely no trace of fear. Any resem­blance to the Vir Cotto
who first set foot on Babylon 5 was



 long gone.

 "What I think," Vir said in a low voice, "is that you're going toget your damned hands off me. And then
we will talk like thereasonable men I know that one of us is."

 Very slowly, Garibaldi released his hold on Vir's shirt andstepped back, keeping the palms of his hands
up where Vir couldreadily see them. "The only reason you got away with that," hesaid, "was that you
were the last person I would have thought ca­pable of doing it."

 "That's how I get away with a lot of things these days," Virtold him. He slid the blade back into the
scabbard that was hid­den under his vest. He studied Garibaldi a moment. The formersecurity chief was
unshaven and glassy-eyed. "How long since you've slept?"

 "Did you know about it?" Garibaldi demanded.

 "About your not sleeping?" Vir was completely lost.

 "About David?"

 "David." It took Vir a moment to place the name. "Sheridan'sson. What about him?"

 "They have him."

 Once again it took Vir a few moments to follow the track ofthe conversation ... but then he understood.
"Great Maker, no,"he whispered.

 "Great Maker, yes."

 Vir walked around to the bar and promptly poured himselfa drink. He held up the bottle to Garibaldi as
an offering. Gari­baldi took the bottle, stared at it a moment, then took a deepsmell of the alcohol wafting
from it before placing it back on the bar. "It's a good vintage," Vir said, slightly surprised.

 "Maybe some other time ... like when I'm on my deathbed."

 "Tell me what happened. Tell me everything."

 Something in Vir's voice must have convinced Garibaldi, forafter only a moment's hesitation, he laid out
the circumstancesinvolving David's disappearance, in quick, broad strokes. When he mentioned the small
lump of a creature on David's shoulder,Vir slowly nodded. "Drakh," he said.

 "What? What about the Drakh?" Garibaldi said.

 "Go on. I'll tell you in a minute."

 So Garibaldi continued, and when he was finished, Vir simplysat there, contemplating his drink. "His
parents are going out oftheir minds with worry."

 "They have every reason to," Vir said. His eyes narrowed. "Ithink their friends are going a bit crazy,
too."



 "Sorry about... earlier," Garibaldi told him, gesturing to in­dicate his unexpected assault on Vir. "You
said 'Drakh' before.Are you talking about the same Drakh who inflicted the plagueon Earth?"

 "The very same. That thing that you saw on David? Londo has

  

  

 one like it on him. It's how they control you, or watch you, orsomething like that."

 "Are you saying," Garibaldi said slowly, "that the Drakh aresomehow involved with Centauri Prime?
With this kidnapping?"

 Vir took a deep breath and let it out. "Yes. They have been forsome time. They control Londo. I
suspect they control Durla, to some degree. I also have reason to believe that a Drakh was in­volved in
the death of Lou Welch."

 "You told me it was the Prime Candidates."

 "It was. But the Drakh apparently helped." He shook his head."The plague they inflicted on Earth is not
dissimilar from theplague they've inflicted on my world as well... except on Centauri Prime it's more
covert."

 "I don't understand. Why didn't you tell me this sooner?"

 "I couldn't take the chance," Vir admitted. "These are agentsof the Shadows we're talking about. I was
concerned that if youknew they were on Centauri Prune, you would tell Sheridan,Sheridan would tell the
Alliance, and that would have been allthat was needed for the Alliance to come down on my people, at­
tack without hesitation. The Centauri, after all, were seen as abeaten people. The Drakh would have
been something that youwould have gone after ... but Centauri Prime would have suf­fered. You would
have killed the patient in order to annihilate the

 disease."

 "And you're not worried about that anymore?"

 "Why should I be?" Vir said reasonably. "They have David. Idoubt Sheridan's going to order a strike on
a world when itwould ensure the death of his son."

 "Pretty damned cold-blooded of you, Vir."

 "I've had to make some pretty cold-blooded choices in recentyears, Mr. Garibaldi. You get used to it."
He sighed. "PerhapsI should have gone public sooner. By allowing them to dwell in the dark, I've let
them fester and grow. But exposing them might well have meant the death of my people. With any luck,
though, we'll be able to have it both ways now. We've mustered enough resistance that the Drakh can be
revealed for what they are will out it amounting to a death sentence for Centauri Prime."

 "You told me to trust you," Garibaldi said, stabbing a finger atVir. "You told me to let you handle things.
To let the Centaurisolve the problems of Centauri Prime. And I've been doing



  

 that. But it's no longer just the Centauri's problem. It's JohnSheridan's problem, and Delenn's."

 "I'll handle it."

 "Vir!"

 "I said I'll handle it," Vir repeated firmly. "I'm heading toCentauri Prime right now. I've spent years-years
of planningand preparing, of risking my neck and the necks of others-andit's all coming to a head. The
fact that David was taken is just fur­ther indication of that. The Drakh want vengeance ... but more than
that, they also want insurance. But all the insurance in theworld isn't going to help them against someone
they don't know< their enemy. Someone they think of as a patsy, a fool."

 "I'm coming with you."

 "Nowyou 're the fool," Vir said. He walked over to Garibaldiand put a hand on his shoulder. "We'll get
David back for you,Michael. But we have to do it our way."

 "Who is we?"

 "The Legions of Fire."

 Garibaldi looked at him oddly. "What?"

 Vir smiled thinly. "I've found Earth history as interesting as Londo does. There are all sorts of
end-of-the-world scenarios,did you know that? And one of them-from your Norse, I thinkit is-describes
the world ending when a giant fire demon,Surtur, sweeps the world with his sword and cleanses it of all
evil. That's what the Legions of Fire are going to do, Michael. We're going to sweep Centauri Prime
clean of the blacknessthat's been upon it for so long. We're going to expose the Drakhpresence to the
rest of the galaxy. That way, we can point to thosewho are truly responsible for the fate of Centauri
Prime. Provethat it's the Drakh who should be blamed .. . and that this pro­longed campaign of
resentment and aggression has been aimedat the wrong people. That it should be stopped."

 "And you really call yourselves the Legions of Fire."

 "Do you have a better name? " Vir asked, mildly annoyed. "Wecould call ourselves 'Vir's Victory Squad'
or 'Cotto's Cru-aders,' but that might tip off who's in charge."

 "No, no, it's fine. Legions of Fire. Fine." Garibaldi took a deepbreath, steadying himself. "Vir ... he's my
godson ... andSheridan and Delenn are my best friends in the galaxy..."

 "And believe it or not, I'm your second best friend," Vir said.
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 "I'll get the job done, and David home safely. You have myword."

 "I didn't used to think that meant a lot," Garibaldi said, andthen he shook Vir's hand firmly. "But now I
believe it does."

 By the time Garibaldi returned to Minbar, Sheridan andDelenn were gone.

 Durla could not recall a time that he had wanted to cry tears ofpure joy the way that he did at that
moment. It was just as it hadbeen in his dream. In fact, it was all he could do to make sure thathe was not
asleep.

 There were ships everywhere. Everywhere. The skies abovethe spaceport were filled with them. The
ground was likewisethick with ships preparing to take off.

 They had come from all over, a few at a time, assembling onthe only planet that seemed appropriate: the
world designatedK0643. The site of the failed excavation program had remainedfor him a stain on his
otherwise perfect record. Now, however, hewas prepared to erase that stain by using this backwater,
nothingworld as the jumping-off point for the greatest campaign in thehistory of the Centauri Republic.

 The spaceport itself was nothing particularly wonderful. Thebuildings had been thrown together in a
purely makeshift fashion.The command center, the barracks, all of them, shoddy con­struction. But they
were serviceable, and that was the only im­portant thing. All of the perfection of construction, all of the
craft and abilities of the hundreds of workers who had brought this moment to fruition... that was what
mattered.

 General Rhys and all of his command staff were assembled,with last-minute checks being made, final
preparations beingcompleted. "The jumpgate has been fully tested and is on-line,General?" Durla asked.

 Rhys nodded. "Absolutely, Prime Minister."

 "No chance of sabotage?" he said darkly. "It will not go wellfor anyone, General, if anything should go
wrong while shipsare going through."

  

 "I tell you, sir, it is impossible," Rhys stated flatly. "It cannot,willnot happen."

 "Well, then," and Durla nodded with approval. "That's heart­ening to hear." He looked around at the
others, all waiting for hiswords. Surprisingly, he found himself thinking of his brother,the one whose death
he had arranged out of a fit of jealousy.From time to time he had found himself wondering whether he
had done the right thing. Now there was absolutely no questionthat he had. He had achieved the pinnacle
of success, and if itwas over his brother's dead body, well...so much the better.

 "We all understand, then," Durla said. They all nodded. Natu­rally they did. And yet he couldn't help but
outline the intent ofthe fleet again, simply because he loved the sound of it: thewords, the plan, his own
voice. All of it. "We intend to launch amultistage assault on the Homeworlds of ninety percent of the
Alliance governments. The ten percent we are sparing are smalland relatively helpless ... and besides,
we're going to need toget our new workers from somewhere, so we'd best leave a fewworlds intact,
correct?" He laughed at this, and the othersquickly joined in.They know what's good for them, he
thoughtgrimly, and continued, "If we strike hard enough, fast enough,we can immobilize them and pave



the way for full-scale assaultson their holdings. This plan of attack will leave them powerless against
further Centauri aggression."

 "Powerless," one of the captains echoed. "I like the sound ol"that." The others nodded in approval.

 "We have," he said proudly, "over three thousand vessels atour disposal. They represent the result of
almost two decades ofslave labor. Oh, the Alliance has had its suspicions, the rumorshave floated about.
But in the end-an end which is comingquite soon-they were too lazy, and we, too clever."

 "The Alliance does have more ships at its disposal," Rhys cau­tioned, clearly worried that his men might
become overconfident. "The White Star fleet alone is a formidable one."

 "True," Durla admitted, but then added, "however, we cer­tainly have the single largest armada
belonging to one govern­ment. We need not worry about intergovernmental disputes, ordifferences of
opinion on the best way to attack. We will operatewith one mind and one purpose, and in doing that...we
cannotlose."

 "Coordination is indeed going to be the key," General Rhyssaid. "Prime Minister, if I may ..." Durla
gestured for him to continue. "You all have been given predetermined points inhyperspace that will
provide you access to each of your respec­tive targets. Fail-safe points, if you will. You will stay on point
until everyone is in place. Then we will launch full, simulta­neous strikes on all the targets at once. You
will attack militarysites, the capitals, and communication centers, cutting off all theAlliance worlds from
one another, instilling fear, and dividingthem in panic. Since the Centauri fleet outnumbers any othersingle
fleet, we will be able to hit our enemies in waves, one afterthe other, before the Alliance can organize its
scattered membersinto any kind of cohesive force." He took a deep breath, and said,"On receiving the
go-codes from the prime minister, you willlaunch your assaults."

 There was a momentary confused look shared among the cap­tains. One of them said, "Not from you,
sir?""Do you not trust my judgment, Captain?" Durla demanded

 suspiciously."1 did not say that at all, Prime Minister. It is just that, since

 this is a military operation.. ."

 "And the military operation has been sabotaged repeatedly,"Durla pointed out. "With all respect to
yourselves, and verymuch to General Rhys .. . the one person I know I can trust isme. It has been my
vision, my drive that has brought us to thispoint, and my words will launch the attack. Is that understood?
Do all of you understand that?" There was a chorus of "Yes, sir" from around the table.Durla nodded in
approval. "Then, gentlemen...to work."As one, they rose from the table, filing out of the room and
stopping only to congratulate the prime minister on his momen­tous achievement. At the last, General
Rhys hesitated. "Prime

 Minister..."

 "It will be a masterpiece of coordination, General," Durla toldhim. In his mind's eye, he could already see
it. "I am coordi­nating with Minister Vallko. He is going to be having one of his spiritual gatherings at the
great temple. There, I will address thepeople, and speak to them of our capturing the glory that is Cen­
tauri Prime. We will stand on the brink of history ... and then I

  



 will transmit the go-codes. And the rise from the great blacknesswill begin."

 General Rhys looked as if he were about to say something, butthen thought better of it. Instead he simply
said, "It has been anhonor to serve under you, Prime Minister."

 "Yes. It has, hasn't it."

 He was right. It was just like in his dream, a dream made intoreality.

 Durla stood on a cliffside, and stretched out his arms as the ships roared to life and took off, one by one.
And as each one swung by him, throbbing with power, they banked slightly inacknowledgment.

 They bowed to him.

 Just as everyone would. Sheridan and Delenn, who had by thispoint been informed of the whereabouts
of their son, and wereno doubt on their way to Centauri Prime. Once there, they wouldbecome public
symbols of the humiliation that had been heaped upon the great Centauri Republic, and their fate would
represent all the Alliance had to look forward to.

 And Londo ... well, Londo would probably decide that hehad contributed all that he could to Centauri
Prime. He wouldstep aside willingly and name Durla as regent until such timethat Londo's passing would
ensure Durla's appointment as em­peror. Then, of course, that time would come quite, quite soon.

 The skies were so thick with ships that they blotted out thesun. It was as if night had fallen upon Durla.
An endless night ofglory, waiting to swallow him. And he fed himself to it willingly.

 chapter 17

 "You should not have come here," Senna said as the small vehicle took them toward the palace. "Vir,
this was not a good time..."

 "I had to," he said as the Centauri Prime spaceport receded into the background. "I stopped receiving
communiques from Mariel. I lost track of where Durla's plans stood. I was..."

 "Concerned for her?" Senna asked.

 He nodded. "And not just for her... also for you, and Londo.And now apparently David Sheridan has
been added to the mix.You knew about this?"

 She nodded, looking grim. "It's a terrible thing. He simplyshowed up. No one knew he was coming, not
even Lione, and he was most upset about it. The only one who did not seem sur­prised was Durla.
Sometimes I think nothing surprises him."

 "Oh, I think we can arrange a surprise or two for him," Virsaid grimly. "Can you get me in to see
Mariel?"

 "He's put her into seclusion. She's not allowed visitors."

 "So you can't."

 She smiled. "I didn't say that."



 Senna strode up to the two guards who were standing outside Durla's suite of rooms, and said firmly,
"The emperor wishes tosee you."

 They looked at one another, and then back to Senna. "Why?"one of them asked.

 "I have known the man for nearly half my life, and if there isone thing I have learned, it is never to ask
why. Lately, he does not take well to that... if you know what I mean." And she put afinger to her temple
and mimed a weapon being fired.

 The guards hesitated a moment. Senna crossed her arms and

 displayed her best look of impatience. "I do not think the em­peror likes to be kept waiting."

 Durla had ordered that a guard be kept outside his suite at all times. But Durla was not around, and
Senna was well known tobe trusted by the emperor. Somehow it seemed that ignoring theemperor's
wishes, as relayed by Senna, might prove to have anegative impact on their life expectancy.

 They bowed slightly to Senna and hurried off down thecorridor.

 The moment they were gone, Senna whispered, "Vir!" In re­sponse to her summons, Vir hustled down
the corridor to herside. "The door is sealed," she told him. "So I am not quite cer­tain how we can get
in..."

 Vir, looking utterly confident, pulled a small device from theinterior of his jacket. He aimed it at the door,
and it emitted abrief burst of noise. The door promptly slid open.

 Senna glanced at the device appraisingly. "Where did you get

 that?"

 "I move with an interesting group of people these days," Virreplied, and without another word walked
into Durla's suite ofrooms. Senna followed.

 He took a few steps in and then stopped. There, on the bal­cony, looking out at the city, was Mariel. At
least, he was reason­ably sure it was she. Her back was to him. "Mariel," he calledcautiously.

 Mariel turned and looked at him, and it seemed as if she couldscarcely believe what she was seeing. Nor
could Vir entirelybelieve his eyes, either. The woman he had known, the vibrant,beautiful young woman,
was gone. She had been replaced by someone whose face exhibited unending sadness, whose skin
carried with it fading bruises that hinted of past atrocities.

 "Vir," she whispered, and ran to him. She threw her arms around him, held him tightly, kissed him with
such ferocitythat he actually had to apply strength to separate her from him."Vir.. . you've finally come to
take me out of here?"

 "Mariel, sit down."

 "Vir!" She allowed herself to be guided over to a chair. "Youdon't know how long I've waited," she said.
"Is it finally over?When do we leave? I do not care that I am still married to Durla,I will go with you, do
whatever you want..."



  

 She was speaking so fast, she was almost incomprehensible,and he gripped her firmly by the arms,
kneeling so that they were on eye level. "Mariel... first things first. What is Durla doing?Where is he
now?"

 "1 don't know," she said.

 "What is his timetable? Where stand the ships he's beenworking on? How close to completion are-"

 "I don't know, /don't know!" Her voice was rising, and Virrealized that she was rapidly coming to the
end of her rope. "He doesn't talk to me anymore, doesn't tell me anything aboutanything! I don't know
what his plans are, and I don't care any­more! I just want to be with you! The two of us, as it was always
meant to be!"

 "Vir, this isn't getting us anywhere. We should go," Sennawarned him in a low voice.

 "Vir, you can't." Mariel was clutching on to his arm, and alllast traces of dignity, of strength, fell away
from her. "Vir, you can't leave me here ..."

 "Mariel, it's not that easy. No harm will come to you, I promise, but I can't just take you out of here.
We'll be noticed, we'll..."

 "I don't care! Don't youunderstand, Vir? All that I have en­dured, I have endured for you! My love for
you, it is boundless, itis endless. Please, Vir, I will do whatever you ask, whenever youask! I have done
nothing but dream of you, night after night. Whenever I was in his arms, it was yours I imagined. His lips
crushing against mine, but I felt them to be yours and took com­fort from that! You are my everything,
my-"

 "Stop it!" He felt as if what remained of his soul were beingshredded. "Stop it, Mariel! You don't know
what you're saying!"

 "Yes, I do! I have heard it in my head, night after night, when Idreamt of you coming for me. It is all that
matters, it is the onlything, it-"

 "It s not real!"

 He had not expected to say it. He had not wanted to say it. Foryears, the guilt he had carried within him
had given him nopeace, but he had still been sure that he would be able to contain the dark truth of what
he had done. What was to be gained fromtelling her? Nothing. And yet when the words burst from him,
heknew it was because his presence in her life was a lie, and he

 could not allow her to live it anymore. It was the only chance shehad of divesting herself from the hellish
existence that she cur­rently endured. He had to try to undo the damage he had doneto her.

 She stared at him in confusion. "Not... real? What is not...

 real?"

 "This thing you ..." He took a breath and then turned toSenna. "Please...I need to talk to Mariel alone.



Please."

 Senna didn't understand, but she did not need to. "As you wish," she said, and she took Vir's hands in
hers briefly andsqueezed them. Then she walked quickly from the main room,the door shutting behind
her.

 Vir went back to Mariel, took her hands in his, and said,"You're under a spell."

 "A spell." She repeated the words, but with no real compre­hension.

 "A techno-mage named Galen put it on you, at my request. I was...I was angry because 1 knew you had
used me, to get ingood with the other diplomats on Babylon5.Iknew you laughedat me behind my back.
And I..."He looked down."...I toldmyself that I had him do it to help the cause. So that I could bendyou
to my will, turn you back on the people who'd sent you tospy on me. But that was an excuse. I did it
from petty revenge, and it was beneath me, and I've ruined your life, and I'm sorry.Great Maker, the
words don't mean anything, but I am. I'msorry."

 "Vir..."

 "Londo. Londo can help. He can grant you a divorce fromDurla, and you can start over in a new life.
We'll get you set upsomewhere, I can-"

 "Vir, it's all right."

 He stopped talking and stared at her. "All right? How is it all'
right?"                                                                                                      

 "I saw. I saw the way Senna looked at you, and you at her.How she held your hand a moment before
leaving. You think," and she laughed, "you think that I would not want to share you.That my love for you
is so overpowering that I would be jealousof other women in your life." She stroked his cheek. "If you
wantboth Senna and me, that is perfectly all right. Whatever makesyou happy..."

  

  

  

 "Mariel, I don't love you! Don't you see? I can't ever! Be­cause any feelings you'd return for me were
made for you byGalen!"

 Her face flushed. "I don't know why you're saying thesethings. 1 know my mind! I know how I feel! No
wizard put thesethoughts into my head! You're just ... testing me, that's it.Testing me...wanting me to
prove my love to you, to-"

 "No! I don't! It's-"

 Suddenly the door at the far end of the room slid open. Theguards were standing there, with Senna in
between them.

 "The emperor will see you now," Senna said gravely.



 "He is not supposed to be in here!" one of the guards said.

 "I heard her cry out," Vir said immediately. "I was outside andwhen I heard her cry of alarm, I thought
that perhaps one ofthose saboteurs or someone like that was attacking Durla's wife.So I thought I would
check, because there were, after all, noguards outside," he added pointedly. He bowed to Mariel, and
asked solicitously, "Will you be all right, milady?"

 Mariel, looking at him with limpid eyes, whispered, "I willprove my love."

 Vir felt ill.

 EXCERPTED FROM

 THE CHRONICLES OF LONDO MOLLARI.

 Excerpt dated (approximate Earth date)

 December 25, 2277.

 Vir looked ill.

 At the very least, there were times when he had certainly looked better.

 It is amusing the way things work out sometimes. There I was, speaking with Dunseny, saying to him,
"You know what I desire more than anything? I would like to share a pleasant dinner with my old friend,
Vir. Do you think that could bearranged?"

 At that moment, in walked Senna with two guards. They stood stiffly at atten­tion, as if they were
awaiting orders. I had no idea what they wanted me to say. Ilooked to Dunseny, but he clearly had no
better idea than I did. "Can I help you?" Iinquired.

 "We were told that you desired our presence, Highness," one of them said.

 I didn't know what he was talking about. But I saw Senna standing behind them,nodding her head.
Obviously this was some sort of childish prank and, to behonest, I thought it might prove amusing. I think
I am someone very much in need of more childishness in my life. I found my head nodding in time to
Senna's own. "Yes... yes," I said. "As a matter of fact, I would like you to bring me Vir Cotto."

 The guards exchanged glances. "The ambassador to Babylon 5?"

 "The very same," I said.

 "I...believe I know where he can be found, Highness," Senna said. "He isactually here, in the palace."

 I was astounded. Rarely do things work out for me as conveniently as that. "Escort him here at once!" I
commanded the guards. As Senna led the apparently puzzled guards out, I turned to Dunseny, and said,
"Have a meal prepared and brought up. Vir and I shall...chat..."

 "At once, Highness," Dunseny said, and he went out to attend to my wishes.



  

 The dinner was brought up mere moments before Vir arrived, escorted by Senna. "You will pardon me
if I do not get up, Vir," I said. "My stamina is not quite what it used to be."

 "Of course, of course," he said.

 The food was laid out between us, and I gestured for everyone to leave us. Of course...I myself am
never alone, but that is neither here nor there.

 "So ... Vir. What has brought you around?" I proceeded to eat heartily, dis­playing an appetite that was
merely for show.

 "Do I need an excuse to visit my Homeworld?" he asked. He wasn't touching any of the food in front of
him. Perhaps he thought it was poisoned. If it were poi­soned, I probably would have eaten it myself.

 "Of course not. Of course not."

 And we proceeded to chat. The conversation was strained at first, but as the timepassed, the degree of
comfort grew. He seemed guarded, even suspicious, and who could blame him really? After all, once
before when we were together, I knocked him out and he wound up in a cell. For all he knew, this would
be a repeatperformance.

 Really, it was not an important conversation, when one gets right down to it. In­deed, my memory is
playing tricks on me. Much of what we discussed is gone from my head already. The drink, no doubt.
However, there was one aspect that he seemed to find most... interesting.

 "There is a Human work of literature that I stumbled over, Vir, that reminded me a bit of you and I."

 "And what would that be, Londo?"

 "The work of one Miguel de Cervantes. A book calledDon Quixote. I'm in the middle of reading it, but
it seems most fascinating. It is about a man with a most odd hobby. Do you appreciate odd hobbies, Vir?
You have one or two yourself, Ithink."

 He sat there for a moment, his face impassive. "We all have our hobbies, Londo, and each of them might
seem odd to someone who doesn't participatein it."

 "Oh, absolutely. But this fellow, this Don Quixote...I thought you might ap­preciate his particular hobby.
I don't know why I did. But I did."

 "And what would that hobby be, Londo?"

 "He fights evil." I leaned forward. "He fights evil wherever he sees it. He evenfights evil when no others
see it. Even though he believes the odds to be hopelessly against him, he charges into battle against the
forces of darkness. Many people inthe book think him insane."

 "Do they." There was no inflection in his voice.

 "Yes. They do. But there is a handful of others... who do not."



                              

 "And who would these be?"

 "One ot them is his faithful squire-that is to say, assistant-Sancho. Sancho helps the intrepid Quixote on
his missions, no matter how farfetched, because he wants to help Quixote recognize his dreams. To
validate them. To fight... against the forces of darkness."

 "Yes... you mentioned those," Vir said slowly."I. .. think I understand."

 "And that reminded me of you...and even us. I think that once upon a time, Vir...I was Quixote. I had
dreams of greatness, of what the Centauri Republic should be. And you...you were my Sancho," and I
laughed and shook a fist. "At my side, supporting me in my efforts while at the same time trying to get me
to see the reality of what I was doing."

 "And when Sancho tried to explain reality to Quixote...did he understand?"

 "Not really," I admitted. "Interesting the parallels that can be drawn, eh? And now, you know...I think
that the roles have turned. I think, in many ways, you are the new Quixote, yes? You see a world that
you want to be better than it is, and you fight the good fight to make it that way. And that would make
me Sancho... trying to assist you...to tell you what is what. To tell you when dark forces are
en­croaching, and when time is running out." ' "I think...in that respect...you would be an excellent
Sancho."

 "Good, good." I paused and took a deep breath. "Would you like to know... one of the ways in which
the good Quixote fought evil?"

 "Very much, yes."

 I quaffed more of my drink, and said, "Windmills."

 He looked at me oddly. "Windmills? What are windmills?"

 "They were tall structures... very tall structures, and things were made inside them. Very tall structures...
that seemed ordinary...but Quixote saw them as something else. He saw them as giants, and he attacked
them. Charged at themwith a long stick. It was called 'tilting.' He tilted at windmills."

 "So he was insane, is what you are saying."

 "Ahhh, but that is the test, Vir, you see. To look at tall buildings and say they are giants is, of course,
insanity. But to look at towering structures and say theymight be giants, why...that proves you a man of
vision. A man who can see things when others do not, and act accordingly. That way...that way you can
be prepared to do what must be done." I emptied my glass, poured myself another. "You might want to
read the book, Vir. Reading is one of your hobbies, yes?"

 "Yes. One of them."

 "You should read it, then, definitely. Because it might have a very dramatic im­pact on your other
hobbies... very soon."

 chapter 18



 Their voices were echoing throughout the catacombs, and ittook all Vir's lung power to shout them
down.

 They had gathered quickly at Vir's summons; indeed, they'dbeen prepared for it ever since Renegar had
filtered the word outthat Vir was coming to Centauri Prime. Even the techno-mageshad managed to
show up, although how they knew to come-and why they weren't spotted when they moved about on the
sur­face of Centauri Prime-was pretty much anyone's guess.

 "I don't understand any of it!" Renegar said in frustration."Windmills and Coyote-""Quixote."

 "Whatever it is! How does this relate to-""He was speaking to me in a code," Vir told them. "I'm
positive.""What sort of code?" Adi asked suspiciously."The kind of code that only two people who've
known each otherfor years could get away with. He was being watched and couldn't say anything overt...
but he was subtle enough that I got it."

 "Or you were misreading it," Finian suggested. "You couldhave been hearing what you wanted to hear."

 "No," Vir said fiercely. "I heard what he wanted me to hear,and he was doing it to help." He started
ticking off points on his fingers. "He knows I'm involved with the Legions of Fire .. ." "The what?" they
chorused.

 "You guys. Never mind that now. He knows that I'm tied inwith the saboteurs. He was trying to tell me
that Durla is on theverge of making his move. That the Drakh are present in largenumbers on Centauri
Prime. That if we're going to do somethingabout it, we're going to have to do it now."

 "We don't know that for sure," one of the others said. "Per­haps the thing to do is wait, to-"

  

 "No,"Vir said, stunning the others into silence. "You didn'tsee what I saw. You didn't see the look in his
eyes, the despera­tion. He wants this stopped as much as we do. He knows that thisinsane plan of
Durla's, this scheming by the Drakh, is only goingto end in tragedy for all. We have to strike openly,
publicly, andwith finality. We have to turn over the rock that the Drakh arehiding under. It's the only
way!"

 "Londo might have been setting us up . .." Renegar ventured."If he's a tool of the Drakh, as you say.. ."

 "Then why play games, huh? If he suspects that I'm involvedwith the underground, why not just tell the
Drakh? Watch medisappear," and he snapped his fingers, "like that. You think theDrakh care whether I
actually am a rebel or not? If Londo voiceshis suspicion to them, they'd obliterate me without giving it a
second thought, just to play it safe. The fact that he hasn't...the fact that I'm still here, and not off in a
dungeon being tortured or just being executed as a warning to others . . . that means some­thing, I'm
telling you! And the coded message he was sendingme meant something, too! We have to stop them!"

 "How?" That was, of course, the big question. It was Gwynnwho had posed it.

 Surprisingly, Vir had an answer.

 "Now is the time," he said slowly, "to let everyone and every­thing know about the Drakh infestation on
this world. Whichmeans we reveal their headquarters. Londo has figured outwhere it is. I should have,



too, to be honest. He kept talkingabout a tall structure that wasn't what it seemed..."

 "The Tower of Power," Renegar said suddenly.

 "Of course," Finian said, looking at Gwynn. "The structurewith no windows. It makes sense."

 "We've scanned it before, though, for signs of Shadow tech,"Gwynn reminded him. "We came up with
nothing."

 "Probably because there was none when you first scanned it,"Vir suggested. "Or so little that it was
undetectable. No onecould get inside, for a close scan, because the place is so closelyguarded by the
Prime Candidates."

 "And it remains heavily guarded," Renegar pointed out. "Ifthere are Drakh there ... and we are going to
expose them ...how do you suggest we do it?"

 "Simple," Vir said, with a surprisingly malicious smile. "We tilt."

 chapter 19

 In his cell deep beneath the palace, his body aching with aworld of pain, G'Kar heard something faintly
that sounded agreat deal like cheering. As near as he could tell, it was sometype of a massive rally. He
had heard sounds like that before, andassumed it to be some sort of religious meeting. They liked their
religious meetings, the Centauri did. It was a way to bolster thespirit of a people whose main occupation
seemed to be endeav­oring to dash the spirits of others.

 Still, every so often, whenever he heard such things, he won­dered whether he was eventually going to
be made the subject ofone. He could see himself being pulled out on a cart or some-such, to their great
temple, bound from head to toe, being peltedby overripe fruit along the way. Once at the temple he
woulddoubtless be subjected to assorted torture devices, hoping towring a scream from him, as Cartagia
had, before he died ahideous death. Curiously, he was certain at this point that he wouldn't mind such a
fate. At least he would know where hestood. As it was now, the daily beatings and torments were wear­
ing quite thin on him. The novelty was wearing off on his cap­tors, as well; despite everything they had
done, they had notbeen able to elicit the slightest sound out of him.

 He wouldn't give them the satisfaction.

 There was one thing he was at least grateful for: that JohnSheridan had not done some damned fool
thing, like sendingsomeone to Centauri Prime in a vain effort to rescue him. Oreven showing up himself.
He knew Sheridan all too well, knewit was the kind of stunt he was likely to pull. But apparentlyhe had
not done so. He'd probably had the impulse, but coolerheads had prevailed. Thank G'Quan for that. The
knowledge that

  

 Sheridan and Delenn were nowhere near this insanity broughthim some measure of comfort.

 In their cell beneath the palace, Sheridan and Delenn heardsomething faintly that sounded a great deal
like cheering.

 "Sounds like they're having a party up there," Sheridan com­mented. They were the first words he had



spoken in some time.

 "Do you think it involves us?" Delenn asked. She noticedsome sort of vermin crawling around in the
corner of the cell,and did her best to ignore it.

 Sheridan noticed where she was looking. Without a thought,he walked over and stepped on it. "You
mean do I think he'sgoing to trot us out, his prize prisoners, and lord it over us? Isthat what I think?"

 "Yes."

 "Yeah, I think that's what he's going to do." Sheridan looked haggard, as did Delenn, and for good
reason. Their captors hadnot been especially kind to them, depriving them of food andwater,
endeavoring to extract information about the Alliance's armed might. Neither of them had said anything to
that point,and they had no intention of doing so.

 Yet Delenn couldn't help but be apprehensive. The Centauri efforts at extracting information from them
had, thus far, beenfairly mild. She was sure they could do a lot worse, and she hadsaid as much to
Sheridan.

 "My guess," he had replied, "is that their more 'efficient'methods wouldn't leave us in especially good
shape. Perhaps noteven very recognizable as ourselves. And they may want the op­tion of maintaining at
least a semblance of...I don't know ...mercy. Having a mindless shell of President Sheridan speakingout
on their behalf isn't going to convince many people."

 It seemed to make sense to her, but nevertheless she couldn'thelp but feel that something worse was
going to be forthcoming.And when they heard the crowd noises outside, she began towonder whether or
not this might be it.

 She said something softly, and Sheridan looked at her."What? What did you say?"

 "Nothing."

 "Delenn." He sighed. "People don't mutter things under their

 breath because they don't want to be heard. They do it becausethey do want to be heard."

 "You should not have come here," she said finally.

 "What?"

 "When that monster . .. Lione ... contacted us, told us thatthey had David . . . that we were to come here
at once, directly, informing no one, or else they would kill him...Ishould havecome on my own."

 "Don't be ridiculous," he said.

 But she wouldn't be dismissed. "It is not ridiculous," she in­formed him. "I should have come here as an
effort to try to con­vince them of the insanity of their actions. Try to reason withthem. But you should
have remained behind."

 "Send my wife to do something that I'm afraid to do?" Heshook his head fiercely. "Sorry, Delenn. Call
me old-fashioned,but it just doesn't work that way."



 "Why?" she demanded, her ire rising. "Because you're aman? A Human male? How typical! You have to
throw yourselfinto the heart of danger when every reasonable assessment of thesituation says that you
should stay behind. John, it was foolish­ness! You're the president of the Alliance, and you delivered
yourself to our enemies! The Alliance needs you!"

 "You're the one who should have stayed, Delenn! You coulddo the Alliance far more good than I could.
I tried to talk you into staying behind-"

 "I'm David's mother, in Valen's name!"

 "Hah!" he said triumphantly. "Now who's being typicallyHuman! And you don't even have as good an
excuse as I do! Weboth know that, if it's the Alliance you're so concerned about,you were the logical
one to stay behind."

 "How can you say that?"

 "Because you'd be around longer! I've only got a few moreyears left!"

 And there it was.

 Delenn suddenly felt the coldness in the cell more than shehad before. She looked down and away from
him, because sheknew it to be true. He had acknowledged the terrible truth thathad preyed upon her,
and somehow made it all the worse.

 "I'm sorry, Delenn," he said softly.

  

  

 And she turned and thumped him on the chest. It didn't hurt,but it startled him. The fury exploded from
her.

 "You're sorry?You 're sorry I Don't you understand anything,John? I know I should have remained
behind! That I should havelet you do this on your own! But I couldn't refuse to come and risk
condemning our son to death, because he's the part of youthat will live on! And I couldn't be separated
from you because,with the dwindling years we have left to us, every day-every second-becomes infinitely
precious. Whether we live or die,all that mattered to me was that we did it together! How utterly, utterly
stupid and shortsighted was that?"

 He took her in his arms. "Completely," he said. "Can't you seehow much I hate you for it?" He tilted her
chin back with onefinger and kissed her upturned lips. She returned the kiss as if itwere going to be their
last.

 And then there was a rattling at the door. Several guards pre­sented themselves and walked directly
toward Sheridan.

 "No!" Delenn cried out.

 They grabbed Sheridan by either arm, forestalling any chancehe might have at trying to pull away. She



cried out his name, andhe called back, "No, Delenn! Don't show them any weakness!"before he was
hauled out of the room.

 The door remained open. For a moment, Delenn thought thatsomehow they had actually overlooked the
fact that she was stillin there. Or perhaps they were so confident that it never occurredto them that she
might make a break for it.

 But as quickly as those hopes went through her mind, they were dashed when she heard footsteps
approaching the door.And then she took a step back, startled, when a figure in gleam­ing white
appeared. He looked almost heaven-sent in thataspect.

 "Hello, Delenn," he said. He turned to the guards at the doorand indicated that the door should be shut
behind them.

 "Highness, are you sure?" one of the guards asked.

 "No. But one of the perks of being a highness is that people must obey your orders, even when there's
no certainty in yourmind at all. Doit."

 The door closed, and he turned to Delenn.

 "I felt you would be able to talk more freely if we were alone. Now then," he said. "Let us chat."

 G'Kar heard a noise at his door and stood. He was certain thatthis was going to be it. And he steeled
himself for the escape at­tempt he knew he would have to make, no matter how hopeless itwas.
Whenever they entered his cell, they always did so withenough restraints, shock prods, and such to
control a dozenNarn. But today he would have to display strength on a par withmore than that, for he
knew in his heart that he would not haveanother opportunity.

 But then the door opened only slightly, and instead of some­one coming in to pull him out, a body was
shoved in. It stumbledand fell, and the door slammed shut.

 G'Kar squinted with his one eye. Only a small bit of lightfiltered through the tiny window in the door. The
sounds of thecrowd were getting louder, reaching a fever pitch, it seemed,only to get louder still. And
then his new cellmate stood, steady­ing himself a moment, then trying to make out the other personhe
sensed in the darkness. "Hello? Who's there?"

 G'Kar heard that distinctive voice and, to his own surprise,laughed softly.

 Sheridan took a step into the meager light and peered into thegloom. "G'Kar? Is that... you?"

 The Narn thought about just the right thing to say, given thecircumstances.

 "Please tell me," he said finally, "that you brought a deck ofcards."

 Londo simply stood there, regarding her for a long moment."No hug?" he asked.

 "Have you come here to gloat, Londo?" she asked icily. "Orperhaps you would like me to thank you,
after sixteen years, forthe lovely present you gave David."

 "That won't be necessary." To her surprise, it seemed as if hecouldn't look her in the eye.



 "Were you pleased with yourself when you did that?" sheasked. She knew this was precisely the wrong
tack to take. Any­thing from pleading to wheedling would probably serve herbetter, but she was so
consumed with fury that she could notcontain herself. "Dooming a child not yet born, to a monstrous

  

  

 fate . . . was that something you did routinely, or was it speciallyreserved just for us?"

 "You were my friends," he said.

 "Then may the gods have mercy on your enemies."

 "They actually seem to, now that you mention it," he com­mented thoughtfully. "My enemies seem to fare
much betterthan my friends. Everyone I have ever loved, or felt close to, hascome to a bad end, whereas
those who oppose me thrive. Perhapsthe gods are already carrying through on your wishes, Delenn."

 "If they are, then David would be free, we would be gone, and you would all be punished for what you
have done."

 "It may very well be...that that can be arranged. The first two, at least. The third, well," and he rolled his
eyes, "we willhave to leave that in the hands of others, I fear."

 For a moment, just one blessed moment, she felt hope stirring."Are you saying... that David, John, and I
will be freed?"

 "David... yes. I believe I can arrange that. You and your hus­band, however," and he shook his head
gravely. "You desired tobe gone. Well... dead is gone. It will, at least, end your tormentThat is the most I
can offer you."

 "You're the emperor," she said. "I would have thoughtnothing beyond your abilities."

 "I would have thought that, too. Odd how things do not alwayswork out the way one hopes."

 "You said David could be freed. How? What do you get outof it?"

 "Information."

 She snorted. It was a most un-Delenn-like sound. "I knew it.Well, you will have no more luck with-"

 But he was waving his hands, endeavoring to quiet her. "This is information you will part with, I think. It
will not, in any way,compromise the security of the Interstellar Alliance. I wouldsuspect that what I desire
to know is so old that it can be of nouse to anyone but me."

 "Old?" She looked with curiosity at him.

 "I am interested...in the beginning," he said. "The begin­ning of all.. . this," and he gestured around himself
as if to en­compass the totality of existence. "It started with theEarth-Minbari War. It started with your
people, really. Yours and



 the Humans. I know our side...I know the Humans' side...Iwould like to hear your side."

 "Why?"

 "Because, Delenn," he said with the air of someone who wasreleasing a great weight from himself, "when
one does not see much of a future for himself, one becomes more and more in­trigued by the past. I
wish... to know these things. To fill in thegaps of my knowledge. My recollections of recent times fade in
and out. I keep a journal from time to time, and that is all thatpreserves me, because I look at the entries
several days later andcannot recall the incidents that prompted them. But my memoryof times long past,
ah ..." and he waggled a finger at her, "thatremains, clear and pure. But it is only partial knowledge. I
desireto know the rest. And you can tell me."

 "And if I do this thing.. . then David is free."

 "I will see to it. His main importance was to get you here."

 "That... thing on his neck. That will be removed from him?"

 He hesitated. "I suspect," he said, "that if I tried to lie to younow, you would know. So I will be honest
with you: I cannot guarantee that, no. I will try. I will present a case, plead for it.Say that he has suffered
enough. All I can promise you, though,is that he will be free ... and safe. It is the best I can offer you,
Delenn."

 She wanted to ask him to whom he would present such a case,but she suspected that she would not
receive an answer. Hermind racing, she weighed her options . . . and discovered that, intruth, she had
precious few.

 "What do you want to know?" she said finally.

 "Everything."

 So she told him everything. It took some minutes, and itseemed as if she had to keep raising her voice as
the cheers andshouts from outside grew louder still. He nodded, listening care­fully, asking questions here
and there. Finally she finished andthere was silence for quite some time, punctuated only by thecrowd's
huzzahs.

 "You .. . were responsible," he whispered. He seemed over­whelmed by the idea. "You were
responsible for the Earth-Minbari War."

 "Not solely. But. . . yes. Had I counseled differently ... had I not been caught up in the moment... it
would not have

  

  

 happened. Then again-" she shrugged "-perhaps had I voteddifferently, others of the Grey Council might
have changed theirvote. Or the military might have staged a holy war, unapprovedby the Council, out of
vengeance. It is possible that it might haveoccurred anyway. But...in this reality ... yes. The stain is onmy
soul. I have spent much of my life endeavoring to cleanse it. I do not know, even now, how successful I



have been."

 "You did what you thought was right for your people . . . andmillions died because of it."

 "Yes."

 To her surprise, he laughed softly. "It may very well be, De-lenn . . . that we have more in common than
either of us hasthought...or is ready to admit."

 And suddenly an explosion from overhead nearly deafenedthem.

 Delenn looked up in the general direction of the sound, and the screams that were accompanying them.
"In Valen's name,"she whispered, "what's happening?"

 Displaying remarkable sangfroid, as if nothing was capable ofsurprising him anymore, Londo speculated,
"I would guess thatwe are under attack. This may be your lucky day, Delenn," hesaid grimly. "The
punishment you desired may well be upon us.You could wind up getting all three of your wishes sooner
thanyou anticipated."

 chapter 20

 Durla stood next to Vallko, amazed and impressed that theminister of spirituality was able to work up
the crowd to this de­gree of ardor.

 Vallko, Durla, and other ministers were standing on the stepsthat led into the temple. The courtyard and
the streets nearbywere absolutely packed. It might very well have been that everyCentauri in the capital
city was there, for word had spread thatthis was not going to be just another spiritual rally. Oh, those
were exciting and uplifting enough, of course, but the rumorsflying throughout the city implied that some
special announce­ment would be made, one that was to be a culmination of yearsof effort. Probably the
only Centauri who were not present werethe permanent guards stationed around the Tower of Power,
some of the palace staff... and, of course, the emperor himself.Durla had informed him of the plans for the
day, and incredibly,the emperor had elected not to come. "It is your performance,Durla," he had said. "I
would rather not be seen as simply yourassistant." That was fine with Durla. The more the focus was on
him, the more he liked it.

 Durla could not have asked for a better day. The sky was pureblue, not a cloud disturbing the vista. In
the near distance, theTower of Power stretched toward the sky, proud and unbending, as if pointing the
way to greatness.

 He knew that in hyperspace, even as Vallko spoke of the prouddestiny that awaited Centauri Prime, the
ships were waiting. By this time, they were at their stations, awaiting only the go-aheadfrom Durla to start
their assault. But Durla had time. Standingon the edge of history, he wanted to savor the moment a while
longer, as one studies a particularly succulent meal and appreci­ates it before carving into it. A worldwide
communications web

  

 was, even now, transmitting this rally on a narrow-cast beam intohyperspace. There, in front of all of
Centauri Prime, Durlawould give the codes that would signal the attack. Once and forall, the people
would indisputably link with him the cominggreatness that was the destiny of Centauri Prime.



 "For many years now, we have taken back what was ours, bitby bit," Vallko proclaimed. "We have
done so through the sweatand endeavors of true Centauri." Again, for about the thirtiethtime since he had
begun his speech an hour ago, cheers andchants interrupted him. He allowed them to build and die down
before continuing, "We have worked together...we have ful­filled the desires of the Great Maker, and we
have shaped thedestiny that is, by rights, ours!" More cheers, more waiting."Because our work is pure . .
. because the Centauri way is theright way ... because we have resisted the impurities that otluraces
would bring to us...we have been lifted up, elevated to,,position that is unrivaled in our history!"

 Durla nodded, smiling, but feeling a bit impatient. As ifsensing his thoughts, Vallko said, "I leave it now to
your belovedprime minister, Durla, to bring you to the next step in our his­tory. For remember that it is
his visions of what we should be thathave guided us to where we are.. . and what we will become."

 This was the loudest cheer of all, the welcoming cheer forDurla. At least, that was how he perceived it.
He stood at the topof the great steps, his arms outstretched the way they had beenwhen he had
witnessed the ships departing for their gloriousquest. The cheering washed over him like a physical wave.
"My friends . . ." he began.He got no further.

 The massive explosion ripped through the air, startling andterrifying the entire crowd. Then another
explosion, and a third,and everyone looked to the skies, screaming, convinced thatdeath was being
rained down upon them once again.

 It was Lione who saw it first. "The Tower!" he shrieked, andpointed.

 Sure enough, the Tower of Power was crumbling. Chargesblasted up from beneath, enveloping it, the
lack of windowscausing the force of the explosion to be contained. Smoke blewout of newly formed
cracks, rubble flew, and then the entireupper section began to tilt even as the lower half collapsed.

 "Impossible! Impossible!" Lione clearly couldn't believewhat he was seeing. "There are guards...no one
could getclose enough...no one-"

 Another explosion ripped straight up the middle, and the en­tire upper section was blown apart. Debris
hurtled everywhere.People screamed, trying to run, unable to move because theywere so packed in.
Vallko's and Durla's cries for calm didnothing to stem the tide.

 Then the first of the bodies fell to the ground, having beenhurled a great distance by the force of the
blast. Impressively, it was mostly intact, but that lasted only until it landed on thetemple stairs with a
disgusting noise. At that point the bodysmashed apart like an overripe melon. But even in that condi­tion,
everyone could see that it was not a Centauri body.

 And more started to plummet from overhead, and they weren'teven close to intact. Heads, arms, legs,
torsos, all grey and scaly,cloaked in shreds of black cloth, spewing down from the skies asif a gigantic
pustule had been popped.

 A hole gaped in the ceiling of the catacombs, exposing themto sunlight for the first time in their history.
The area directlyabove had once been the foundation for the Tower of Power;now there was nothing but
the tattered remains of the groundwhere Renegar's explosives had blasted apart the Tower from
underneath.

 Renegar clambered down from the surface and turned to Viras the others held their collective breath.
"Well?" Vir demanded."What's happening?"



 "It's raining Drakh," Renegar said.

 "Good." Vir turned to Adi. "All right, Adi. Time for phase two.Tap into the broadcast web. Now."

 What had seconds before been pure pandemonium had in­credibly, eerily, fallen into silence, a silence
that was even more deafening than the shouting had been. The Centauri were look­ing in wonder at the
alien creatures who were suddenly in theirmidst, albeit in pieces.

 "Wha-what is . . ." Kuto, the minister of information,couldn't comprehend what he was seeing.

 Lione turned to Durla, kicking aside the remains of the body

  

  

 that had landed nearby. All the blood was draining from his face."You. . . you said the upper portions of
the tower were to be keptempty . .. for expansion...no one was to go up there, not evenme...Were these
... these . . ."

 "Quiet!" Durla said urgently. "I have to think...I..."

 That was when a gigantic hologram appeared before them,much like the one of Londo some fifteen
years earlier, and Durlafar more recently. But this was someone whom Durla had not re­motely
expected. Whom no one had expected.

 "Cotto," Durla snarled.

 "My fellow Centauri," the gigantic image of Vir boomedthroughout the world. "I am Vir Cotto. I am the
leader of a resis­tance movement called the Legions of Fire. We have knownfor some time that it is not
the leaders-specifically, the primeminister-of Centauri Prime who have been shaping your des­tinies. It is
these beings ... the Drakh. Servants of the Shadows.Monstrous beings."

 "This is broadcasting everywhere!" Durla practically howledat Kuto. "Shut it down! Find a way!"

 "The people of Centauri Prime have been used. Duped. TheDrakh played upon our nationalistic feelings
in order to useyou-to use us-as cat's-paws to strike against the Alliance. An Alliance that goes against
everything they want to see happen inknown space. They are a disease that has been slowly rottingus...
and we did not even know that we were sick. But now youknow. It has not been Centauri Prime for
Centauri. It has notbeen the clear vision of a people, or even of the 'visionary' primeminister. He has been
duped. You have all been duped.

 "And to all the member worlds of the Alliance, know that theaggression you have seen from Centauri
Prime has been nothingbut the cold, manipulating tactics of an evil race. We are as muchvictims as you.
We are-"

 At that moment, the image of Vir Cotto blinked out. And thensomething monstrous came through the
sky, something black and frightening, and-in the heads of everyone below-thereseemed to be something
akin to a scream as it flashed past.

 The ship drove straight toward the vast hole that had been cre­ated by the explosion. Then, from the



vessel, a small army ofDrakh descended, heading right for the now-exposed tunnels.

 The Drakh poured into the catacombs, weapons at the ready.And when they arrived, they found no one
there. At least, no oneat the point of entry.

 "Spread out!" the order came down, and the Drakh movedevery which way through the catacombs,
searching for Vir Cottoand the others, certain they were facing a small force of peoplewho could quickly
be obliterated.

 They were wrong.

 For suddenly, from every discernible direction, Centauri camecharging forward. They were servants and
soldiers attachedto the Houses. They were scholars. They were poets. They weresubversives,
philosophers, writers. But under the direction,planning, and supervision of Vir Cotto, they were warriors
all.Moreover, they were warriors who had thoroughly familiarizedthemselves with every twist and turn of
the catacombs.

 The split troops of the Drakh were cut off from one another. Inwhat could only be considered the height
of irony, they were lostin the dark.

 And then there was much screaming. Amazingly, little of it in­volved Centauri voices.

  

 chapter 21

 Mariel watched in amazement from the balcony. She hadheard the explosions, the same as everyone
else. She gaped inastonishment, watched the Tower of Power disintegrate. She sawdistant, non-Centauri
bodies falling through the air in assortedbits and pieces. Something smacked against the wall just to her
left. It was a single small piece of grey flesh. She stared at it inwonderment as it hung there.

 And then she heard the voice-that magnificent voice, thatpowerful voice-and the image, like a vision
from the GreatMaker himself. Vir-her Vir-speaking to the people of Centauri Prime, telling them what
was happening, stepping forwardinto the position of leadership that she had always known herightly
deserved.

 Then she saw the dark ship descending, and terror descendedupon her, as well. Instinctively she knew
who and what theywere, and what they intended for Vir. She saw them stream downinto the blast point.

 There was no way to help Vir. Nothing she could do.

 Then she realized that there was. She ran quickly into her bed­room, closed the door behind her,
dropped to her knees.

 "Please, Great Maker," she whispered, "I will give anything,do anything, sacrifice anything, but please let
Vir be all right.Save him. And save Londo. I tried to do him ill and, in so doing,upset Vir, and I repent of
that. I repent of it all, please ..."

 That, and similar sentiments were all she voiced for someminutes, until she heard shouting from the main
room. First and foremost came Durla's voice, and then she heard others, as well.She heard the voices of
Castig Lione, and Kuto, and there was Vallko, and Munphis, the minister of education. They were all



  

 talking at once, and it was difficult to make them out, until Durlashouted them down.

 "This cannot be!" he bellowed. "It is a trick! A hideous trick!"

 "You saw!" Lione shouted back. "We all saw! The Drakh.Great Maker, Durla, the Drakh!"

 "You will address me as prime minister!"

 "How can it be a trick?" It was Vallko, and he sounded likea broken man, someone whose faith had
been shattered. "Wesaw. . . that ship, the Drakh, here in the heart of the city..."

 "A trick, I tell you, put together by Cotto!"

 "Prime Minister, it makes no sense!"That was Kuto speaking."We saw them! We saw the Drakh attack!
Drakh bodies fallingfrom the Tower, Drakh warriors from the skies...it's..."

 "Face it, Prime Minister ... you've been used. We all have,"Lione said.

 Durla's voice was trembling with fury. "You will not standthere and tell me that my vision for Centauri
Prime was some­thing manufactured by an alien race!"

 "Great Maker take your visions!" Lione snapped. "I'm tellingyou, we've been used!" There were mutters
of agreement.

 "I have trouble believing that you are my cabinet. My minis­ters, those I trusted." Durla's voice sounded
like a mixture ofdisgust and sorrow. "That you would turn on me now, at our mo­ment of greatest
triumph..."

 "Triumph! A war on the entire Alliance that was planned by a race who were servants of the Shadows!"
That was the nor­mally reticent Munphis speaking up. "Who knows what theirlong-term plans are! It
could very well be that they're looking tous to smash the Alliance for them . . . and they, in turn, will con­
quer us!"

 "We are Centauri Prime! We will never be conquered again!And I will not allow the trickery of the
'Legions of Fire,' andCotto, and these imaginary Drakh to dissuade me from mycourse! I have planned
this for far too long, done too much, to letit end here and now!"

 She heard footsteps then, quick movements. "Durla, what areyou doing?" It was Vallko's voice. He
sounded as if he wasstarting to come out of his shock.

 "This is my backup transmitter. We had to shut down the

  

 world web to take Cotto's rants off-line, but this will still get medirectly to the ships. The attack will go
on as planned."

 "You're insane! We can't! We have to wait, to get this sortedout-"



 "That's what they want us to do, Lione! Wait! Because time ison the side of the Alliance! Cotto has
convinced them, just ashe has you, that we are the tools of a malevolent race! They willerect defenses
against us! Be ready for us!" There was a tone ofmounting desperation. "Besides, if the go-codes are not
given within the next seventy-two hours, the fleet will stand down!They will think that something is
wrong-"

 "Somethingis wrong!" Vallko was getting more strident. "Itmay well be that nothing is what it has
seemed! I have spentyears, Durla, telling the people that the future of the Centauripeople is in our own
hands. We have seen evidence today thatthat may not be the case!"

 "And how much of that did you know, eh?" Lione demanded.Their voices were moving around, making
it clear that theywere circling each other. "Why did you instruct that the upperfloors of the Tower remain
off limits? 'Reserved for future ex­pansion.' You knew, didn't you. You knew that our symbol of destiny
was... infested with those creatures!"

 "I knew no such thing! It was part of my vision, I tell you-"

 "A vision given you by the Drakh! Open your eyes and see thetruth, Durla!" Lione shouted. "You've
been used! Your power stems, not from any divine vision, but from notions planted inyour skull by the
Drakh! It's the only answer!"

 And suddenly there was a deathly quiet. When Durla spokeagain, it was with a soft and frightening
conviction. "There is,"he said, "another answer."

 "Durla, put that down," Kuto said warningly, although Mariel had no idea what he was referring to.

 "And that answer is that you're all in league with Cotto. Ishould have seen it earlier. All of you, trying to
tear me downJealous of me. Planting those fake bodies, getting in league withthose. . . 'Drakh'...to
discredit me. Yes...jealous of me. Andtraitors, all of you."

 As one, the ministers shouted out, and then Mariel heard theblasts. She clapped her hands to her ears,
crying out, as the deathscreams and the sounds of weapon fire filled the air. It seemed to

 go on forever, although, in truth, it lasted only a few seconds.And then there was silence once more.

 Very tentatively, afraid of what she would see, Mariel openedthe door.

 Durla was standing there, and contrary to what she had ex­pected, he looked exceedingly calm. His
hand was at his side,holding a plasma charge blaster. The floor was light red, thick with blood, and the
bodies of the ministers were strewn about.Several of them had their eyes open, and they all seemed quite
surprised, yet for all their astonishment they were no less dead.

 Slowly Durla turned and saw Mariel standing there. Without a word he raised his weapon and aimed it
at her. "Do you," he saidsteadily, "stand against me, too?"

 She shook her head.

 He smiled. "That's good. That's very good, my love. I would have hated if you had." He looked around
at the carnage with asort of distant sadness. "I was afraid this would happen. That'swhy I sent the guards
away. I had hoped it would turn out differ­ently but...not everything can. They didn't understand. Noneof



them did."

 She saw the transmitting equipment nearby. She stepped deli­cately over the fallen body of Lione, and
said softly, "I under­stand. I didn't used to but. .. now I do." She was within six feetof him . .. five . ..
walking slowly, almost slinking...

 "That's good. That's very good. Would you like to watch,Mariel?"

 "Watch?" She froze at four feet.

 "Watch me transmit the codes that will launch the attack."

 "Of course, my love."

 He turned back to the transmitter and began to manipulate thecontrols.

 Three feet. . . two...

 Suddenly he turned and aimed his weapon at her. "I don't be­lieve you," he said, and fired.

 At point-blank range, he should not have missed. But Marieltwisted out of the way, the bolt barely
grazing her hip, and thenshe was upon him. She grabbed at the gun with both hands,shoving it away from
her, trying to shake it out of his hands, asDurla struggled against her. He shoved her away, tried to aim
quickly, but slipped on the blood. Mariel leaped desperately,

  

  

  

 landed full on top of him, momentarily knocking the wind out ofhim, and they rolled across the floor. The
gun fired wide, rico­cheting harmlessly off the wall.

 Durla managed to get to his feet, and Mariel clung on, like a spider holding on to a wind-tossed web.
They were away fromthe blood, moving toward the balcony, and Mariel had a bettergrip on his gun hand
this time. But Durla grabbed her trailinglength of hair, twisting it around his free hand. She let out a howlof
pain but did not let go.

 "Stupid cow!" he howled as they staggered about. "I remadethe world for you!"

 "But I won't let you end it for me!" she cried out.

 Her strength, her resolve, momentarily lessened, and then shethought of every time he'd struck her, every
time she'd submittedto his abuse, and a fire of fury boiled through her veins. Marielpushed back, as hard
as she could, one desperate shove.

 Durla's back hit the balcony railing, and he overbalanced, flip­ping over. An eight-story drop yawned
beneath him. He let out ashriek of alarm, his fingers still firmly entangled in her hair. Hedropped the gun
and clawed at the air, and then he tumbled overthe edge of the balcony. And Mariel, entangled in his
grasp likesome sort of perverse lovers' embrace, went with him.



 As she fell, she felt some small degree of pleasure that he wasscreaming and she was not.

 Londo. .. Vir... look! I'm flying at lastwas the final thoughtacross her mind before the ground rushed up
to meet them.

 EXCERPTED FROM

 THE CHRONICLES OF LONDO MOLLARI.

 Excerpt dated (approximate Earth date)

 January 1,2278.

 "Shiv'kala. Not dead, I see? Pity."

 I have no idea what prompted me to sound quite as jovial as I did. It was probably the sight of the
Tower of Power lying in ruin and rubble out in the town.

 Shiv'kala, for his part, seemed positively disconcerted. How long I had waitedto see him that way. He
was covering it as best as he could, to preserve what he fan­ cied as his dignity and mysterious reserve.
But we had been "together" too long. I could tell that he was trying not to panic, and only barely
succeeding.

 He had appeared, as always, out of the shadows in my inner sanctum. I still did not know how he had
gotten there and, frankly, had stopped caring." No, Londo...still not dead," he whispered. "And not for
want of trying by your.. .associates."

 "Are you implying that I had something to do with this?" I demanded. "How would you suggest I did
that? Your little friend watches me at all times. If I were helping to run an underground rebellion, I think
you would have known."

 He advanced on me, his red eyes burning into me. "You always keep certain thoughts buried just below
the surface, Londo. The keeper senses it, even if he can do nothing about it. I suspect they may have to
do with your 'associates'..."

 "Again that word. I am emperor. I work with any number of people. I remind youthat your precious
Durla is as much my associate as Vir."

 "Not anymore. Durla is dead."

 That brought me up short. "Dead?" I whispered. "When?"

 "Moments ago. After he annihilated his ministry. He fell to his death off a bal­cony, locked in combat
with his wife."

 I had been standing, but suddenly the strength went from me. I sagged into a chair andfor just a moment
I had a mental picture of Mariel when I first saw her. Young and beautiful, and even though it was an
arranged marriage and I wanted to

 hate her out-of-hand, I was transfixed by her comeliness. I could not have known the future, of course.



Could not have known what she would become...or what I would become. And now...now...

 "fvlariel," I whispered.

 "She stopped Durla before he could issue the go-codes to launch the strikeagainst the Alliance,"
Shiv'kalasaid, sounding rather bitter. "You must attend to it."

 It took me a moment to focus on what he was saying. "I must attend to... what?"

 "You must order trie ships to launch against the Alliance worlds. The invasion can still go forward..."

 "Are you mad? Yes, I think you must be. Shiv'kala...it is over." I managed tostand, because for this I
wanted to be on my feet. I wanted to be eye to eye with him, not backing down. "Your involvement with
our affairs, your manipulation...it isall out in the open now. The people of Centauri Prime will never
support-"

 "They will support what you tell them to support, Londo. With Durla gone, with the ministry gone, it is
you to whom the people will turn. Rudderless, they will be looking for a captain to take control of the
ship of state. You are the emperor. You are still sealed in their minds as the one who freed them from
Cartagia, the one who subjugated the Narn, at least for a time. The people will follow you. The ships will
attend to you. Even though you do not know the specific passwords and codes, the military will still
respect your authority. You can order them to move and they will obey..."

 "And what of the revelation of the Drakh involvement?" I said bitterly. "How do I explain that, on a
world of Centauri Prime for Centauri?"

 "We were your secret allies."

 "You controlled us! Controlled me!"

 "Lie, Mollari. It's what you're good at. Duplicity is the single most prevalent product that Centauri Prime
exports. Say that you sought us out. Say that we of­fered our services. Say whatever you wish, but say
something-"

 "You want me to say something? Very well. I will say something," and I ad­vanced on him. "Leave my
world. You have done enough damage."

 "Have we?" His eyes narrowed. "Have you forgotten the further damage we can do?"

 It was at that point that my instincts as a card player kicked in. Because I knew precisely what he was
referring to. I knew he was speaking of the bombs that he and his people had claimed to have planted
throughout Centauri Prime. Bombs that they had been holding over my head to keep me in line all these
years.

 But I was certain at that point that Vir and his people had found them, defused them. He had been so
thorough in so many other matters. Either that...or they had never existed in the first place. It was the
latter that I was becoming more and

 more convinced of-for, as I said, my card-playing instincts told me Shiv'kala wasbluffing.

 "You must realize," I said carefully, "that it is indeed over. That this cannot con­tinue. You can flood me



with pain until I cannot stand, you can isolate me so that I cannot speak. You can use me as your public
face and puppet ruler, but really... what is to be accomplished by this? It will not even work on the
surface, for if you subsume my mind, turn me into nothing more than a shell who is your mouth­piece. .
.the people will know.

 "They know how I speak, how I carry myself. They will be alert to further Drakhmanipulation. If I am
not myself... either they will know, or at the very least they will be sufficiently suspicious that they will not
heed me.

 "And then there is your own presence. Knowing that you are here, at the veryleast the Humans will
come for you all. Even as we speak, they may well be assem­ bling a fleet for an assault. After all, you
did introduce a plague into their Home-world. The surviving Humans are not gently disposed toward you.
And if you thinkthat they will be worried about the prospect of some Centauri dying during an as­sault on
a Drakh-held world, then you'd be well-advised to think again."

 He actually looked away. He was unable to hold my gaze. I sounded conciliatory-an impressive feat-as I
said, "You have always struck me as a race who does what needs to be done, but no more. You are not
bloodthirsty. You are not barbarians. You have a purpose to serve, and you serve it. Annihilating my
people simply out of a fit of pique, in the face of a hopeless cause...it makes no sense. It goes against the
grain of the Drakh."

 And he looked back at me with grim amusement in his eyes. "After all this time," he sighed, "how little
you know us."

 It was at that horrific moment, a moment that will always be frozen in time forme, that I knew I had
badly miscalculated.

 I was not even aware of the explosion when it actually occurred. All I knew was that one moment I was
standing, and the next, I was on the floor. There was a ringing in my ears, and even though my eyes were
wide open, all I saw was white­ness. I was flash-blinded.

 Then a wave of heat swept over me, blasting in through my balcony, and wind so furious that it knocked
everything off my walls and pushed me halfway acrossthe floor.

 I staggered to my feet, reaching out, trying to find something to hold on to so that I could get my
bearings. A hand grasped mine. It was gray and scaly and cold to the touch, and I yanked it away
quickly. I heard a low laugh, and I knew it wasShiv'kala's.

 "You...you bastards..."I whispered.

 My vision was starting to clear, and what I saw was beyond horrific. Fully half of

  

 the capital city was in flaming ruins. It was as bad as, if not worse than, when we had been attacked
years earlier. A charnel smell wafted on the wind to me. The sky was already black with smoke, flames
licking up toward the obscured clouds.

 I reached out, as if somehow I could scoop up my people in my hand, preservethem, save them, turn
back the hands of time and make it not have happened. And I heard voices crying out to me,Londo,
Londo, why have you forsaken us?\ could not tell if they were real or if they were imagined, but



beyond question, they weremy fault, my responsibility, on my head.

 I had gambled with their lives, and I had lost.

 "That," Shiv'kala said in a voice from beyond the grave, "was one third of the bombs we have planted.
What you see here before you is merely representative of what has occurred throughout your world.
Here is what you will do. Are you lis­tening, Londo?"

 "Yes,"! whispered.

 "You will bring Sheridan up here. You will show him the damage that was done, and you will make clear
to him that these are crimes for which he and he alone bears responsibility... because he has been
working in concert with the Legionsof Fire."

 "You intend...for me to blame this destruction on Vir?"

 "Of course," said Shiv'kala. "He has already taken credit for destroying onemonument. It is obvious that
he will go to any lengths to satisfy his hatred of us, re­ gardless of the cost. Next...are you listening,
Londo?"

 I nodded. I tried to hold my breath against the smell of burning flesh, and whenI was unable to, I
dry-heaved. Shiv'kala did not appear to notice, or care.

 "After that, you will have Sheridan executed. Then you will have Delenn exe­cuted. I want the
executions done separately, since I've no desire for people to see them drawing strength from each other
in their last moments. Then you will find Vir Cotto, if he still lives, and execute him. And then you will
inform the fleet that theassault against the Alliance is to be carried out.

 "You are right about one thing, however: If we remain, there will doubtless be astrike launched against
Centauri Prime. So we will make a show of departing, to put the Alliance off its guard. But once the
Alliance is in disarray, we will return, to make Centauri Prime the cornerstone of the new Drakh Entire."

 "Not Vir, "(whispered.

 He looked at me most oddly. "What?"

 "I will not execute Vir. Nor will you. I will not stand in the way of what the people do, but he will not die
by my hand, nor at the hands of the Drakh."

 "Now you are the insane one, Londo." His voice rose. "Look at your city! Look at your world! It lies in
ruins because you misjudged us, and you would still dictateterms?"

  

  

  

 "You will grant me this," I said tightly, "or Marie! and Durla wiil not be the only ones who die off a
balcony this day."



 He seemed ready to argue it, but suddenly became impatient. "Very well," he said. "Do as you have
been ordered, and Cotto will be spared. The odds are that he is dead anyway. And if he is not, well...
the people will attend to him soonenough."

 "Thank you," I said.

 "You see, Londo? Even under such extreme circumstances...you cannot say that the Drakh are totally
without compassion."

 He said a few things more, but I was paying no attention. Instead my thoughts were elsewhere, nearly
twenty years gone, to the words of the techno-mage, Elric. "I see a great hand reaching out of the stars.
The hand is your hand. And I hear sounds...the sounds of billions of people calling your name."

 "My followers," I had whispered in awe.

 And in a voice like ice, he had replied, "Your victims."

 I had always thought-always assumed-that he had been referring to the Narn. I now realized that he had
not. That it was my own people, here and now, crying outfor aid from an emperor whose misjudgment
had resulted in widespread slaughter. I did not plant the bombs...I did not trigger the bombs... but, Great
Maker, I did not stop them, and my people have paid for it.

 I wanted to fly away. To be able to step to the balcony, change into a winged creature, and fly off to
someplace where there was no death, no destruction. No voices calling my name, and no Drakh. I had
waited sixteen years to feel fear and desperation from Shiv'kala, and I had managed it. But my people
had paid a ter­rible, terrible price.

 I had never wanted to be with Mariel at any given time as much as I did at thatmoment.

  

  

  

 chapter 22

 Virgazed in horror at the smoking ruins of the city. A numberof his followers stood at his side, likewise
stunned by what theywere seeing.

 They had emerged from the far end of the catacombs, using asan exit the place where Renegar had first
discovered the tunnels so many years ago, several hundred members of the Legions ofFire, looking
ragged, exhausted, but also grimly triumphant.They had left a sizable number of dead Drakh below them,
andwith any luck those few that remained would wander hopelessly, lost in the maze.

 But any satisfaction the rebels might have taken from their tri­umphs paled next to the aftermath they
were seeing now.

 "The Drakh," he whispered. "They must have done this. Itcould only have been them. .."

 "It certainly redefines the concept of 'sore losers,' " Renegarsaid.



 "There may be more bombs," Finian said grimly. "If you'llexcuse me,I'mgoing to go find them."

 "Now?Now you're going to find them?" an incredulous Virasked. "Why didn't you find them earlier,
before this damagewas done?"

 "We'd always been seeking out Shadow technology. As nearas I can tell, these explosives were of a
more mundane nature.Even I cannot locate that which I do not know exists," Finiantold him. "Leave it to
me now."

 "But-"

 "I said leave it to me," he repeated firmly. And with that, hewalked away.

 "There may be bombs planted all over Centauri Prime,"Renegar said. "How can he get to all of them . .
."

 202

 "He's a techno-mage," Gwynn said airily. "He may be asupremely annoying one, but he is a mage
nonetheless. Don'tunderestimate us."

 Vir stared off into the distance, and said, "Gwynn...I'mheading into the palace. You've got to get me in
there."

 A chorus of"What? " came from all around him.

 "I have to see Londo. Have to speak to him. Make sure he'sallright."

 "Your concern for his safety is laudable," Gwynn said, "butill-timed."

 "No, it's the perfect time. Renegar, you'll be with me, too.You'll coordinate with Dunseny and help get
David Sheridan the hell out of there. The rest of you," and he turned to his followers,"get to the city. Help
where you can. Mount rescue operations, tend to the wounded, bury the dead. Gwynn .. . you're going
tohelp us get inside."

 "How?"

 "You're a techno-mage. I don't underestimate you."

 She smiled, but it looked more like a pained grimace.

 The door to the cell opened, and the guards came in forSheridan. He quickly got to his feet, and
demanded, "What'sgoing on out there? It sounds like a damned war zone!"

 His only response was a quick club to the head, which caused him to sag in their grip. G'Kar took a step
toward them threaten­ingly, but half a dozen shock prods suddenly formed a barrierbetween him and the
guards.

 "Try it, Narn. Just try it," one of them said.



 G'Kar didn't take him up on it, as Sheridan was dragged outof the cell. But while the door was open,
just before it slammed,G'Kar could smell something wafting down the corridor, veryfaintly.

 It was the distant aroma of burning flesh. It was a smell heknew all too well. It had hung in the air around
Narn for months after the Centauri had attacked them with mass drivers.

 "Do unto others," he said softly.

 EXCERPTED FROM

 THE CHRONICLES OF LONDO MOLLARI.

 Excerpt dated (approximate Earth date)

 January 2,2278.

 I had such dreams. Such dreams.

 I dreamt of power and glory and followers. I dreamt of protecting my Home-world from dark invaders.
I dreamt of restoring my great republic to its formerglory. I dreamt of a noble death in battle, with my
hands at the throat of my greatest enemy. I dreamt of love and I dreamt of redemption.

 Such dreams. Such dreams.

 Sheridan looked as if he were in a dream when they brought him before me some hours ago. I have
known John Sheridan for longer than I would have thought possible...and never have I seen him with
such an air of confusion.

 The guards held him in front of me, bracing him firmly. He was shaking hishead, as if he was uncertain of
where he was. I looked to one of the guards and, my face a question, mimed a blow to the head to ask
them if they had somehow beaten him severely, possibly concussing him. The Human skull is such a
fragile thing. But the guard shook his head that he had not, and I had no reason to doubt him. Iam, after
all, such an infinitely trusting soul.

 He looked up at me then and seemed quite surprised. I do not suppose that I canblame him. I have, of
course, seen better days. Still, such a look of shock on his face. One would think he had not seen me for
twenty years. The room was fairlydark, the only lighting provided mostly by the flames of my city dancing
like ghouls outside.

 "... Londo? What...am I doing here... where..."

 I smiled at him grimly. "Welcome back from the abyss, Sheridan. Just in time to die. Your timing, as
always, is quite exceptional."

 I did not think any single being could be as perplexed as that man. Then again, the Human capacity for
bewilderment seems a virtually bottomless fountain.

  

  



 "Londo... what am I doing here..."he said again." What're you..."

 It was necessary to be as forceful as possible. I needed everyone...and every­thing... to know of the
certainty of my forthcoming actions. "What I'm doing is what someone should have done a long time
ago," I told him. "Putting you out of my misery." I coughed slightly, mildly amused at my equally mild
attempt athumor, and then growled, "Fitting punishment for your crimes."

 Wide-eyed, he said, "What crimes? I don't-"

 The man was beginning to annoy me. Naturally I understood his desire to avoid any sort of blame. Why
not? I, who have been blamed throughout my life, whetherjustified or not, could easily comprehend a
desire to avoid once, just once, recrim­ inations being heaped upon me unjustly.

 Nevertheless, I could not let such disingenuousness pass. I nodded to my men, and one of the guards
punched Sheridan hard in the solar plexus. Sheridan wentdown on one knee, gasping. I stooped and
looked into his eyes. I spoke as if I were playing to an audience, and in a way, I was...but it was none of
the people inthis room.

 "The crime of neglect," I told him. "The crime of convenience. During your littlewar, you drove the
Shadows away, oh yes, but you did not think to clean up your mess. If a few of their minions, their dark
servants, came to Centauri Prime, well, where is the harm in that, yes? Hmm?"

 He stared at me blankly. He seemed to have no idea what I was talking about. I began to comprehend
just how this man, in becoming president of the Alliance, had formed himself into the most successful
politician in the history of his race. Apparently his capability for self-denial knew no bounds. If I did not
know better, I would think he had never heard of the Drakh, was unaware of the outcome of the
Shadow War...that, indeed, everything I was saying was news to him.

 And here I thought I was the foremost practitioner of self-delusion of our age.

 "You want to see the harm? Do you?" I asked. Not waiting for an answer, I indi­cated to the guards that
they should bring him to one of the widows. It used tobe that I never had the curtains drawn. That I could
not get enough of the view of the city that my station had afforded me. Now, of course, heavy drapes
blocked the view. Drapes that the guards pushed aside so that Sheridan could see for himselfthe damage
that had been wrought.

 He stared in astonishment at the remains of Centauri Prime that flickered through the long, dark night.
Ruined spires half thrown down, smoke rising from distant fires. Overhead a vehicle passed, dark and
sinister, bristling with needlelike points. A Drakh escape ship; the last of their kind, one could only hope,
makingtheir way off the world that they had secretly run for so many years.

 "There is the legacy of your war, the price we paid when you abandoned us to

                                                                    

 the enemies you managed to escape," I told him. "Forgive me if I do not share the view... I have seen it
enough."

 Sheridan was pulled back in front of me.

 And he began to babble.



 "But this couldn't happen,not in this amount oftime.. .the time stabilizer.. .it was hit.. .what year is this?"

 I stared at him incredulously. If he was trying to pretend that he had some sort of amnesia, then he was
failing miserably." It is the last year and the last day and the last hour of your life. Seventeen years since
you began your great crusade... seventeen years since..."

 And I faded.

 My mind goes in and out. The moments of confusion, of depression, of totalloss of where I am and what
I am doing, become more and more frequent.

 "I'm tired," I said. "Take him back to his cell." I fixed Sheridan with a glare, and said, "Make your peace
with whatever gods you worship; you will meet them the next time I send for you. I cannot change what
is...cannot recall my world from what it has become.. .but I can thank you.. .properly...for your role in it."

 The guards pulled Sheridan out, half-dragging him as they went. For me, hispresence was already a part
of a distant past that I was anxious to forget, and would likely do so all too quickly. I walked back to my
throne, touched it...not with pride, or possessiveness...but disdain. For this thing, this thing to which I
would never have thought I could aspire, was something that had been tied around myneck, long ago,
and was now crushing the life out of me.

 I walked over to the window, glanced out in spite of myself. Then I drew the

 drapes closed.I hear laughter as I write this... laughter from nearby. Who could laugh at such

 destruction?

 Children. Yes, of course, children. At least two. I hear their rapid footsteps, their gleeful chortling, as
they are running through the halls of the palace.

 And then I hear an adult voice, a woman. She is calling with extreme urgency, "Luc? Lyssa! Where are
you?" The voice-musical, softly accented-is unfa­miliar to me. ..

 No...wait...

 I know... yes. Senta, was it? No...Senna, I think her name is. She is...a nurse or child attendant around
here, I think. Or perhaps...yes...a retainer to one of our Houses...

 I drink in the sound of their laughter, a man parched of emotion, with a soul asdry and shriveled as my
skin. I hear them clattering about in the very next room.

 Perhaps they will come in here. If they do, I will talk to them. I will tell them

 of how Centauri Prime used to be, of the greatness to which we aspired...in the beginning...

 And then... then I will say my good-byes. To Sheridan and Delenn, to Vir and Londo...

 Shiv'kala. He is the one to whom I would most want to say farewell. To be rid of him, quit of his
influence, has been my fantasy for nearly fifteen years now. I sus­pect, however, it is not going to happen.
Not only that, but his ego is so great that I fear-no matter what-that Centauri Prime will never rid itself of



him or his influ­ence. He fancies himself something more than a simple minion, a creature of dark­ness
serving masters long-gone. He thinks himself a philosopher, a student of behavior. He thinks he is so
much more than he is. Here, at the last...I pity him in a way. For he will never truly understand or know
himself for the pathetic mon­strosity that he is. Because of that, he is very predictable.

 Whereas I know myself as that all too well. There is something to be said for self-awareness. It strips
away your illusions and makes you unpredictable. That is the one great weakness that the Drakh have,
and I am going to exploit it for all that I can...

 chapter 23

 Delenn sat in the dank cell, her legs curled up under her chin,rocking back and forth while softly chanting
a prayer, and cer­tain that she would never see her husband alive again.

 "We're bringing him down," a guard had growled. "We know how much you'd like to have a last
moment with him." From thetone of his voice, it seemed to suggest that there was some cruelsurprise in
store for her, and she was sure she suspected whatit was.

 When the door was yanked open, she was positive they werecoming for her. That first they were going
to bring in John'scorpse as part of their perversity, allowing them "one lastmoment." Or perhaps they
would present her with his head or some other identifiable body part--just so they could see herreaction.
Perhaps they hoped that she would break down crying,sobbing, into a hopeless mess, wailing Sheridan's
name andcursing her captors. If that was their plan, then they would besorely disappointed.

 Then, to her astonishment, Sheridan was thrown in, and thedoor slammed shut behind him. At first she
could scarcely be­lieve it was he. The fact that it was hard to see did not simplifymatters, for the only
illumination in the cell was a pale lightcoming in from a grated high window. Sheridan looked aroundas a
man befuddled, leaning against the wall for support. Then hesquinted into the darkness, and said, "Who
... who's there?"

 She could hardly speak. She was almost afraid that, if she saidsomething, her own voice might break the
spell of the moment."John?" she managed to say.

 She emerged from the shadows, and Sheridan turned andlooked at her.

 Every year she had dwelled on the dwindling time available to

  

 them. She had cursed it, cursed the fate that had given them solittle time together. Now . .. now the three
or four years that re­mained seemed an eternity. She would sell her soul just to havethe opportunity to
live out even one of those years by his side, in­stead of ending in this horrid cell. She rushed to him,
embracinghim with all the fervor of her passion for him.

 "Delenn? What're you doing here?"

 Yes, he was definitely confused. Perhaps a blow to the headhad robbed him of some of his memory. But
all she had todo was remind him of what was happening, and it would allcome clear for him. "I didn't tell
them anything. They tried tomake me...but I didn't. There's nothing they can do to me.They know that
now. They're allowing us one last moment to­ gether, before..."



 She tried to finish the sentence, and couldn't. So instead, withdetermination to present a brave front, she
managed a smile. "It's all right, John. I accepted this fate a long time ago. Theycannot touch me. They
cannot harm me.I'mnot afraid. Not ifyou are with me. Our son is safe. That's all that matters. John...I love
you."

 And she kissed him.

 He seemed startled, as if she had never kissed him before. Butthen he returned it, as if it was something
that had always beenmeant to happen.

 Then Sheridan gently pulled her away and looked earnestlyinto her eyes.

 "Delenn ... listen to me," he said intensely. "This may notmake any sense . . . butI'mnot supposed to be
here . .. I'm notreally here ... the last thing I remember I was on Babylon 4, andmy time stabilizer was hit,
then suddenly 1 was here."

 She was thunderstruck. Could this be? She stepped back fur­ther, studied him for a moment, and
gradually the truth sank in. It was so absurd, and yet so obvious, that she almost wanted tolaugh. Here
she had been producing a tortured rationale as towhy he seemed so disoriented . . . and yet she should
have real­ized it instantly.

 In the latter half of the year 2260, the lost space station,Babylon 4, had appeared like a gigantic
phantom in space. Sweptup in all manner of temporal flux and time anomalies, severalpeople had braved
that mysterious and ostensibly doomed station

  

 and found themselves caught in a bizarre unfolding vision of thefuture. Among those people had been
Delenn, Sheridan ... andJeffrey Sinclair, the first commander of Babylon 5.

 One dark night, long after they were married, and after Londohad risen to the post of emperor, Sheridan
had told Delenn mostof what he had experienced. He had been vague about the detailsof the encounter.
Now she was beginning to understand why.How could he have told her that they would be trapped
together in a Centauri prison, facing almost certain death?

 In an amazed whisper, she said, "In Valen's name...it is true, isn't it? I can see it in your eyes. You told
me, long ago, that youhad seen this moment. But until now, I never really believed..."She was
overwhelmed. There was so much she wanted to sayto him. So many things ... and her mind recoiled
from thepossibilities. One wrong word and her entire reality might comeunraveled.

 More than twenty years ago, she had held the fate of humanityin her hands. With the fallen body of her
beloved mentor in herarms, and explosions of shorted circuitry all around her, it wasshe who had cried
out in pain,"They're animals! No mercy!"Thus had the Earth-Minbari War begun. On her head. On
hers.

 Now, once again, the fates of untold millions were hers to dowith as she wished.

 Don't go to Z'ha'dum,she wanted to scream at him. Hewouldn't know what she was talking about.You
'II die there!You 'II come back, but changed, and your life will be reduced to but an instant!

 But she reined herself in, knowing that she did not dare."Oh, John .. . there is so much ahead of you, so



manychanges, so much pain and grief. .." She shook her head, stillfinding it hard to believe. "I look in
your eyes now, and I see theinnocence that went away so many years ago. But then ... youdon't know
any of what's happened, do you?"

 Like a man trying to catch up with a play, though he hadwalked into the middle, Sheridan said, "From
what Londo said, Iget the impression that we won the war.. . but not completely."She shook her head.
"The war is never completely won. Thereare always new battles to be fought against the darkness. Only
the names change." She saw that there was a bleak sense ofdespair creeping onto his face. She couldn't
let him return,

 thinking that their grand endeavor had failed-wouldfail. "Weachieved everything we set out to achieve...
we created some­thing that will endure for a thousand years ..." she said proudly."But the price, John, the
terrible, terrible price. .."

 Don 'tgo to Z'ha 'dum!

 She bit her tongue, kept the words in. "I didn't think I wouldsee you again, before the end."

 There were footsteps approaching briskly down the hall,moving with purpose. He pulled her close and
spoke to her witha ferocious intensity that had within it hints of the man he wouldbecome. "Delenn...is
there anything I can do to prevent this?There's still a chance. . ."

 "No," she said forcefully. "No. This future can be changedonly by surrendering to the Shadows, and that
price is too highto pay."

 The door opened. She knew that it was their time. She knewthey were going to be brought to their
execution.

 "But we have a son . . ." Sheridan said. There was a touch ofwonder in his voice.

 "Yes. David. .."

 "Out!" the guard barked. "Now!"

 She held him close, and then they faced the light. Theywalked to the door and through it, out into the
hallway. Sheridanheld her close . ..

 ... and staggered.

 "John?" she said, and then more alarmed, "John!"

 He collapsed, and at that moment, another guard-a morehighly ranked one-strode down the hall and
called out in an­noyance, "New orders. The emperor said to wait an hour!"

 "Why an hour?"

 "Who knows?"

 There was some muttering that Delenn couldn't quite makeout, although the words "crazy old man" might
have been bandiedabout. At that moment, though, she cared about nothing except her fallen husband.
"Please...he needs help," she said.



 "Why? You're both going to die soon anyway," one of theguards pointed out, but they helped Delenn
and Sheridan backtoward their cell.

 At that moment, Sheridan suddenly roared,"No!" His eyeswere wild; there was nothing but confusion in
them. And for a

  

  

 moment she thought she actually saw some sort of glow aroundhim. Instantly she realized what was
happening; it was some sortof temporal backlash. The Sheridan of the past and the presentwere, in some
way and on some level, colliding. They werestruggling for possession of the one form.

 And it was nearly tearing them apart.

 Sheridan's knees gave out, and he collapsed to the floor ofthe cell. Delenn instantly fell at his side, pulling
him to her, but he had passed out. "John...it will be all right...I swear to you,it will," she whispered over
and over again as the cell doorslammed behind them, their destiny postponed a short timelonger. And as
she kept assuring him that all would be fine, shethought bleakly,Who says Minbari never lie?

 EXCERPTED FROM

 THE CHRONICLES OF LONDO MOLLARI,

 Excerpt dated (approximate Earth date)

 January2, 2278(final entry).

  

 Note to historians: This is the one entry of the emperor's chronicles that is notstrictly from his physical
chronicles. It is a combination of written notes he wasmaking at the time that he dictated his history of
Babylon 5, and audio records thatwere made secretly, by the emperor himself, at the time. It is believed
that, knowinghis final hours were upon him, he was taking extensive pains to leave as thoroughan
accounting as possible. That would be in keeping with the character ofLondo Mollari, who-as anecdotal
evidence indicates-had dreamt of this moment forso large a portion of his adult life that he likely
considered it the defining moment of his existence. We of the Centauri Historical Institute believe that
what follows isan accurate depiction of the emperor's state of mind. It has been appro ved by Em­peror
Vir Cotto for inclusion into the historical records, and we wish to believe thatLondo Mollari himself
would likewise have endorsed it as accurate.

 I looked at the lady Senna, and in a low voice, a voice that might once have beenalluring when spoken
by a young and handsome man, I said to her, "Dear lady...I would love to walk with you on a beach...
somewhere. For just five minutes." I felt tears welling in my eyes, and I fought them back. It was the
single greatest battle of my life. "How strange...to have come this far, and to want so little."

 I turned away from her, for I did not know how much longer I could keep my eyesdry. A dear, sweet
woman. Two lovely children. They could have been mine. They are the life I turned away from-the life of
a different man...a lucky man.



 "Children." My voice was low and hoarse. "Will you remember this story? Will you remember me?"

 "All my life, Majesty," Luc said in wonderment.

 I nodded. It would have to suffice. "Then go."

  

 But Luc suddenly seemed less than willing to depart. "What happened to Sheridan and Delenn?" he
asked. "What about the end of the story?"

 "Sheridan," I said slowly, "became the president of a great alliance, Delenn ever at his side. And the
story...is not over yet. The story is never over. Now go."

 Senna took one child in each hand, and she started to head out of the room. Then the girl, Lyssa,
stopped, and inquired, "Did they live happily ever after?"

 "Lyssa!" Senna said in surprise.

 "Did they live happily ever after?" she repeated more insistently.

 "That... remains to be seen," I said after a moment.

 And as Senna ushered them out...I remembered her. For a brief moment, I re­membered who Senna
was...and then it was gone.

 As was she.

 I used a spy device to watch Delenn and Sheridan in a tearful reunion down intheir cell. Very moving.

 Not everything was in place, though. Not everything was ready. Everything hadto be done just right.

 I picked up a bel I and rang it. Moments later, I said to the guard standing there inresponse to it, "I need
another bottle. I will need several more bottles. Then wait one hour...and bring the prisoners here."

 He nodded and left me alone...a state to which I have become accustomed. Sometimes I think I have
been alone my entire life.

 I had a bit of one bottle left, and I emptied the contents into a glass. I raised it and said, "To the future...
my old friends." And I drained the contents.

 I heard footsteps, and I recognized the stride. How could I not? After all these years, it was impossible
for me not to. I looked up and there he was, holding sev­eral bottles on a tray. I waggled my fingers, and
said, "Come here."

 Vir approached me. He had obviously encountered the guard returning with the drinks and decided to
bring them to me himself. Whether the guard had turned the drinks over willingly or not, I did not know...
or particularly care at that moment.

 There was so much to be said between us...but it was necessary to concen­trate purely on matters of



historical record. "You will drink with me, Vir?" I asked.

 "No, if it's all the same to you," he said. I think of the old days, when his voice always seemed to have a
slight tremor to it. No more. Now he speaks with confi­dence...and just a hint of perpetual sadness.

 "I have decided to work on a history, Vir. And I have decided that you will write itwith me."

 "I will?" He seemed most surprised. Of all the things he probably thought wewould discuss, I doubt this
was listed among them.

 "Oh, yes. It will be quite comprehensive. Unfortunately, I do not think I will haveovermuch time to
complete it. I would like your help in achieving that. You were there

 for most of it. I think you are fit to do the job. If you wish, you may put your name firstin the credits. For
I strongly suspect, you see, that it will be published posthumously." "I see," he said.

 "I shall spend the next hour," I told him, as I proceeded to pour a drink, "giving you some details... some
highlights...for I have been discussing it at length re­cently, and it is all fresh in my mind. You may record
it however you wish. Expand upon it, put it into chronological order at your convenience. Then you will
leaveme, for I will meet with Sheridan and Delenn." "Are you...are you..."He could not even frame the
words. I shook my head. "I...do not wish to discuss it, Vir, for reasons I cannot ex­plain at the moment.
For I am watched, you see, all the time... even here. So let usinstead discuss matters of scholarship...and
let the rest sort itself out.

 "And Vir...you will let the people know. Let them know there was to be more than a world in flames.
That there was supposed to be...should have been... greatness. With all the sacrifices, with all the people
who have died, you wouldthink we were entitled to that.

 "You will carry on for me, Vir. It will be among the last orders I give. You will carry on and tell the story
to others. It will be uplifting... or a warning... or simply a rather Byzantine adventure, depending upon
how it's told and who is lis­tening, I would imagine. And in this way, the story will never end. You will do
thisthing for me, Vir?"

 With true tragedy in his voice, he replied, "Of course I will.""Thank you," I said. "Thank you, my old
friend." I patted him on the hand andleaned back, feeling the warmth of the liquor already beginning to fill
me. I shall drink myself into oblivion...and shortly thereafter, my soul will follow. Vir waited for me to
speak. He had found a recording device, and held it in his hand. "Where... where do you wish to start?"
he asked. Where to start? Where else, of course? In the beginning... I looked out upon the burning
remains of Centauri Prime, steadied my hand so that I could permit the liquid to cascade down my
throat...

 ...and I began to speak." I was there, at the dawn of the Third Age of Mankind.It began in the Earth
year 2257 with the founding of the last of the Babylon stations, located deep in neutral space. It was a
port of call for refugees, smugglers, busi­nessmen, diplomats, and travelers from a hundred worlds. It
could be a danger­ous place, but we accepted the risk because Babylon 5 was our last, best hope for
peace...It became a dream given form...a dream of a galaxy without war, where species from different
worlds could live side by side in mutual respect...a dream that was endangered as never before by the
arrival of one man on a mission of de­struction. Babylon 5 was the last of the Babylon stations. This is its
story..." I had such dreams. Such dreams...

  



  

 chapter 24

 His clothes were tattered...one eye was missing, replaced bya black cloth...and he had been beaten so
thoroughly in recentdays that almost every step was agony. And yet G'Kar carried himself so tall, so
proudly, that one might have thought at firstglance that the guards surrounding him were at his service,
rather than acting as his captors.

 But G'Kar was nothing short of astounded when the guardsled him to the throne room ... then stopped
at the door. Undernormal circumstances they would be flanking him, front andback, to make sure there
was no way that he could spring at theemperor in some improbable fit of fury. But this time, it was not

 the case.

 They were allowing him to go in unescorted.

 One of the guards saw the puzzled look in G'Kar's good eye."Emperor's orders," he said,
matter-of-factly.

 G'Kar nodded and stepped through the door. He had noidea what to expect. For some reason he
thought that perhapsthere was going to be a firing squad on the other side. Theshooters would yell,
"Surprise!" and then open fire, and thatwould be that.

 He was, however, quite wrong. Instead there was the throne room, utterly devoid of retainers, guards,
and such... except fortwo people. One of them he had expected to see. The other hehad not.

 There was a small table set up, and seated at it were LondoMollari and Vir Cotto. There were several
empty bottles andglasses on it. It seemed a phenomenal amount of alcohol to haveingested, even by
Londo's standards. There was still a partiallyfilled bottle. There was also a bowl of fruit, half consumed.
Londo had just finished saying something about Delenn, and

  

 suddenly he was seized with a racking cough. Vir, for his part, didn't even seem to notice. Instead, he
looked up at G'Kar andnodded slightly in greeting.

 G' Kar hadn't quite recognized Vir at first. He looked so mucholder and so careworn. G'Kar made the
traditional Narn gestureof greeting.

 "That," Londo said, coughing, "is what we need."

 Vir looked at him in confusion. "What is, Londo?"

 "A way of saying hello. The Narn, they have that business withfist and chest...the Minbari, with their
fingers as triangles ... what do we do?" He waggled his fingers. Then he shook hishead. "Pathetic. Truly.
Perhaps we deserved our fate on that basisalone. Sit, G'Kar. Sit. Vir...I need you to do two final things
for me."

 "Whatever you need, Londo." G'Kar saw such sadness in Vir, he could barely conceive what it must



have been like for him.

 "I want you to go to my private chambers. There is a hidden place, behind my writing desk. In the wall.
Volumes are storedthere. Chronicles of my life as emperor. I think you will findthem .. . illuminating.
Combine them with what I have told youand..." He stopped and coughed for a full thirty seconds before
he managed to pull himself together. His voice was hoarse andscratchy; he sounded as if he had been
speaking for hours. Every word sounded as if it was taking effort. "... combine them ... and tell others of
me. Because otherwise I will be forgotten ...and I do not think that I would like that."

 "Because your heroic efforts deserve to be immortalized?"G'Kar could not resist asking.

 But Londo looked up at him with a baleful stare that carried with it not a hint of irony. "No. Because
stupidity as monu­mental as mine should be enshrined so that others may learn. Vir...the second thing..."

 "Yes?"

 "Once you have them... leave. Leave and do not look back. Donot return until it is safe...if ever. And
watch the shadows . ..sometimes, when you're not watching... they move. I have strucka bargain of sorts
to preserve your life. If I had not, you wouldhave been dead moments after you set foot in my presence.
But Ido not expect that it will be honored beyond my death. .. which,I suspect, will come soon."

  

 Vir nodded, and G'Kar wondered if he understood whatLondo was talking about. Vir started to head
out, and G'Karwanted to say something, because he had the oddest feeling thathe was never going to see
Vir again. "Cotto," he called out.

 Vir Cotto turned and waited politely for G'Kar to speak.

 G'Kar gave it a moment's thought, and then said, "Nevermind. It will come to me later."

 Vir laughed softly at that.

 And then he was gone.

 It was just the two of them.

 As Vir made his way hurriedly down the corridor towardLondo's private chambers, he ran into Senna
coming in the op­posite direction. They stopped, facing each other. For a moment,there seemed a gap
between them that no amount of effort oremotion could possibly bridge.

 And then, before either of them even realized it, they were ineach other's arms, and he kissed her
hungrily. He held hertightly, as if she were a lifeline.

 "Come with me," he whispered. "At least for a little while.Until we know it's safe."

 "I will..."

 "The children...do you need to bring-"

 Senna shook her head. "Luc and Lyssa's parents picked them up a few minutes ago. They have a



bunker they built some time ago that they're taking the children to. They'll be perfectly safe."

 "I have to make a quick stop at the emperor's private study..."

 Her face was a question mark. "Why?"

 "I have to get his legacy," he told her grimly.

 Londo slowly leaned forward and clearly tried to focus onG'Kar. It seemed to the Narn that Londo was
seeing less withtwo eyes than he, G'Kar, was seeing with one.

 "Can you see it?" he whispered.

 G'Kar made no effort to hide his confusion. "See what?"

 "Ah. You have answered my question, thank you."

 "Have I?"

 "Oh yesss," Londo told him, slurring the words. "Because ifyou could see it, you would not have to ask
what it is you are sup­posed to be seeing."

 "I see."

 "Sit, sit. You have become my regular dining companion, youknow. I would not want to cheat you of a
final meal."

 "A final meal?" G'Kar sat opposite him and picked up a pieceof fruit. He took a bite of it, wondering if it
was going to be poi­soned. If it was, it certainly tasted sweet. The juice ran down hisface, and he made a
token effort to clean it off with his sleeve."Are you planning to kill me, then?"

 "I? I make no plans. They require too much... planning." Hetook a deep swig of the contents of the
bottle and, for somereason, glanced at his shoulder. "I have been giving matters . ..much thought. And I
have decided . .. that all of this .. . wasabout me."

 "All of what?" G'Kar was genuinely curious.

 "Everything. Babylon 5...the Shadow War...the fate ofCentauri Prime...all about me."

 "Very egocentric," G'Kar observed.

 "That does not make it wrong," Londo pointed out. Heseemed to be enjoying the effect that the alcohol
was having onhim. All his words were slurring, one into another, and it waswith difficulty that G'Kar was
able to understand what he wassaying. "It was in her predictions, you know. The one about theman
already dead .. . that was easy. That was Sheridan. She also told me that I had to save the eye that does
not see. Until an hour ago, I thought that referred to you."

 G'Kar was completely lost, but he was not about to admit it."But now you no longer think that."

 "No. I think I misheard her. I think she referred, not to the 'eye'as in orb, but rather T as in 'I, myself
Because I had all the hints,all the warnings that I needed. It was all there, right in front of me.Morella tried



to warn me...and the techno-rnage ... and Vir,Great Maker knows, over and over again... they all tried to
makeme see. But I did not. I did not see where my path was taking me.In order to avoid the fire that
awaits me at the end of my journey, Imust first save... myself."

 "It sounds like a bit of a tautology," G'Kar pointed out. "Tosave yourself, you must save yourself? Not
very useful advice."

 "It is useful if I put it to use .. . which is likely also a tau­tology, yes? But I am emperor, and so have that
prerogative." He

  

  

  

 drank deeply again. Then he leaned forward, and said conspira-torially, "So...do you see it yet?"

 "I suppose I do not," G'Kar admitted.

 "Soon enough. Where was I?"

 "Saving yourself."

 "Ah, yes! Thank you, my good friend, G'Kar." He seemed tofind that phrase rather amusing. "My good
friend, G'Kar. Whowould have thought such unlikely words would be paired, eh?Almost as unlikely as
Emperor Mollari. No . .. not my goodfriend. My ... greatest friend," and he clapped G'Kar on the
shoulder. "And my greatest fear."

 "I am flattered on both counts," G'Kar said, "that you-"

 "You should be able to see it now," Londo suddenly said,sounding somewhat annoyed. "I don't
understand why...oh.Oh, of course. I am still wearing my mantle. Naturally . .. natu­rally, you do not see
it, because I am covering it. Here ... holdon." He shrugged off his ceremonial cape. G'Kar leaned for­
ward, confused. There seemed to be some kind of lump visiblenow, a tumor of some sort...

 Then he gasped and tried to stand up so quickly that thechair he was sitting on tumbled back with a
clatter. He almoststumbled, but righted himself at the last moment.

 The creature situated on Londo's shoulder literally reeked ofevil and foulness. It apparently had an eye
of some sort, but theeye was just in the process of closing. G'Kar could barely makeout tendrils that
were extended down into the emperor's purewhite clothes.

 Londo was utterly unperturbed. "You see it, yes?"

 G'Kar managed to nod, but just barely.

 "Very stylish, eh? Soon everyone will be wanting one, Ithink."

 "What...is it?"



 "My conscience," Londo told him. His thick eyebrows knittedas he tried to pick up the thread of the
conversation. "Ohhh ...yes. Yes, I remember. All about me. That is what this has all been."

 "Londo..."A stunned G'Kar was pointing at the creature onLondo's shoulder.

 But Londo was paying it no mind at all. In his own mind, theconversation had moved on. "All of this . . .
has been one greatepic about the loss of a man's soul... and its eventual recovery

     

 and redemption, but only at a terrible price. As an epic story, ithas potential...do you think?"

 G'Kar managed a nod.

 "The thing is, G'Kar... that at this point, the Drakh-believeit or not-need me. Even as some of their
number depart thisworld, others desire to stay. They still see me as their instrumentof revenge . .. their
puppet, to be danced with for some time tocome. Without me...they have nothing. And without Sheridan
and Delenn .. . they do not even have revenge. They hateSheridan and Delenn, you know. Because they
told the Shadowsto leave ... and the Shadows did. In some ways, the Drakh arelike ..." He fished for a
comparison and then smiled. "... they are like children. Children abandoned by their parents andtaking
out their anger on the world. I can almost find it within menot to hate them. Almost. But not quite."

 "You said ... 'without Sheridan and Delenn.' Are you sayingthat you intend to let them go?"

 Slowly Londo managed to nod, though not without effort."That is my intent. It will be...somewhat
involved. The Drakhdo not want them to leave. The Drakh want them dead. And in re­cent days, it has
become rather important for me to do things .. .other than the way the Drakh desire."

 Suddenly so much of everything that had happened becameclear. How long had Londo not been
responsible for his actions? How long had one of those creatures sat on his shoulder, watch­ing him,
manipulating his moves? All the way back to the begin­ning of the War? Had the creatures told him to
bomb the NarnHomeworld? Betray G'Kar? Was Londo, after all this time,genuinely an innocent man?

 "If Sheridan and Delenn can leave...so can you, Londo,"G'Kar said with sudden urgency. "We all can.
We can escape..."

 But Londo shook his head. "No ... no. Sooner or later, mysmall ... associate . .. would awaken. The
instant that hap­pened, the Drakh vessels would come after us and blow us tohell."

 "Then let me kill that thing..."

 "If it dies, I die. Besides, G'Kar, some things are preordained.Trust me on that. This is the only way."

 "But if that... thing . . . controlled your actions..."

 "Ahhh...I see what you think. No, G'Kar, no. In the grand

  

 scheme of things, this," and he indicated the creature, "is only arecent acquisition." He leaned forward,
coughed several times,and then said raggedly, "Would you like to know... what sort ofperson I was?



After I arranged for the bombing of the Narncolony in Quadrant 14...the emperor, Emperor Turhan, with
his last breath, told me that my associates and I were damned. And I announced that instead he had
condoned and applauded our ac­tions. And do you know what else, G'Kar, old friend?" And hehalf
smiled. "Given the exact same opportunity...I would do itagain. I would figure out some way to spare my
people this ...this debacle," and he gestured to the smoking ruins of CentauriPrime. "But what I did to
your people ..." And he snapped hisfingers. "Like that, once more, given the opportunity."

 G'Kar bristled, his blood thudding in his temple, and it was allhe could do not to leap for the smirking
face right then. ..

 And then he figured it out. He realized that Londo was justtrying to get to him...to enrage him...to get him
to...

 Attack him? Kill him?

 Of course. Kill him. That had to be it.

 And then, before G'Kar could say or do anything further,there was the sound of voices approaching.
Stern guards weresaying, "Keep moving!"

 Londo stood on uneven legs and, with more willpower thanactual strength, thrust himself toward his
throne. He caught him­self on it and swung himself to a seated position, allowing theshadows to cloak
him.

 "Hide," he told G'Kar. "Now. Hurry. There is a small dressingchamber over there," and he pointed.
Even that movement clearlypained him. "Go there."

 "Why?"

 "Because time is running short, and the minutes it would takeme to explain to Sheridan and Delenn why
things must be done, these lost minutes might well prevent our being able to do them.Do as I say."

 "As you command," G'Kar said with a deep sense of mockery.He stepped into the room Londo had
indicated and softly shutthe door behind himself.

 And then he waited...for his final instructions.

 chapter 25

 Londo did not sit forward on his throne, because the pain wastoo great. His conversation with G'Kar
had taken the last of hisstrength from him. He did not think he had any reserves left.

 One of the guards came in first and walked toward the throne.He did so hesitantly, as if he wasn't sure if
Londo was eventhere. That was how well hidden in the shadows Londo was."Highness?"

 "Yes."

 Having affirmed for himself that Londo was there, the guard said, "Sheridan had passed out for a short
time, but he seems tohave recovered."

 "Oh, good," Londo said dryly. "We wouldn't want him to beanything but awake for his final moments.



Bring them in."

 Sheridan and Delenn were ushered before his presence. Theysquinted in the dimness of the room;
Londo preferred it darkthese days. It was as if he had surrendered totally to it. The guardsstepped out,
leaving them alone. Sheridan and Delenn seemedpuzzled, as if wondering whether they were alone.

 Suddenly Londo's hand went numb. Even he had lost track ofhow much he had had to drink. The glass,
which he had totally forgotten he was holding, slipped out of his grasp and clatteredto the floor. Delenn
jumped slightly. Sheridan did not. For some reason, Londo found that interesting.

 Delenn and Sheridan slowly began to walk toward him,squinting.

 "Close enough," Londo said softly. He spoke hardly above awhisper, and the words were slurred. He
barely recognized hisvoice. He felt as if he were viewing the world through a haze.

 He tried to stand and discovered that his legs and brain were

  

  

 no longer on speaking terms. If he did manage to get to his feet, he would most likely topple over, and
how dignified would that be? It wasn't fit that he spend his last moments-and they werehis last, he was
quite convinced of that-flat on his face.

 "You will excuse me if I do not stand," he managed to say."You see, I have had considerable to drink...it
is the only waywe can be alone. We do not wish to wake it."

 Sheridan looked at him in confusion. Technically, he lookedtwice as confused as he should be, because
Londo was seeingtwo of him. "Wake what?"

 Londo cocked an eyebrow, which was the only part of him ca­pable of movement. "Ah, then you do not
know. We all have ourkeepers, you see ..." He chuckled softly. "Oh, they make usthink we have free
will, but it's a lie. I gave a very good perfor­mance, yes?"

 He saw understanding beginning to dawn on Delenn's face.Sheridan still looked befuddled. That made
sense to Londo. Hehad long suspected that Delenn was the true brains in the family."It was satisfied," he
continued. "It doesn't care why I do what I do as long as I do it...as long as you are dead."

 He managed to find enough strength to lean forward. Delenn'sface remained impassive. It was as if she
was expecting to seethe creature there. But Sheridan looked totally stunned, and thatconfused Londo
even further. Londo knew that he had spottedthe keeper on his son's shoulder, when he had endeavored
to stopthe boy from leaving Minbar. Now, though, Sheridan acted asif he'd never encountered one of
them before.

 "It cannot hold its liquor, you see," Londo explained."I learned that if I drink just enough, I can put it to
sleep for a few minutes... a few minutes where I am in charge of myself again ..." He took a deep breath.
Putting togetherunderstandable words, coherent sentences, was a tremendouseffort for him. "But the
minutes have been growing shorter andshorter...so we do not have much time."

 He leaned back, once again at home in the shadows. And whynot? He had been living within them for so



long, he no longerhad anything to fear.

 "My life is almost over. My world, all I hoped for...gone. You two are my last chance...for this place, for
my world ...

 for my own redemption." He steadied his voice, glad that the alcohol had so numbed him that he was no
longer capable offeeling any emotion; merely observing it from a distance, as ifin a dream. "You will find a
ship hidden behind the palace. Mypersonal guard will take you. In exchange for your lives, I askthat you
and your allies help free my world. I can do nothingmore for them."

 Sheridan seemed touched, and still a bit bewildered. "Londo... if there's anything-"

 Londo shook his head. "No. There is nothing. Now go,quickly. You don't have much time. I can .. . feel
it starting towake up. Hurry. Go," his voice got louder with the last words.

 Sheridan and Delenn looked at one another, and then turnedand left. He knew that Dunseny and Caso
would be right outside,as they had been instructed. That they would carry out his finalorders.

 Alone, again, as always, Londo waited for the creaking of adoor that he knew would come. "You are
there, my old friend?"

 G'Kar entered the room, watching him, looking at the keeperbalefully. "Yes," he said.

 "They will never make it out alive, unless . .." He took an­other breath. "You see, my keeper will
awaken any second. Itwill alert the others ... and my only hope will die. And I will diesoon after. They do
not take betrayal lightly."

 And at the last...

 The words of Lady Morella floated to him across the years.

 ...you must surrender yourselfto your greatestfear...

 He wondered if that was strictly true anymore. Because in away, his greatest fear was that he might
continue to live.

 ...knowing that it will kill you.

 He paused, an infinity of time passing in a second, and said thewords that he had known, for as long as
he could recall, that hewas destined to say. "We have unfinished business between us, G'Kar. Let us
have an end to it, quickly, before it stops me. I amas tired of my life as you are."

 G'Kar came at him. His hands clamped around Londo's throat,and it did not seem right somehow,
because in the vision he hadalways been fighting back. But he had no desire to do so. He justwanted it
over, done, finished. He marveled at the Narn's strength,wondered what it would have been like to battle
G'Kar hand to

                                             
hand, man to man, back in his prime, back at a time when any­
thing seemed possible.
And then the keeper awoke.



 G'Kar could not count the number of times that he had thought of this moment. There were times when
he had, for hisamusement, speculated what it would be like to sink his fingersinto Londo's fleshy throat,
feel the pulse beneath his fingers, feelit slowing, feel it stopping. He had wondered how long he would
actually stand there, once there was no life, and still keep squeez­ing, just enjoying the lifelessness.

 And that day-that terrible day, when he had learned ofLondo's duplicity, drinking with him in friendship
while Londosent ships to kill thousands, millions of innocent Narns-he had gone berserk that day. When
he stormed down the corridors of Babylon 5, howling for Londo Mollari's blood, he would have done
more than strangle him. He would have ripped his livinghearts from his body, held up one, and consumed
the other while the life flickered from Londo's eyes.

 Now...

 Now he had him. Londo wasn't putting up a fight. He was...he was sacrificing himself. Surrendering to
G'Kar, telling him to get it over with, so Delenn and Sheridan could escape.

 Sheridan. "The king." And he was the hand of the king, and those hands were wrapped with murderous
intent around thethroat of a true king, an emperor.

 The Narn named G'Kar who had imagined this moment, theNarn named G'Kar who would have reveled
in it, had died yearsago, replaced by a philosopher who was revered throughout theNarn Homework! as
G'Kar the wise, G'Kar the thoughtful, G'Karthe scholarly. His writings were endlessly studied, examined
for the slightest nuance. Students who sat at his feet repeated his teachings, statues had been built to him,
songs sung, storieswritten. They worshipped him as a man of peace even more thanthey had revered him
as a man of war. Some called his writings the most important since those of G'Quan himself-a claim he
had always considered to be a tad overblown, but there it was,and he wasn't going to deny it.

 G'Kar the wise had forgiven Londo his trespasses. Had come

 to appreciate him, not for the man he was, but for the man hecould have been ... and might yet be.

 The hand of the king was going to have the blood of the em­peror on it, and G'Kar's will faltered. He
saw Londo surren­dering to what he recognized as his fate, and something in G'Karrecoiled at the very
notion. There had to be some other way.Sheridan and Delenn had to escape, yes. But there had to be a
way for Londo to escape as well, something that would not costhim his life. It couldn't simply end like
this, with cold-bloodedmurder... even if it was at the request of the victim. He was notan executioner. He
was G'Kar, son of G'Qarn, scribe, sage, bothteacher and student of the universe, and he could not,
would not,do this thing.

 And in deciding this, he began to ease up, ever so slightly, onLondo's throat.

 And then the keeper awoke . ..

 We are threatened! We are being assaulted! It is trying tokill us!

 The keeper howled in anguish and fear. It saw its host was indanger, saw its own life threatened,
because they were bonded,one to the other. A keeper could disengage, but it was a lengthyprocess, one
that took time ... time the keeper did not have. Itdid, however, have defensive capabilities.

 In the early years of their relationship, the keeper had simplybeen an observer. But as time had passed,



the keeper had insinuateditself so thoroughly into Londo's nervous system that, in timesof stress, it could
take over the body entirely for short periods.

 Stop them, Londo! We love you! We care for you! We will neverleave you!

 The creature had never been so terrified, not since its spawn­ing. When Shiv'kala had removed it from
its nourishmentpouch, it had feared the Centauri. Feared it so much that it hadtrembled in Shiv'kala's
keeping. But the Drakh had assured itthat all would be well, and it had been.

 And now it wasn't.

 Protect us, Londo! Protect us! Save us! Love us!

 And Londo's arms flew up, not of their own accord, but at the keeper's command. They grabbed on to
G'Kar's throat, clampingin with ferocity.

 chapter 26

 "I am Dunseny, and this is Caso," Dunseny said by way ofhurried introduction as they proceeded down
the corridor. "I tellyou that so that, if this does not go well and we die, you willknow whose name to
curse with your final breath."

 "Very considerate," Delenn said. She cast a worried glance atSheridan, who was suddenly starting to
look a little uncertain onhis feet. Dunseny hurried on ahead, Caso behind him, leadingthe way for
Sheridan and Delenn. His hand hovered near hisweapon, just in case some sort of resistance might be
met.

 Suddenly Sheridan's legs began to buckle once again. He leaned against the wall, supporting himself.
Delenn took hisarm, her face a mask of worry. "What is it?"

 Sheridan tried to fight off whatever had a hold of him, but wasunable to. "I'm ... being pulled back again.
Go on, hurry, don'twait for me."

 "No. I won't leave you," she said firmly, shaking her head.

 He tried to take a few more steps, got halfway down another corridor, and then the pain overwhelmed
him. "It's no good...Ican feel time pulling at me . . ."

 She held him tightly. "Then take these words back with you to the past: Treasure the moments you have.
Savor them for as longas you can, for they will never come again."

 She knew that was all she should say. That she could take nochance of disrupting the past. Who knew
what she might change?If she said the wrong thing, David might never exist, or theShadows might
triumph, or...or anything. There was simply no way of knowing, and every instinct, every fragment of
commonsense she possessed, warned her to keep her mouth shut. ..

 And then she heard her own voice blurt out, "John . . . listen to

  

 me, do not go to Z'ha'dum. Do you understand? Do not go toZ'ha'dum..."



 She held him desperately, wishing she could shield him fromharm with her own body, and suddenly
Sheridan tore away fromher, slamming against the wall as if in the grip of some vast in­visible fist. He
convulsed once more, his head snapping this way and that, and then with tremendous effort he focused
on her.

 "Delenn . .." he whispered. "I... I blanked out, I ..." Helooked around the corridor in utter astonishment.
"How did weget here? How did .. ."

 Caso had stopped, and was standing there. He was looking around with barely controlled nervousness,
clearly concernedthat someone might show up. Realizing that they had halted,Dunseny came back to
them and gestured urgently. "What areyou waiting for?" he demanded.

 Sheridan looked in confusion from one to the other. "Areyou. . . taking us to Londo?"

 "We were just there," Delenn told him. "John...we can'tstop here and discuss this. Later. Later we can-"

 Suddenly his hand clutched her arm so hard that pain shot up to her shoulder. Then he realized what he
was doing, andeased up. "Babylon 4," he whispered. "The time flux ... thiswas it. . ."

 "Yes," she said, relieved that she wasn't going to have toexplain.

 "Ithought I was suddenly having deja vu," he said, lookingaround.

 Urgently she suddenly inquired, "Z'ha'dum .. . did you-"

 "Go?" He nodded. "Yes." He sounded almost apologetic, be­cause obviously he remembered her
breathless advice ... andhad felt constrained to disobey it anyway.

 She felt an awful mixture of relief and pain, all at the sametime. Relief because she had allowed a
moment of weakness tojeopardize everything that was, or might ever be...and nothinghad come from it.
And pain because it meant that, in three yearsat the most, John would be lost to her. The time given him
as a re­prieve against death would be running out. If he had not gone toZ'ha'dum...

 "Ifs," Sheridan had said to her, years before. With an amusedgrin he had explained, "My father used to
say'Ififs and ands were

 pots and pans, the world would be a kitchen.' " She hadn't beenentirely certain she understood it, but the
message was clear.

 "Mr. President," Dunseny said with extremely forced polite­ness, and he indicated that the hallway
awaited them.

 Without any further discussion, Sheridan and Delenn bolteddown the corridor. A series of quick turns
and they emergedthrough a door of the palace. On a pad nearby, there was a shuttle waiting for them.

 "It's the emperor's personal landing pad," Dunseny informedthem. His attitude seemed to carry the
message that for the em­peror to provide such a service for them was a singular honor.They were, to
Dunseny's mind, probably not acting with suffi­cient awe or gratitude. "He wished me to convey to you
his hopethat the shuttle will sufficiently accommodate you."



 "What about David," Sheridan said urgently. He turned to De­lenn. "Where is he?"

 She rested a hand on his arm, and said firmly, "Londo assuredme that David would be safe. That he
would be gotten off-world. Londo said he himself would attend to it personally. Come." Andshe was
pulling him toward the shuttle.

 Had he not been so groggy and confused, Sheridan wouldhave put up a greater struggle. As it was, he
was arguing never­theless, dragging his heels, not petulantly, but with determina­tion. And each word or
phrase was matched by a small stomp ofa foot. "We aren't. . . leaving.. . without. . . David.. ."

 "It has been attended to, sir," Caso offered. He led them over to the shuttle. "Now you have to leave. . ."

 Clearly Sheridan was getting his usual fire and composureback, because standing just outside the shuttle,
he rounded onthe guard, and said, "Listen, sonny. We don't 'have' to do any­thing that gets in the way of
what's important: namely, gettingour son back." His hand was trembling, and he was shaking afinger at
Caso. "If he doesn't turn up-"

 "John!" Delenn's voice was a cry of alarm, flooded with re­lief. "Look!"

 Sprawled in the center of the shuttle, like a large bag of pro­duce, was David. Delenn ran to him,
checked him over. She wasrelieved to see that his chest was rising and falling in a wonder­fully normal
manner. "David.,. David, wake up . .."

 "That would not be wise. Nor feasible," Dunseny said. "He'sasleep because we drugged him."

 "Drugged him!" Delenn said in alarm.

 "Well... drugged his food, technically."

 "What have you done to my son?" Sheridan demandedangrily.

 If Sheridan's anger was intended to intimidate Dunseny, itdidn't work. The faithful retainer looked at him
with only themildest of concern. "Nothing that wasn't necessary."

 Suddenly Delenn understood. She pulled back the edge of hisshirt, around the throat. The small mass of
protoplasm-thething called the keeper-was still attached, its single, fearsomeeye closed. It slept as
soundly as David.

 "In Valen's name . . ." she whispered.

 "As you see," Dunseny said mildly. "We did to him what theemperor did to himself, but on a far more
extreme level. As Isaid, necessary. If his-associate-were to see the two of you, itwould put an end to
your escape." His face twisted in disgust."The Drakh may be in the process of abandoning this world,
thank the Great Maker. But if the keeper were in working order,you can rest assured that one of their
vessels would still find thetime to blow you out of the sky."

 "He should be out for some time yet," Caso told them. "Perhapsnot quite long enough for you to get to
Minbar...but far enough,at least, to be safe in deep space, several jump points away."

 "At that point, if he awakens, don't tell him your position.We're hoping even the keeper can't send
information to theDrakh that his host doesn't possess." Dunseny looked aroundapprehensively once



more. "Standing here talking is counter­productive. Leave. Now."

 Sheridan quickly moved forward to the cockpit of the shuttle,Delenn staying by David's side, caressing
his hair gently. Somepart of her couldn't quite believe that he was with them again.She looked to
Dunseny, standing outside the shuttle, looking inunflappably as the door irised shut. The skyline of the
burningcity was visible behind him, in the distance. Just before theclosing door cut off her view of his
face, he said-without theslightest trace of irony-"Thank you for visiting beautiful Cen-tauri Prime. We do
hope you've enjoyed your trip. Please comeagain." And then the door closed.

 chapter 27

 Far, far away from it all...

 The female Centauri lay on her deathbed.

 The women who tended her were moving around like moths,flitting about, dabbing her head that was
burning with fever,trying to keep liquids in her, and taking care of her needs. Shedid not pay attention to
any of them, did not seem to know thatany of them were there. She stared at the ceiling, although since
her eyes were glassy, it was difficult to know just how much sheactually saw.

 In a way, it seemed that she was not looking at the ceiling...but through it. Through it to a place
light-years away, to eventsthat she could not see, could not possibly know about ... and yet, somehow,
she did...

 The moment G'Kar felt the fingers tighten on his throat, heknew there was no backing out. He knew that
he was in the fightof his life...a fighter his life. But he wasn't looking at Londoas he redoubled his efforts to
crush the emperor's throat. Hisfocus was entirely on the eye that was peering back at him ...the single,
unblinking eye.

 He saw terror in it, and from that terror, he drew strength.

 Harder, Londo! Save us! Save us! We do not want to die!

 Londo saw the fearsome red eye of G'Kar, and it was lookingto his side. He realized that, at the last,
G'Kar's battle was notwith him, but with the thing on his shoulder. Londo's mindwas almost detached
from what was happening. In a way, it wassymbolic. The keeper was the incarnation of all the dark,
back-

  

 ground forces that had made Londo their puppet for so manyyears.

 And even as he thought that, his efforts increased, his deathgrip on G'Kar's throat redoubled. Strength
flowed from thepanic that the keeper fed into him, and he wanted to screamFaster, G 'Kar! Faster! End
it before it 's too late!But he couldsay nothing, for his windpipe was already crushed. He had nochance,
and still he fought on.

 Londo! You can stop him! You can kill the Narn and we canlive on, and it will be much better, you will
have more time foryourself, we can do this thing for you, we will treat you better,and the Drakh will make
things better, love us, Londo, stop him!



 Londo had heard that, when one is dying, one's life flashes be­fore one's eyes . . .

 As G'Kar's fingers burrowed deeper, his mind further disas­sociated, and he waited, and saw nothing ...
and there was still nothing, and time stretched out and continued to warp around him and there was
nothing...

 Nothing. ..

 Londo , . .fight. . .fight. . . help us ... Shiv'kala . .. Drakh,masters of shadow, help us...do not flee, do not
run, help us,help your servants. . .

 Words...so many words ...

 It was incredible to G'Kar. He had been a warrior, with no pa­tience for words, and yet words had
become his weapon, cuttingmore deeply than any blade, smashing down more doors thanany strength of
arm. Words, words came floating back to him.. .

 No one here is exactly what they seem. . .

 I did not fight to remove one dictator just to become anothermyself. . .

 There s someone else out there, Na 'Toth. . .

 The future isn 't what it used to be. . .

 These and hundreds of others tumbled around, fighting to benoticed, to be remembered and treasured
and cherished one final time, one final moment before sliding off into oblivion.

  

  

 He shoved forward, tumbling to the floor, his hands stil!wrapped around Londo's throat, his eye still
fixed on the malevo­lent creature staring back at him. He desperately wanted to hearthe mouthless
creature scream. He thought, in some way, he ac­tually heard it doing so. Not hear it...feel it...Feel it...
feel it all...

 Feel the agony of seeing his father hanging from a tree, tellinghis son with his dying breath that he was
proud of him...

 Feel the warmth of the blood splattering on him...theblood of the first Centauri he killed...

 Feel the pain of Delenn's gravity rings crushing him...Feel the loss, the humiliation, the betrayal of his
people at the hands of Londo Mollari.. .

 Feel the ignominy of being forced from thecouncil after the Narn had fallen ... and the swell of desperate
pride as he made his exit speech...

 Feel the agony of the eye being torn from hisface ... that was as nothing compared to Cartagia's lash
upon his back...



 Feel the momentary glory of triumph, breaking free ofhis bonds in Cartagia's throne room, seeing the
shock of his Centauri captors as they realized just what it was they werefacing...

 Feel the serenity of his writings...

 Feel the friendship for Londo that he never thought couldoccur...

 Feel the pride in accomplishment...the softness of a woman's skin pressed against him ... the smell of
fresh air...the warmth of a sunrise... the coolness of a sunset ...thehands around his throat... the pain. ..
receding... the job...not done... not quitting... wetness...onhis hands, Londo'stears flowing, sobbing at his
fate, tears on G 'Kar 's hands... thehand. . . of the king. . . saving the king. . . saving the realm...saving...

 Londo! Do not stop! You can save us! The darkness.. . thereare things in it.. . l am afraid of the
darkness. . . Londo. . . loveus. . . Londo . . . Londo. . .

                                  

 Nothing... there was nothing...he was ...

 I saw nothing.. . not a thing. ..

 When Kosh emerged from the encounter suit...to save Sheridan that time . . . Londo had been standing
there ... and the words, the whispered wonderment...

 Valeria . . . Droshalla. . . G 'Lan. . .

 They all saw ... something . . . and Londo, squinting against the light. .. saw . . .

 I saw nothing. . . not a thing. . .

 Nothing...the nothingness of an empty soul...the nothing-ness of the damned... the nothing . ..

 Londo! Save us...save... save. . .

 Save.. . save us...

 Save me...

 And then...

 ... then the mental picture that he had snapped of that mo­ment, buried in his head for all these years ...
suddenly devel­oped... the detail fleshing in, and he saw...he saw...

 ...a being...a great being, with wings outstretched, looking up...no, down ... down at him, smiling, and the
face, a femaleface, flickering, shifting, and it was Adira, smiling at him, tellinghim that there was nothing to
fear, and she stretched her hand outto him... he reached for it...and tears began to flow, tears ofjoy...and
behind her, a beach seemed to shimmer. . .

 Black tendrils, snared around his arm, pulling him back...

 ...he fought against them, the final fight, the only fight, the only one that mattered, and his fingers were



almost brushingagainst hers . ..

 Londo . . . you cannot get away . . . you will always beours. . . you. . .

 I will be my own man,he howled in his mind, and he lungedfor her, for the warmth, for the beauty of
that winged and glo­rious creature, and his fingers brushed against hers. The mo­ment they did there was
a crackle of energy, and it filled him, andexploded within him, and then the world turned to pure white. . .

  

  

  

 chapter 28

  

 Far, far away from it all...

 The female Centauri focused, for the first time in a long time,on those who were tending her. And in a
voice surprisinglystrong and firm, she said, "Oho.Now he needs me. Typical..."

 ... and then her eyes closed in repose, andTimov, daughter ofAlgul, empress-in-exile of Centauri Prime,
passed away...

 Renegar and Gwynn were standing at Vir's shuttle, gesturingfrantically for him to come aboard. Gwynn
seemed to be as­sessing Senna, casting a critical eye up and down. Senna didn't seem to meet with her
approval. Then again, very little did. Soinstead she turned her attention to the skies, obviously
antici­pating the possibility that one of the Drakh might detect themsomehow and take their revenge. But
as Vir approached, he sud­denly slowed, then stopped.

 "What the hell are you doing?" Renegar demanded.

 Senna turned to look back at him in confusion. "Vir?"

 Vir was holding a large satchel clutched in his arms, like a child. Suddenly he shoved it into Senna's
arms, kissed herquickly on the cheek, turned, and headed back for the palace.

 "I'm going back to help Londo."

 "You can't help him," Gwynn said flatly. "You can only de­stroy yourself."

 "Destroy myself?" There was a flat, disbelieving tone in Vir'svoice. "You still don't get it, do you, Gwynn.
Everything thatwas good about me is long gone. Everything that I used to de­spise about myself, I now
realize was the best of me. I can't de­stroy myself; Vir Cotto was destroyed long ago. I can only end
myself, and believe me, at this point, I don't much care aboutthat."

 He turned and bolted for the castle. Behind him, Renegarshouted, "You're being a fool!"

 "Long practice," Vir shouted back.



 Renegar watched him go in disbelief, and then shaking his head, he turned to the techno-mages. "Do we
wait for him tocome back?"

 "Only if we are as great fools as he is," Gwynn shot back.

  

 "Come." She headed for the shuttle, then stopped at the door...knowing without even needing to look
that Renegar hadn'tbudged from the spot. Neither had Senna.

 "Leave without me if you want. I'm waiting here," Renegarinformed her.

 "As am I," Senna echoed.

 Gwynn let out a long, frustrated sigh, and then said, "No.We're not. We're taking off, right now."

 Renegar turned away from her and then felt her hand on hisarm. The other hand touched Senna's arm.
They tried to pullaway, and Gwynn muttered some words, and they each felt a tin­gling sensation that
quickly moved up into their heads. Then justlike that, Gwynn was pulling them along and they were
unable toprevent her from guiding them into the shuttle.

 There was deathly silence in the throne room when Vir en­tered. Somehow, before he even walked in,
he knew what hewould find. They were lying there, G'Kar and Londo, handswrapped around each
other's throats. There was, to the scene, a sense of completion, of closure, as if this was somehow
alwaysmeant to be.

 The great seal of the emperor lay nearby. Slowly Vir crouchedand picked it up. He turned it over and
over, felt the weight of it,shaking his head as he did so. He felt as if he held the entireweight of all the
expectations of Centauri Prime, all the dashedhopes, all the shattered promises of the future.

 His eyes were dry. He had no more tears to shed.

 He looked down at Londo, the life gone from him. His finalexpression, incredibly, was a smile.

 He looked over to G'Kar, into his eye . . .

 The burning red eye ... which moved. Twitched ever soinfinitesimally.

 "Great Maker," Vir breathed, scarcely able to believe it.

 "G'Kar..."

 G'Kar's eye focused momentarily on Vir, then glancedaway... glanced...at something ... toward Vir's
feet.

 Vir reflexively looked to see what G'Kar was looking at...and took a step back, gasping in horror.

 The creature appeared to be in extreme pain. Its tendrils werewhipping about noiselessly, its single,
hideous eye crusting over.



  

  

 There was a gaping hole in its side, like a hornet having torn itsstinger away to pull itself free. But it was
inches away from Vir,and it was not done yet, hanging on with determination that bor­dered on the
supernatural.

 The keeper looked up at Vir, although it might not have seenhim so much as sensed him.

 And Vir screamed, but it wasn't a sound of terror. Instead itwas blind fury, such as he had never known.
And gripping theseal of the emperor, he smashed it down upon the keeper. Itmade a vomitous squishing
sound, and he was certain that some­how he heard a screech in his head ... impossible, certainly,since the
thing had no mouth, but he heard it just the same. Hewas positive it wasn't his imagination. Even as he
raised thegreat seal up, he saw the mass on the floor still twitching. Itwouldn't have mattered if it had been
moving or not, for he wasso seized in a fit of fury that he would have brought the sealcrashing down again
even if the creature hadn't been moving somuch as a centimeter.

 And then a third time, and a fourth and a fifth. He lost count.He lost track of time and lost all reason. He
was astounded to realize that he was sobbing, the tears that he hadn't thought hepossessed opening up.
He hurled every invective he could thinkof at the creature and all that it represented, every profanity inhis
vocabulary, words that he had never uttered and never thought he would. The empty throne room rang
with theclanging of the great seal of the emperor, which became moredented and twisted with every
impact.

 Finally, his fury expended, he backed up and assessed thedamage he had done. The keeper was nothing
but an indistin­guishable pile of goo on the floor. He tossed aside the seal, not caring about its tradition or
sacred meaning. It lay on the floorlike some worthless piece of scrap metal, which-as far as Virwas
concerned-was all it was.

 He looked over at G'Kar, and he knew instantly that the lifewas gone from the great Narn. Indeed, he
wondered whether he had even been alive at the last. Whether that twitch of his scarletorb was
deliberate, a mute warning...or just some after-deathspasm simulating a last act of heroism. He couldn't
know, norwould he ever.

 "Tell your masters," Vir snarled at the smear on the floor that

                                                                    

 had once been alive, "that their time is over. Centauri Prime for

 Centauri."

 "Tell us yourself."

 The words were a hoarse whisper that came from behind. He whirled and saw half a dozen Drakh
directly behind him. One ofthem he recognized instantly.

 "Shiv'kala,"hesaid.

 "Vir Cotto," Shiv'kala replied. "Finally...we are face-to-face ... true enemies revealed at last."



 "You won't control me," Vir shot back.

 "You know so little," the Drakh snarled. "But you will learn."

 They advanced on him, and Vir backed up as fast as he could.They were coming in from all sides,
circling him, and the only avenue left was the window, facing out onto a drop that wouldkill a hundred
Virs.

 Vir did not hesitate. He clambered up onto the window, poisedin the sill. The night air, heated from the
flames in the distance,swept around him.

 "I've nothing to learn from you," he said defiantly, "except thelengths that someone should be willing to
go to, just to live freein mind and spirit."

 He took a look down, getting ready to make his fatal plunge.And then his eyes widened as he saw...a
shuttle. No, not justany shuttle: his shuttle. It was approaching rapidly from below,coming straight toward
him with a roar of engines.

 The Drakh came at him, and he was out of time and options.Vir leaped through the air, feeling anything
except graceful, andhe landed atop the shuttle. He cried out, having landed badly,pain shooting through
his right knee. He thought he might havetorn a ligament, and then he started to slide off the top. It was
smooth, giving his desperate fingers no purchase upon which tograb. But then the doors irised open, and
Renegar was there,catching Vir as he slid by. "Hang on, I've got you!" he shouted,and hauled the flailing
Cotto into the shuttle as if he weighed ab­solutely nothing.

 Vir heard a screech of rage from the Drakh even as he tumbled

 into the shuttle.

 Then he heard the sound of weapons fire.

 He scrambled to his feet and what he saw through the windowwas enough to make his hearts sing.
Guards, led by Caso, had

 come pouring into the room, heavily armed. The Drakh hadturned to face them, a dark and fearsome
last stand against therather unexpected forces of light. The guards were opening fireon the Drakh. The
grey servants of the Shadows were putting upa struggle, but it didn't seem likely they were going to
survivefor long. In a city reduced to smoking ruins thanks to their evil,at least one group of Drakh was
undergoing what could only bedescribed as a desperate last stand. He envisioned a throne roomlittered
with Drakh bodies ...

 ... and then couldn't help but remember that one of thebodies littering that throne room was that of he
who should, byall rights, be sitting in that throne.

 "Are you all right, Vir?" Senna asked. She was by his side, andhe realized she was checking him over to
ascertain whether hehad sustained any sort of damage. "Are you unhurt?"

 "That's .. . two different questions, really," Vir said ruefully."I'm unhurt, yes. As for my being all right,
though...I don'tthink I'll be all right ever again."



 "Londo . . . were you able to help him?" Renegar asked ...and then he saw the expression on Vir's face.

 Senna did as well. "You mean... he's. . ."

 "He died at G'Kar's hands, as did G'Kar at his."

 "But why?" Senna asked desperately. "I don't understand. Idon't understand any of it. Why would they
kill each other?"

 "I have some guesses on the matter," Vir said thoughtfully. "Idon't know that we'll ever know for sure."

 Senna began to sob. She seemed unable to find words to ex­press the grief she was feeling. Vir reached
for her and held herclose to him.

 "He tried. He tried so hard to be the best emperor he could,"Senna managed to say.

 "He did the most that anyone could-"

 "Excuse me," Gwynn cut in, sounding a bit annoyed. "Can wesave the maudlin eulogizing for a more
appropriate time? There are other matters to be attended to."

 "Shut up, Gwynn," Vir shot back. "You're a techno-mage, andI know perfectly well that there's a huge
amount of things thatyou know about that I couldn't even begin to understand. Butthere are some things
that you know absolutely nothing about,

  

  

  

 and this is one of them, so I'm telling you again, especially when it comes to Londo: Shut the hell up. Got
that?"

 Dripping with sarcasm, Gwynn bowed slightly, and said,"Of course, Vir Cotto. After all, I'm only the
one who brought this vessel around, using my skills to find you, and saved yourlife. It's not as if you owe
me the slightest bit of gratitude."

 Vir allowed the remark to pass, partly from disdain and partlyfrom the fact that he knew, deep down,
that she was right. Butshe was so damned annoying that he couldn't quite bring him­self to show his
appreciation. So instead he changed the subject."The remaining bombs... are we sure we've got them
all?"

 Renegar nodded. "Once we knew they existed-although it would have been great if we could have
discovered it throughsome other method than having them be set off-Finian wasable to tap into their
energy signatures and locate them quicklyenough. They were cloaked, but you can't cloak something
froma techno-mage if they know what to look for."

 "He never told anyone," Vir said in amazement. "Nevertrusted anyone.. . trusted me... enough to tell me
..."



 "Can you blame him?" Senna asked. "He must have thoughtthat you would find them on your own. And
he must have beenafraid that, if he did say something, the Drakh would detonatethe bombs as
punishment. Afraid." She said the word again as ifshe could not quite digest its full meaning. "How many
yearsmust he have spent living in fear."

 "I don't know that you can exactly call that living," Vir said."Where are the bombs now?"

 "Finian has them," Gwynn said immediately. "He was anx­ious to get them off-world, away from
possible Drakh influence.He's defused them, but he felt it best that the Drakh be given no opportunity to
use them for further mischief."

 "Where is he now?"

 "In another vessel."

 "Can you communicate with him somehow?"

 Gwynn nodded. "Absolutely. Where do you want thembrought? Truth to tell, he'd be more than happy
to be rid of them,sooner rather than later."

 Vir didn't even hesitate. "To Minbar. I'm going to turn themover to Sheridan. A little gift in advance...for
the help he'sgoing to give us."

 "What help are you talking about?"

 "I suspect," Vir said, patting the satchel that was lying on thefloor-the satchel that held Londo's
memoirs-"that these words of Londo's are going to be very instrumental in lettingthe Alliance know just
how involved the Drakh were in much of what has been blamed on Centauri Prime. The Alliance isn't
going to appreciate being played for fools, and as for Sheri­dan .. ." He shook his head. "Let's just say
that he has the most finely tuned sense of moral outrage I've ever seen in a Human.Now that the Drakh
are in disarray, it shouldn't be too difficult to convince the Alliance to join forces with the Centauri fleet.
Right now our ships are all sitting on station, waiting for someone togather them in. . ."

 "And that's going to be you?"

 Vir nodded.

 "How do you figure that?" Gwynn asked.

 "For starters," Vir said slowly, "the fleet commanders have now been made to understand that what was
supposed to be aninitiative of Centauri origin was actually a massive manipulation at the hands of the
Drakh .. . including the manipulation of themuch-beloved, much-attended-to Prime Minister Durla.
Durla's vision was actually Drakh vision, and that's not going to sit toowell for men whose mission once
seemed so clear-cut.

 "I can guess that, even as we speak, there are counsels going on among the military leaders, trying to
figure out what willhappen next. Some will struggle for dominance. The ships may even be fighting each
other. As soon as a new leader is an­nounced and affirmed, the chances are that the fleet will fall intoline
eagerly, just so it can have a genuine purpose, for the firsttime in its existence."

 "And you still think that leader will be you?" Renegar asked."How do you figure that?"



 "For starters, my connection with unveiling the Drakh is wellknown. And second, Londo once moved
heaven and earth to tryto get an endorsement from a techno-mage, because he felt that such an action
would be a tremendous boost for his own chances at the throne. I know, because he enlisted my aid in
trying to make things happen. Me...I'm going to have the en­dorsements oftwo techno-mages. That can
be arranged, can't it,Gwynn?"

  

 Gwynn was at the controls of the shuttle, guiding the vessel with speed and certainty away from the
burning world below.She grunted in response. "Don't bet on it."

 Without hesitation, he continued, "I'm also going to have theinfluence of the extremely influential General
Rhys. I contactedhim shortly before the revelation of the Drakh, informing himof what was going to
happen. That was a gamble on my part, butthe interaction I'd had with Rhys told me that he, of all
people,would be the most outraged over the pervasive Drakh influence. He was loyal to Durla; when
Durla proved less than trustworthy,Rhys needed someone to whom he could switch allegiance. Isuspect
that I will be that individual, and when that occurs, he'll bring the rest of the key military personnel along."

 "Unless Rhys chooses to grab power for himself."

 Vir shook his head. "Not Rhys. Believe it or not, he's not thetype. He's old school, and believes that his
allegiance is, and al­ways must be, to the emperor. But the title of emperor is one thathas traditionally
always passed to those of higher birth. Rhys islowborn, and proud of it. He's not going to want to
reorder all ofCentauri society just to accommodate some sort of power play.

 "Now I...I'm of higher birth...no matter how much myparents would have liked to deny it," he added as a
witheringlyaccurate self-portrayal. "Also, I believe that John Sheridan,president of the Alliance, will
support my claim as well, as willmost of the remaining Centauri nobility."

 "You've been giving this a great deal of thought," Renegarobserved.

 "I learned from the best," Vir replied.

 "But why?" Senna asked.

 He looked to her, not quite understanding. "Why what?"

 "Why would you want to be emperor? The responsibility, thedanger, the-"

 "The need," Vir said. "I see...a need. I've been doing thatfor years now, Senna. I see a need that has to
be filled, and I...well...I just do it. Ever since I first came to Babylon 5, really.Londo needed an aide, 1
was his aide. He needed a conscience,and I was that, too ... although I don't know that I did sucha good
job of it. The Narns needed someone to help them getto safety, and I was there for them. Centauri Prime
neededsomeone to-"

                                                                                                           

 "I need you to be quiet," Gwynn said tartly. "Am I going to getmy wish?"

 "Am 1 going to get the endorsement I need?"



 "Anything for you, Your Highness."

 Vir nodded in exaggerated gratitude. But despite the momentof levity, he still couldn't erase the image of
the fallen Londofrom his mind.

 And on some level, he didn't want to.

 EXCERPTED FROM

 THE CHRONICLES OF VIR COTTO.

 Excerpt dated (approximate Earth date)

 January 12,2278.

 I should be trying to figure out some sort of memorable opening words to this, but nothing's really
coming.

 Londo had such a way with words. Him and G'Kar. When I think of the two of them lying there, hands
around each other's throats, I'm kind of struck by the irony of it. Two people who had the greatest gifts
for words of anyone I've ever met, aside from John Sheridan. And the source of that strength, their
words...cut off. What were their last thoughts, their last feelings? G'Kar... well, in many ways, I never
really understood him, even at the end.

 As for Londo, I can only think that it was probably something like relief.

 I should introduce myself, I suppose. I am Vir Cotto, once the embarrassment of my family. I was
considered to be such a joke that I was basically "exiled" to astation called Babylon 5.

 It's a funny thing about that space station. In order to generate artificial gravity, itturned, like the center
spoke of a great wheel. Sometimes I think that Babylon 5 wasthe hub of our universe, turning in the
center of it while the rest of events circled around it.

 That's good. I like that. Deep thoughts, descriptive phrasing... yes. Yes, that's definitely the type of thing
that these journals should be filled with. I don't know if that's really me...but it's what people have come
to expect. And every so often, you just have to knuckle down and give the people what they want.

 In any event, I was packed off to Babylon 5, to serve as the aide to a lower-level politician named
Londo Mollari. No one could possibly have known that the asso­ciation would wind up leaving me in the
highest position of power in all of Centauri Prime. Selfishly, I wish my family had survived the bombs to
see it. Then again- and I know this will sound cold, but it's also true-if my family had lived to see me

 attain this height, they would have been perfectly capable of planting their own bombs outside the
palace, to blow the whole thing into orbit. Anything would have been preferable to allowing such a
humiliating joke of a person as myself to as­sume power.

 What can I say? That's just the kind of loyalty I inspired in my family.

 Following the escape from Centauri Prime, my arrival on Minbar was greeted with some suspicion by
the local residents. I can't entirely say I blame them. After all, the Centauri had been painted as mad-dog



killers for so long, the Minbari probably couldn't help but think that I had some sort of sinister motive
planned.Sheridan and Delenn, who arrived at roughly the same time, however, intervened in this
potentially sticky situation. They paved the way for my setting up a temporary"exile headquarters" on
Minbar.

 From that point on, the rest was simply a matter of organization. Word was sentout to the remaining
heads of the Centauri Houses. Some came to Minbar curious, others came in anger, still others came
seeking answers, while still others desired power. The point was... those who survived, came.

 I managed to keep the debate under control. There was some initial resistance, but I was backed up by
the techno-mages, the Alliance in the person of John Sheridan, and the awareness on the part of the
House heads that the fleet was still floating around out there, looking for a target. If matters continued in a
disorga­nized fashion for too long, someone in the military might have taken it into their head that
Centauri Prime itself was ripe for military rule. Either that, or we might have had various leaders go rogue
and decide to start attacking the Alliance on their own initiative. That, of course, would have been
suicidal. What little of Cen­tauri Prime was still standing wouldn't have remained standing for long, once
theAlliance started fighting back.

 Thanks to the agreement that has come to be known as the Minbar Accord, thefollowing was worked
out:

 The House heads have recognized my claim as emperor.

 The military is being recalled to Centauri Prime, with new instructions and di­rections being given them.
They will have the target they so desperately need to validate their fleet's existence. That target is the
Drakh. Many of the escape vessels were tracked and targeted. A number of Drakh were also captured
and were... shall we say, forthcoming... about certain Drakh interests and strongholds. The Centauri fleet,
in tandem with the resources of the Alliance, is going after the Drakhwith a vengeance.

 Sheridan has been good enough to put telepaths at the disposal of the Centauri and Alliance fleets.
Telepaths capable of detecting both the Drakh and their keepers, should any more of those vile little
creatures try to spread their influence.

 What has been most impressive during all of this, I must admit, is Senna. As if

 she has been watching, waiting, and preparing for this her entire life, she has been
dealing with the House heads, the remaining ministers...all of them. They are
surprisingly-even to themselves, I think-comfortable discussing such things
as military, financial, and governmental matters with her. It's unusual, considering
that women are held, if not in low esteem, at least in less-than-impressive regard in
our society. Perhaps it is because she has been aroundfor so long that many of
them know her and feel at ease.

 Perhaps, as the daughter of Lord Refa, the ward of Londo Mollari, and the beloved-yes, I'm afraid it's
that evident-of the next emperor, they see her as aconnection to the far and near past and to the future. It
would be premature, maybe even absurd, to think that she could one day hold a position of authority in
our gov­ ernment. Then again, this is a time of possibilities, and why shouldn't somethingsuch as that be
possible? Such things do not happen overnight.

 Sheridan and Delerm have been remarkably supportive. At one point, Delenn looked me straight in the



eye, and said, "Vir... you're a living symbol of every­thing that is positive about Centauri culture." Hard
not to be flattered over some­thing like that. Sheridan has likewise been forthcoming with his help,
support, and insight. I very much doubt whether I could have held matters together in the initial stages if
his presence had not sent a very distinct message.

 Their son, David, on the other hand... well... that is another matter...

 chapter 29

 David pulled once more against the restraints, his face twisted in fury. For Delenn, watching from the
edge of the room, it tookevery amount of strength and self-control she possessed not tolet her grief be
displayed. Those monsters might be watching her at this very moment, peering through the hideous eye
that sat un-blinkingly upon her son's shoulder, at the base of his neck.

 Nude from the waist up, David had absolutely no chance oftearing free of the straps that held him firmly
to the chair. Thatdid not, however, stop him from trying.

 The keeper remained inscrutable, but it was his actions theywere viewing. Delenn was quite sure of that.

 A score of Minbari doctors and scientists had been throughthe medical facility, studying the situation
from every possibleangle. They were the best that the Minbari had to offer. Yet theman next to whom
John Sheridan was now standing, the manwho had just gotten done examining David-he was someone
whose medical expertise Delenn trusted above all others, in­cluding that of her own kind.

 "What do you think, Stephen?" Sheridan asked.

 As dire as the situation was, Stephen Franklin would not berushed. He put up a hand to quiet Sheridan
as he finished study­ing readings he had taken.

 Delenn looked at her son once more, her heart aching for herinability to help him. She knew that if
anyone could, it wouldbe Dr. Stephen Franklin. David, after all, was a unique hybrid:mostly human, but
with a few Minbari traits. And he had a crea­ture spawned from the black pit of Shadow and Drakh
tech­nology bonded to him.

 Franklin's knowledge covered all the bases. He had been anexpert on Minbari physiology at a time
when the Minbari were

  

  

 busy trying to exterminate Humans altogether. He had beensquarely in the middle of the Shadow War,
and his detailed re­search into Drakh capability during the time of the Great Plaguegave him insight into
the bio-organics that that insidious racewas capable of.

 "If anyone can help, he can."

 The hushed voice next to her, verbalizing the words in herhead, startled her. She turned and let out an
automatic sigh of re­lief when she saw Michael Garibaldi standing beside her. Hehad barely slept since
David's return. If he had not been con­soling or giving moral support to Delenn and Sheridan, he had
been by David's side, trying to reach the boy, help him, as if hecould get the teen to rid himself of the



Drakh influence bywillpower alone. He had been awake for so long that Sheridanhad personally
threatened to knock him cold just to make sure hegot some sleep. Reluctantly, Garibaldi had gone off to
bed,promising he'd sleep until he felt rested. That had been forty-seven minutes ago, yet she couldn't find
it in her to scold him.

 "I know," she said softly, patting him on the cheek. His threedays' growth of beard was scratchy.

 Sheridan started to say "Well?" again, almost out of reflex,and then stopped himself with visible effort
and waited.

 As for David, he said nothing, as he hadn't for some time. Itwas as if the creature had some sort of lock
on his speech center. In a way, Delenn was grateful for that. What if the keeper had sosubsumed his
personality that he began spitting out curses anddefiance, like some demon-possessed shell? Or worse ...
whatif his own personality held sway, and he was crying out for herhelp? The prospect of standing there,
listening to his cries,knowing she could not aid him...it would have been beyondexcruciating.

 Franklin finally looked up and indicated with a gesture of hishead that they should reconvene outside the
room. They walked    out, Delenn bringing up the rear and casting one last, sad look ather son. It was
hard to tell whether he was even aware of it.

 "Look," Franklin said slowly, "I have to admit, my ego, ifnothing else, would love to be able to come in
here, take one lookat the situation, and say that there's some simple answer thateveryone else has
overlooked. But there's not. That thing islike...it's like a parasite that's literally eaten into him on a neu-

 rological basis. It didn't happen overnight, either. The ...keeper, you said it's called?" Sheridan nodded.
"The keeper, asnear as I can tell, has been establishing a psychic bond with himfor a number of years
now. It had the opportunity to intertwineitself with him on a far more comprehensive and profound basis
than it could have with an adult, because it connected with himat such a young age. For all I know, it's
been influencing him on alow-level basis of some kind since birth."

 Delenn let out a choked sob but managed to pull herself to­gether quickly. Coming apart now wasn't
going to benefit any­thing. Instead she let the cold, burning fury that she felt for themonsters that had done
this come to the fore.

 "The creature's tendrils have wrapped themselves aroundDavid on a basic neurological level," Franklin
continued. "If wetried to remove the thing by force, it would be the equivalent oftearing out his central
nervous system with a chain saw."

 "We can put it to sleep," Delenn suggested. "Londo told usthat alcohol numbed its awareness."

 "It's awareness, yes, but not its influence. If its life is threat­ened, no matter how incapacitated it is, it will
fight back, and Davidwill likely be the battleground. The chances are that, even ifDavid manages to live,
there will be nerve and brain damage soextensive that whatever is left won't really be David anymore."

 "There has to be a way."

 Franklin took a deep breath. "As near as I can tell-based onbrain-wave readings I've gotten off the
keeper-it draws a sortof strength from its point of origin."

 "Point of origin?" Garibaldi sounded confused.



 But Delenn understood instantly. "The Drakh that made it."

 "Made it, nourished it, sustained it...however you want todescribe it," Franklin agreed. "That Drakh,
whoever and wher­ever it is, is the keeper's foundation. As with any house, remove the foundation, and
the structure collapses."

 "Is there a way to generate some sort of scrambling field so it can't communicate with the Drakh?"
Sheridan asked.

 Franklin shook his head. "Even if we could manage it, itwould just trigger the keeper's self-defense
mechanisms, andDavid would suffer for it. The only thing I can suggest is finding a way to terminate the
signal from the other end, as it were."

  

 "You're saying we have to find the Drakh who did this.. . andkill it," Sheridan said grimly.

 "In essence . .. yes."

 "How in Valen's name can we possibly do that?" Delenndemanded.

 "I wish I had an answer for you...but I don't."

 Slowly, Garibaldi walked toward David. His determination to struggle against his bonds seemed endless.
During every wakinghour he kept it up; only when he slept did he cease his struggles,and he only slept
because he had exhausted himself so thor­oughly that he couldn't move anymore.

 Garibaldi focused all his attention on the keeper, staringstraight into that hideous eye. "Whoever. ..
wherever you are,"he said intently, "if you're seeing me...sensing me, what­ever ... I'm telling you right
now: I will find you. And when Ido, the only thing that's going to be on your side is that you'll diequick
and easy. Trust me: I'd rather prolong it. Make you feelevery second of agony, for as long as possible.
But I don't wantyou influencing this boy for an instant longer than necessary.You got that, you
disease-ridden piece of filth? I...am com­ing ... for you."

 The keeper didn't seem especially perturbed by the prospect.

 Dinner that evening was a less-than-festive affair. Vir andSenna had joined Delenn, Sheridan, Franklin,
and Garibaldiaround a table that had more than enough food to accommodateeveryone. Unfortunately,
much of it was left uneaten, since noone seemed particularly hungry.

 Franklin, in short order, brought the two Centauri up to speedwith what he had already told the others.
Vir didn't seem espe­cially shocked to hear it. "I can't say I'm surprised," he toldthem. "You know of
how I found G'Kar and Londo..."

 "With their hands at each other's throats," Sheridan said grimly.

 "There was no way...woway ... Londo was trying to fightG'Kar off on his own. He wanted to make
certain that the two ofyou escaped, and he was willing to sacrifice his life to make surethat happened.
Any resistance given to that end was entirely atthe keeper's control."

  



  

  

 "Is that supposed to make us feel better about the guy?"Garibaldi demanded.

 "Michael..." Sheridan tried to rein him in.

 But Garibaldi wasn't listening. He put down the fork that hehadn't used to pick up any food for twenty
minutes, and leanedforward. "You're sitting here telling me that, after he was re­sponsible for the deaths
of millions, all long before the Drakhgot their hooks into him, we're all now supposed to feel sorry for
Londo Mollari and take pride in him because he sacrificed him­self to save three people? Granted, three
people whom I myselfwould crawl through hell over broken glass to help, but threepeople nevertheless?
Is that somehow supposed to balance thescales?"

 "No," Vir answered softly.

 "Then don't try to make him out to be some sort of grandhero, at least not while I'm around."

 Once upon a time, Delenn thought, Vir would have been in­timidated by the ferocity and intensity of
Garibaldi's outburst.Instead he just looked a bit tired, and said, "You know, Mr.Garibaldi . .. Londo was
endlessly fascinated by Earth and itsinhabitants. He stepped in whenever he could to help you. Didthings
behind the scenes, positive things, which your peoplenever knew anything about. He read over Earth
culture end­lessly, always researching, always trying to understand. I asked him occasionally why he was
so intrigued by all of you, and henever really managed to give me any sort of satisfactory answer.But you
know what? I think I've figured it out. I think that, inmany ways...he was far closer spiritually to any of
you than hewas to any of us. He had a clear vision of what he wanted, a vi­sion that exceeded his grasp
at every level, but he never stoppedreaching, despite the inherent character flaws that pulled himdown.
Londo Mollari was not a hero, Mr. Garibaldi. What he was... was all too Human."

 There was a long moment of silence, and then Sheridanturned to Vir. "Well spoken," he said.

 Garibaldi rolled his eyes. "Sometimes I don't get any of youpeople."

 "That's quite all right, sir," Senna spoke up. "I don't 'get' anyof you, either. And I'm speaking largely as
an outsider. But whatI do see," and she looked around the table and actually smiled,

  

 "is a group of people who would very much prefer to like eachother ... but have been through so much,
they don't know ifthey can."

 "This is quite a perceptive young woman you have here, Vir," Delenn remarked. "You would do well not
to let her get too far."

 "Thank you," Vir said. "I'll see that she doesn't. Oh...Senna. Do you have the drawings?"

 "Drawings?" Sheridan asked.

 "Senna's been busy," Vir said, by way of explanation. "She hasuntapped talents."



 Senna had unrolled several large sheets of paper, and shehanded them to Garibaldi. He endeavored to
maintain his surlyattitude, but in spite of himself, he raised an eyebrow uponseeing the illustrations. "Fairly
decent likenesses of Londo andG'Kar," he said. "I like the way they're standing there, with theirbacks to
each other. Seems symbolic."

 "It's quite rough," she said.

 "What's this area between them?"

 "That's the city. I told you it was rough."

 "The city?" Then he understood. "These are statues. Designsfor statues. My God, they're huge."

 "Statues?" Sheridan leaned over, as did Delenn. Franklingot up and came around the table to get a
better look. "You'rethinking about building statues to Londo and G'Kar."

 Vir nodded. "At either gate of the main city. Part of the re­building of Centauri Prime." He shook his
head. "Hard to be­lieve. It seems that just yesterday we had to rebuild from theAlliance attack. Now
we're looking to the Alliance to help us re­cover again."

 "The Alliance will be there to help," Sheridan assured him."That much I can promise you. And this ..."
He shook his headand tapped the drawings. "If you'd told me twenty years agothat there would be a
statue of G'Kar...of any Narn, for thatmatter... built right on the edge of the city ..."

 "It is a most remarkable concept," Delenn said. She tappedthe paper. "I am curious, though. Why are
they both faced awayfrom the city? It almost seems to say that they have turned theirbacks on the
Centauri people."

 "No, Delenn, not at all," Garibaldi told her. "Takes an old se-

                                                                                 

 curity warhorse to understand: they're standing guard. You can'tstand guard if your back is to your
enemies."

 "That's exactly right," Senna said. "Although it's also morethan that. Londo . .." She seemed to know
what she wanted tosay, but had trouble putting it into words.

 Vir stepped in. "We have Londo facing away from the capitalthat he inhabited for so long ... obsessed
over for so long ...that it was all he could see. He didn't look to the long-range re­sults of his decisions,
because he was so blinded by his poordecisions."

 "So instead," Senna said, "we're positioning him the way I think he would have wished he had been. He's
looking awayfrom the city and, instead, to the horizon."

 "Very nice," Sheridan said. "And something tells me thatG'Kar would have appreciated the irony of
protecting the capital city of what were once his enemies."

 Garibaldi commented, "And the way that you have them posi­tioned .. .they're really watching each
other's backs."



 "As they did in life," Delenn said. "It has a symmetry to it.Well done, Vir and Senna... very well done."

 "I just wish they could have lived to see it," Sheridan said.

 She put her arm through his, linking them. "You know, John...I think, in a way that we'll never
understand... they did."

 EXCERPTED FROM

 THE CHRONICLES OF VIR COTTO.

 Excerpt dated (approximate Earth date)

 January 20,2278.

 Senna and I returned to Centauri Prime today. The reception was muted, which is to be expected. We
are still burying our dead, and naturally it's a little difficult to get all worked up over the arrival of the man
who has been promised to be the nextemperor.

 The fires have long been put out, but the damage remains. The smell of burned flesh still hangs in the air;
if i take a deep breath, my gag reflex kicks in. Upon my arrival, the first thing I did was walk through the
streets of Centauri Prime, sur­veying the damage. It was as if I were wandering through a ghost town,
except the ghosts were out and about. People looked at me with haunted, almost vacant ex­pressions.
Despite my brief holographic appearance, they likely didn't know who I was. I have not yet taken to
wearing the white. I don't know when I will. I think there's a long way for our world, our people, to go
before we start assuming theoutward vestments of the past.

 The palace, of course, remains untouched. Naturally. For the Drakh, it was a symbolic stronghold of
their influence, second only to the Tower of Power they en­gineered. Sheridan showed me a picture of a
tower on an Earth desert, constructed by insects and swarming with them. That's what the Tower of
Power was: an infes­tation. We exterminated that infestation. But, like any number of insects, the inhab­
itants of the Tower turned around and stung us. It will take us a long time to recoverfrom such a severe
stinging.

 On the shuttle from Minbar to here, I brought some acquisitions that Sheridan and Delenn were
generous enough to give me. Books and some assorted pieces of furniture, including several tables,
chairs, and a large wardrobe. All very old andGrafted in the Minbari style. Their generosity is amazing.

 I have had initial discussions with my ministers. I intend to make General Rhys

  

                                                                                                            

 minister of Internal Security. He told me he didn't want the job. That's more than enough reason to give it
to him.

 When I arrived at the palace, Dunseny was waiting for me, as were Caso and Renegar. Renegar handed
me a crystal that, when I played it, revealed a communi­cation from Gwynn and Finian on it. Both of
them looked...tired. As if the events that had transpired had taken a lot out of them. I couldn't really



blame them, I guess. I think we all felt that way. But the fact that they were techno-mages should have...I
don't know... protected them somehow.

 "It's over, Vir," Finian told me. "But it's also just started. And Gwynn and I both want you to know...
that if an emergency ever presents itself...if there is ever some catastrophe facing you as you proceed on
your path as emperor of Centauri Prime, trying to pull together the shattered remains of your republic...in
short, if there's ever a situation in which the talents of the techno-mages are required... then both Gwynn
and I want you to know..."

 "That you can forget it," Gwynn completed.

 I actually laughed out loud at that as the picture blinked out. One had to credit them: techno-mages
habitually spoke in a manner so oblique, so indecipherable, that it was a pleasure to see that they could
say exactly what they meant when they put their minds to it.

 As the day drew to a close, I held Senna close to me and watched the sun turning red on the horizon. So
much to do. So many things that needed attending to. And I found my thoughts turning to Timov, the
former wife of Londo. Word had reached us that she had passed away quietly, of illness. Apparently she
had hung on for far longer than the doctors had believed possible. She died on the exactsame day that
Londo did. On the one hand, there is certainly no reasonable way she could have known. On the other
hand, considering the formidable woman she was, it might be that she was simply so stubborn that she
felt she had to outlast Londo,no matter what.

 And naturally, thoughts of Timov turned me to Mariel.

 We all carry our sins upon us. Mariel will always be mine. I was working to save a people...and in doing
it, destroyed one woman. I can justify it as much as I want. I can make myself believe that she had it
coming. That it was necessary. That it was any one of a hundred things. But what I keep coming back
around to is that it was wrong, and it's something that I can never, ever fix. Not ever.

 I felt a frost upon my spine, feeling as if a shadow had touched me, and held Senna closer as the night
chill began to fill the air.

 chapter 30

 "Do you want me to sleep with you tonight?" Senna asked.

 Vir considered it a moment, but then shook his head. "Thetime. . . isn't right." He sighed. "I don't...I can't
...I..."

 She put a finger to his lips and hushed him. "When the time isright, then." Her lips brushed lightly against
his. "Good nightthen, Vir."

 "Good night."

 He went to his quarters then. He had selected somethingsimple for himself, nothing ostentatious. He
couldn't bring him­self to take over the private quarters that had once belonged toLondo. Too many
ghosts that had not been laid to rest, and quitepossibly never would be.

 As the door slid shut behind him, he glanced around the roomapprovingly. The things he'd transported
from Minbar had beenbrought there and set up just as he had specified. There was thedesk, and the



chairs. And the wardrobe, polished and ornate, bigas a man and twice as wide.

 It was late; he'd had a long day, and he had a series of meetings scheduled for tomorrow that were going
to be pivotal in his deci­sions as to what direction Centauri Prime should go. Yet withall that, he could
not bring himself to sleep. Instead he sat downat a computer and recorded another entry in his chronicles.
There were many ways in which he had no intention of follow­ing Londo's example, but the concept of
keeping a journal wasa good idea. For an emperor owed it to more than himself to tryto keep his
thoughts orderly, try to maintain a record of hisachievements, or lack thereof. An emperor owed it to
whoeverfollowed him in the office. A blueprint, a template, for what to doright... and what to avoid.

 "I felt a frost upon my spine, feeling as if a shadow had

  

                                                                                                           

 touched me, and held Senna closer as the night chill began to fillthe air," he said, and was about to
continue when another chillstruck him. That was odd, however, because when he'd been with Senna,
they'd been standing on a balcony. Here, however, he wasin a room that had been warm only moments
before.

 The room also seemed darker somehow, and the shadowswere-impossibly-starting to lengthen.

 Slowly Vir rose from his chair. He appeared for all the worldas if he wanted to cry out, but he could not.

 A form separated itself from the shadows and stood facinghim in the middle of the room.

 "Shiv'kala," Vir managed to say. "You're .. . not dead."

 "In that ambush? No." When he'd encountered Shiv'kala inthe past, he'd always been struck by the
calm, level tone of theDrakh. Now, however, Shiv'kala sounded as if every word fromhis mouth was
laced with rage. He couldn't be sure, but it lookedas if Shiv'kala was actually trembling. "No, I was able
to make my escape ... for all the good it did me."

 "Good?"

 "I," the Drakh growled, "have been shunned. Shunned by theDrakh Entire. Because of Londo. Because
of you."

 "I...don't understand. .."

 "Of course you do not," he snarled. "You cannot understand. Cannot know what it was to commune
with the Entire. But our hold on Centauri Prime has disintegrated, my people are in re­treat. The mighty
fleet we helped construct now seeks us out to destroy us...and they blame it on me. They say I did not
treatLondo harshly enough. I attempted to educate him, you see." Hewas circling Vir, exuding anger. Vir
was rooted to the spot."Tried to teach him our purpose. Our reason for existence. Triedto get him to
understand the Tightness of our cause. Instead hemistook compassion for weakness, and betrayed us in
a way thathe never would have if I had treated him appropriately. I did notbreak him sufficiently. I will
not make that mistake again.

 "My people have abandoned me along with this world... butI will get them to understand. I will show



them just what I am ca­pable of. I will bend this world to the way of the Shadows,single-handedly if I
must. And the Drakh will see my accom­plishment, and return. If it takes a century, it will not matter, for
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 we have nothing but time, despite all your ships' pathetic at­tempts to track us down and annihilate us.
But it will start withyou, VirCotto."

 "You mean ... you . .." Vir gulped. "You're going to try tobreak me the way you didn't with Londo?"

 "No," the Drakh said, speaking so softly that Vir could barelyhear him. "You...I am simply going to kill. I
will deal withwhoever follows you... but you I will not suffer to live."

 Vir licked his lips, seeming to summon his courage. "No. Youwon't kill me. Instead .. . you're going to
tell me where I canfind the Drakh that spawned the keeper on David Sheridan."

 It was hard to believe that a Drakh could look surprised, muchless as surprised as Shiv'kala did just
then. "I had thought," hesaid slowly, "that you simply acted the fool, in order to throwsuspicion from
yourself. But I was wrong. You truly are a fool."

 "Tell me," Vir said, as if somehow he had the upper hand.

 "You want the Drakh who produced David Sheridan's keeper?"He spread his arms wide. "He stands
before you." And then hishands came together, and he advanced on Vir.

 Vir didn't budge. "Thank you. I figured as much. And it's all Iwanted to know."

 Shiv'kala had taken only two steps toward Vir when the door of the Minbari wardrobe cabinet banged
open. He spun, staringin confusion.

 Standing inside the cabinet, a PPG clenched securely in bothhands, was Michael Garibaldi. There was a
lopsided, wolfishgrin on his face and a glitter of death in his eyes.

 "What's up, Drakh?" he asked.

 Shiv'kala let out the howl of a damned soul, and his armmoved with a blur. But Garibaldi didn't give him
any time. Hesqueezed off two quick shots, and both struck home, one in the Drakh's stomach, the
second in his chest. The impact lifted himoff his feet and slammed him against the far wall, even as a
pointed steel rod flew from Shiv'kala's sleeve. It thunked intothe wood six inches to the right of
Garibaldi's head. He didn'teven flinch, or seem to notice.

 Shiv'kala flopped about on the floor like a beached whale.The only sound issuing from his mouth was a
sort of incoherentgrunting, and his chest made a wheezing, sucking noise thatGaribaldi knew all too well.
The floor beneath him became dark

 and stained with the awful liquid that passed for the creature'sblood.



 Garibaldi stood over him, aiming the PPG squarely between Shiv'kala's eyes. "The first one was for
David.. . and the secondwas for Lou Welch. And this..."

 "Mr. Garibaldi," Vir said sharply. Garibaldi looked to him,and Vir extended his hand, a stern expression
on his face. "Ican't let you do that. Give it here. Now."

 Slowly, reluctantly, Garibaldi handed it over. Vir held it deli­cately, hefted the weight, clearly impressed
by the lightness of it.Then he looked down at the fallen Drakh. "In the end... Londohad you pegged," he
told the Drakh. "He said you were pre­dictable. And you were. Your ego had to bring you back here,
make you vulnerable. To get away, all you had to do was leave.We'd probably never have found you.
But you had to stay around,to have your vengeance. You refused to admit that the time of theDrakh on
Centauri Prime is over. A lot of creatures that walkedor swam or flew this world's surface didn't realize
when their moment passed. But it's strange: Nature doesn't care whetherthey knew it or not. Nature just
got rid of them. Turned them ex­tinct. Oh...and by the way," he added, almost as an after­thought, "...
this is for Londo and G'Kar." And with that, heblew Shiv'kala's head off.

 David Sheridan's shriek was so loud that many Minbariwithin a mile radius claimed to have been able to
hear it.

 Sheridan and Delenn were there in seconds, neither of themhaving even bothered to pull on robes. They
had no idea what they were going to find when they entered the room, althoughneither of them would
have been surprised to discover their son'scorpse.

 Even faster on the scene, amazingly, had been Stephen Franklin,who had opted to stay on Minbar for a
time, to monitor the boy'scondition as best he could. He was already there when Sheridanand Delenn
arrived, and his body blocked their view of theirson. "Stephen!" Sheridan cried out. "David! What's
wrong withDavid?"

 Franklin turned around, and said with an absolutely un­readable expression, "Wrong?" Then he stepped
aside.

 They saw with astonishment that Franklin had just finished

  

  

 unstrapping the teen, who wore a pale and wan expression.Sheridan immediately looked to the keeper...
except it was nolonger there. There was a severe reddish mark indicating wherethe creature had been,
but it was gone. Instead he saw Franklincrouching and picking it up with a pair of forceps. Its tendrils
were hanging limply. Its eye lay wide open, but was glassily blind. It seemed about as threatening as a
clump of seaweed.Clearly the creature was dead or dying. Franklin opened a largespecimen jar and
dropped the thing in, and it landed with a sick­ening littleplop.

 Delenn and Sheridan moved instantly to their son's side. De-lenn was running her fingers over the area
where the keeper hadbeen, shaking her head in wonderment.

 "Lemme guess," David said, in a voice that was hoarse andcroaking. "Uncle Mikey?"

 "I suspect so," Sheridan told him. "He volunteered to go on'stakeout,' as he called it, on Centauri Prime.
Something tells mehe hit pay dirt far more quickly than we could have hoped."



 "Oh, David," Delenn said, stroking his face repeatedly as ifunable to believe it was him.

 "It's okay, Ma ... really. I just... I'd like to know one thing..."

 "Anything, son. Just name it," Sheridan said. "Okay." He took a deep breath. "Can I have that second
piece of birthday cake now?"

 Sheridan and Delenn looked at each other, then burst intojoyous laughter, holding their son tight.

 "More than that, David," Sheridan said fiercely. "If there's onething I've learned, it's that hiding you here
can't protect youfrom the galaxy. So we might as well go out there and take it on.When you recover, I'm
taking a break from the presidency ...Michael goes on vacation from his business ... and Michael and I
are going to take you on a tour of known space. Hitchsome rides, grab some freighters, go down and
dirty-the realworm's-eye view. Just us guys."

 "Really?" David looked in amazement at Delenn. "Mom . ..that's . .. that's okay with you? You won't feel
left out or-"

 She laughed."Someone has to run things while your fatherand godfather are gallivanting about in the
throes of their second childhood."

 He embraced both of them, and as he did, Delenn breathedsilent prayers of thanks to Vir, to Garibaldi,
to Valen, to Lorien.To whoever and whatever beings, real, spiritual, or imagined,had given her back her
son. She would never again bewail thedwindling amount of time she had left with her husband, be­cause
at least they would all be able to enjoy it.

 EXCERPTED FROM

 THE CHRONICLES OF VIR COTTO.

 Excerpt dated (approximate Earth date)

 January 21,2278.

 "So ... Vir... well done," Londo's voice growled in my ear. "Look whereyou've come, eh? Who would
have thought?"

 We sat drinking together on a beach, the wave washing up along the shore. Thesun shone down upon
us, bathing me in a pleasant warmth. I had read in his final memoirs how he would have given anything to
walk upon a beach for a brief time...and here it appeared he was going to have an eternity of time to do
so. He looked just as I remembered him when we first met. I never realized how young hewas. Great
Maker, how young we all were.

 "Who would have thought," I echoed.                              '
"Look at you. Remember the days when you would get drunk on one glass
alone?" He chortled at the thought. "I'll be honest with you, Vir. When you first
came to Babylon 5,1 gave you three months. Six months at the outside. I didn't
think you'd last. Who could know that you would last... and I wouldn't?"
"You lasted a good long time, Londo," I assured him. "You had a good run."
"Did I?" He laughed softly. "I suppose I did. A low-level ambassador assigned



to a space station that was considered a joke. They called it 'Sinclair's Folly,' you
know. It wasn't exactly a stepping-stone to greatness. It was considered more a
dead end. Who knew that it would lead to the throne."
" It didn't lead there, Londo. The path was very crooked, and you cut it yourself."
"I was led," Londo said firmly. "The Shadows and their agents, and their agents'
agents, led me. But make no mistake. I'm not tossing aside responsibility. It was I
who walked that path, and walked it willingly. Perhaps... perhaps at the end, that
was what mattered. I took that final responsibility...and preserved a future that
didn't include me. Does that make sense?"
"I suppose it does." I looked around. "Too bad G'Kar couldn't join us."

                                                                                

 "He had another engagement in NaToth's dream. Even he can't be everywhere. Onthe other hand, there
are always unwelcome visitors. Hold on a moment, please..."

 Suddenly there was a sword in his hand. I flinched automatically, but he turned away from me and, in
one smooth motion, threw the blade with unerring accuracy. It thudded into a grove of bushes nearby.
There was a grunt, and then the impaled body of a Drakh fell from darkness into the red-tinted sunlight
that was just filtering through from the sun on the horizon. The moment the rays struck it, it evaporated
into dust.

 "If he had been expecting that," Londo said mildly, "he could have stopped it. That's what you always
have to do with forces of darkness, Vir. You have to catch them by surprise. Emissaries of evil tend to
think very far, and very deep, but not very fast. Are you writing this down, Vir? That was a good one.
You should re­member that."

 "I will."

 "And never stop watching the shadows. You never know."

 "But the Drakh are gone from Centauri Prime, Londo. In full retreat. Our people are safe, they-"

 "Vir," he said patiently. "You started out as an aide to a low-level ambassador and you wound up
emperor. What does that say to you?"

 "You never know."

 "Exactly."

 " I'll watch the shadows, Londo, just in case they decide to watch me back."

 "That is good. That is very good." He took a deep, final drink. "I think, Vir, it is time for deep,
thoughtful, and profound words of wisdom that will explain the entire purpose of the universe and
guarantee a life of accomplishment andprosperity."

 "And they would be...?"

 Londo rose and walked across the sands. Standing there was Adira, smiling, her arms open to meet him.

 Then I heard a steady, measured tread, a "splish splish." And there came Timov... walking across the



surface of the water. "Londo!" she called sternly with a smile. "Iftgetting late."

 Londo saw her, rolled his eyes, and, inclining his head, said, "She always hasto show off."

 She stepped out of the surf and they regarded me warmly, although Timov was watching Londo with the
patient air of someone who had evaluated all of Londo's flaws and simply decided to find them charming.

 "The words of wisdom, Londo?" I prompted.

 "Oh, yes. Of course." And in a booming voice, Londo said, "Make love as often as possible." And with
that, Londo and his women, one of passion, one of

  

  

 conscience, walked away, leaving no prints on the sand. His deep laughter echoed down the palace halls
and carried me into wakefulness.

 The sunlight of the new morning beamed through the window at me. I glanced at the corners of the
room, but the light was thorough and revealed nothing of anythreat hiding there.

 I shrugged on my robe and left my quarters to find Senna and heed Londo'sadvice. I think he would
have wanted it that way.

  


