Return of the Son of Lœngbǽrrow

Chrístõ landed the time and space travel capsule in the cúl nut copse beside the formal garden of Mount Lœng House. He could have got closer, but this was a difficult moment for him. He wasn’t sure what to expect. He needed the time it took to cross the garden and approach the house to prepare himself. He turned and looked at the dull copper exterior of the capsule’s default shape and watched as it dematerialised again. He had set it on a new course, on auto-pilot. He wouldn’t be travelling in it again, anyway. And he was heartily glad of that. 
It was very early in the morning, only just past dawn. The house was in shadow and he couldn’t see until he was closer that the windows were all shuttered. The house had been closed up properly, as if the family were going away for the season. He was slightly reassured. He had expected it to be vandalised and ruined. He had half expected it to be bombed and destroyed. That it stood at all was something. 
He looked at the wide steps that led up to the great front door, the entrance he, as the heir of the House of Lœngbǽrrow had always used. It was closed, and he didn’t have a key. He had never had one. Whenever he arrived here, a butler would open the door to him. 
There was no butler now, and the door stayed firmly shut. He slipped quietly around the side of the house, keeping to the shadows. He came, through the walled kitchen garden, around to the back of the house and the scullery door. That was locked, too, but the sonic screwdriver could open it. 
The Heir of Lœngbǽrrow returned home through the servant’s entrance, in secret, creeping through the stone-flagged corridors that ran from the kitchen, past the food store and the butler’s room and up the short flight of steps that led into a carpeted passageway to the dining room. He was not meant to know these rooms at all. But as a child he had often found himself down there in the kitchen, where the cook and the kitchen servants actually thought a motherless boy, even one dressed in a velvet coat, was an object of sympathy. 
He came presently to the entrance hall, inside those locked and barred front doors. It was half dark. There was no electricity for the lights, and even if there was, he would be reluctant to use it. Even so, he saw at once that things were missing. The great round rug with the symbol of the Lœngbǽrrow silvertrees arching over a Liver Bird was missing from the floor. And there was a gap on the wall where a portrait of his mother had been since before he could remember. 
He went into his father’s study. There, too, were glaring omissions. The great painting of his ancestor, Drăcœfirĕ, was there, but the family portrait of himself and his mother and father when he was about four years old wasn’t. Nor was the picture of him as a student in the red and gold of the Prydonian Academy. 
The drawing room should have had the portrait his father always called ‘Madonna and Child’ despite nobody on this planet understanding the reference. It was his mother holding him on her knee when he was a very small child. That was gone, and so was the rug, a smaller version of the one from the hall. 
All the pictures of either him, or his mother, were gone. 

He swallowed hard and tried to remember that there were more important reasons for him being there. But it shook him. He felt as if he was being erased, somehow. 
“Son of Rassilon!” A voice disturbed the silence and he turned to see a shadowy figure in black standing in the corner beside the drawing room door. He cursed his own stupidity for walking into a room blindly without checking it out. Some secret operative he was.
Even so, his hand flew at once to the holster beneath his cloak, and the handgun Penne had insisted he carry, despite his protests. Pacifism, Penne had told him, was for peacetime. He had to forget such ideas now, and shoot first and straight, and without hesitation. 
“Who are you?” he demanded. “Don’t move, or I will shoot. Identify yourself.”
“Calm yourself,” the stranger answered and it registered with Chrístõ that he had the accent of an educated Gallifreyan of the Southern Continent, just as he had when he spoke his native tongue. Even so, he was taking no chances. He demanded to know who the stranger was once again. 
“I am a Time Lord, as you are,” he replied. 
“I’ve already come across a Time Lord who betrayed all of us to the enemy. That proves nothing.” 
“Jai guru deva, om,” the stranger said next, apparently without connection to anything. 
“Nothing’s gonna change my world,” Chrístõ answered, fighting the emotions those words had stirred. “My father must have told you that. Who else…”
The stranger stepped forward now, as Chrístõ lowered his weapon. He was dressed in a simple black robe that would give him some chance of concealment in the shadows. He was dark haired with just a hint of grey in the temples, and had an apparent age of about forty-five, though that meant nothing to his species. He was a stranger to his eyes, but he had a feeling, nonetheless, that he ought to know him. 
“I came to meet you, to bring you to the Resistance,” the stranger said. “Come closer, Son of Rassilon.” 
Chrístõ moved closer. The stranger held out what he recognised as a time ring. He reached out and touched it and felt the tug in the pit of his stomach as the ring’s field enveloped him. 
It wasn’t as disorientating as a transmat, but it was nauseating all the same and he was still recovering from the effect when he found himself grabbed about the neck and kissed on the cheek. 
“Chrístõ!” Valena cried. “Oh, it’s so good to see you.” 
“It’s… good to see you,” he answered. Her reaction to his arrival was welcome, but rather overwhelming. He disentangled himself from her embrace, though he allowed her to carry on holding one hand. He looked around at a circular room with a bank of computers and monitors at one end and the rest of the floor taken up by a large sofa and a selection of mis-matched chairs. They were occupied by people Chrístõ knew, and who were all eagerly watching him. He recognised one of them as Hext’s father. The rest were senior Time Lords from some of the high caste families. But his father was not among them. That much he noted with a sudden feeling of dread.
“Where is he?” he asked Valena. “My father...why isn’t he here? Where is here, by the way? Where am I?” 
“You are in the tower of Silis Bŏnnŏenfānt,” replied the stranger who had brought him here. “Son of Rassilon, Heir of Lœngbǽrrow, child of the Lady Marion, I am Silis Bŏnnŏenfānt and I welcome you to my home.”
“Thank you,” he answered, no less puzzled by that answer. “But Valena… my father….”
“I’m sorry, Chrístõ,” she answered. “We don’t know. He has been out of contact for sixteen days now. Our fervent hope is that he is alive, still. But we’re not certain…” 
“No!” Chrístõ’s face paled and his hearts thudded with dread. “Oh, no. All my hopes… all this time…”
“There is still room to hope,” Silis told him. “Your father is a resourceful man. He would not easily let himself fall into enemy hands.”
“But if he did… the suicide pact… He might have…” 
“Chrístõ,” said Hext senior in a quiet but firm voice. “We all share your fears. But you came here with information. Important information. Let us hear it. Come, sit down. Valena, fetch your stepson what we have in the way of refreshment to clear his throat. And then let us be informed of the latest news from beyond our crippled world.”
Chrístõ sat on a chair that was set for him by one of the other Lords. He was grateful to do so. His legs felt strangely heavy, as if he had already done a day’s hard toil. He watched Valena go into a side room that seemed to be a small kitchen. He glimpsed other women there, and noted that they were all high caste. How the great Houses of Gallifrey were brought down!
A child darted through the door. Valena called to him but he didn’t take notice of her. He made a bee line for Chrístõ, who cried out as he recognised his half-brother, Garrick. He was older now. Three, or four? He was uncertain how much time had passed on Gallifrey. He knew it was less than elsewhere in the universe, but it must have been a year at least. The boy reached out child’s arms to him and Chrístõ grasped him, choking back tears. Garrick was his father’s child as much as he was, and he was glad of it. He felt his half-brother’s DNA as a source of strength. 
Garrick snuggled close to his chest and put a thumb in his mouth. Chrístõ gently pulled it away. 
“Don’t do that, child,” he whispered. “It’s a sign of weakness. And we all of us have to be strong, now.” He held onto Garrick as Valena returned and gave him a mug of what proved to be Cúl nut latte. ‘Real’ coffee used to be imported to Gallifrey as a luxury that the Oldbloods in their great houses indulged. But now they were drinking the processed nut beverages like everyone else. 
“What news,” Hext senior repeated when Chrístõ seemed as if he was ready. 
“There’s a fleet coming,” he answered. “I travelled part way with them. They’re three weeks away by hyperspace jumps.”
“How many?” asked a man who Chrístõ still could not place exactly. 
“The Adano-Ambradan space fleet,” he answered. “The flagship and two other motherships and thousands of fighter-bombers. Ground troops and….” 
He detailed carefully the strength of the relief that was on its way. The Time Lord resistance listened intently. Their eyes shone with new hope as he told how Adano-Ambrado intended to take the outlying planets first, then fight their way through to Gallifrey, one planet at a time, destroying the Mallus on the ground and in space.”
“Three motherships seems too little for the job,” said the man who asked all of the questions. “We hoped for more. I heard that the king-emperor was building an Alliance with other systems to wipe out the Mallus.”
“He could not get their co-operation,” Chrístõ answered bitterly. “The Earth Federation chose neutrality, and most of the other systems chose to do the same. If the Human race has no interest in Gallifrey, then nobody else does.” 
“Then we don’t need the others,” Hext senior said. “Adano-Ambrado is our ally. That is enough. Three weeks more to our liberation. We can wait that long. We have waited long enough already.”
“Indeed,” said the other man, standing and moving away towards a shelf near the computer array where three time rings were stored. He reached to take one of them. “I must go to the Northern Continent. There are people there who need to know this news.” 
“The Mallus, perhaps?” Chrístõ was not the only one who was stunned when Paracell Hext stepped forward and grasped the wrist of the man who had taken the time ring. He seemed to appear out of thin air. 
A perception filter, of course. Chrístõ saw the medallion dangling from his wrist as he swung the Time Lord around and pushed him to the floor. He pulled his arms behind his back painfully and in a quick movement had him manacled with polycarbide cuffs. He wasn’t gentle about it. His knee pressed against the spine of his captive as he completed his subjugation. 
“Castanado Arcalian,” Hext senior called out coldly as he watched his son pull the shame-faced man up from the floor to face his accusers. “We knew somebody here was untrustworthy. I knew yesterday that it was you. When you came to me in secret and tried to lay information that Bŏnnŏenfānt was the one gathering intelligence for the enemy.”
“Castanado Arcalian?” Chrístõ echoed. “He’s…. he’s the father of the one who betrayed us all. He’s…” 
“You killed him?” Arcalian snapped at Chrístõ with a look of pure hatred. “You killed my son, you half-blood abomination.” 
“That’s enough of that,” Hext said, jabbing his prisoner in the back painfully. “Nobody calls my friend an abomination. Least of all a low, spineless wretch like you.” 
“Your son isn’t dead,” Chrístõ told him. “He’s a prisoner of our ally. He’ll be tried when Gallifrey is restored. So will you. May the good name of the House of Arcalian survive its betrayal.” 
Chrístõ wasn’t sure where the prisoner was taken, but Paracell Hext returned presently, looking grim. Nobody took any pleasure in learning that there was yet another traitor among them. 
“The son is a prisoner already?” Hext senior asked. Chrístõ told the story of how he had captured the traitor and handed him over to Penne’s security detail on board the Ruby of Ambrado. “He’s the second Gallifreyan in Adano-Ambradan custody,” he added and briefly outlined the sad story of Savang Hadandrox. At mention of her name, one Time Lord gasped out loud and at the kitchen door a woman gave a cry. The Time Lord stood and held out an arm and she ran to him. 
“Lord Hadandrox…” Hext senior put a gentle hand on his comrade’s shoulder. “It is good news, at least. She is alive, and in a safe place.” 
“Yes,” Hadandrox conceded as he hugged his wife. “Yes, there is that.” Then he turned to Chrístõ and bowed his head humbly. “For the trouble my daughter has caused to you, Son of Lœngbǽrrow, I beg your forgiveness.” 
“Nothing is more willingly given,” Chrístõ answered. “I am sorry to be bearer of such tidings and I am glad to find you and your wife both here, playing your part in the fight against our greater enemy. Please… when you have composed yourself… there is more I must tell you. Now the informant has been routed out.”
“What more?” Hext senior was the one who asked the question. His son came to his side as they all sat once more. 
“He was lying about the Fleet,” Paracell Hext said. “Weren’t you, Chrístõ?” 
“Yes,” he admitted. “It’s not three weeks away. It’s three days. And Adano-Ambrado is not coming alone. The Dragon-Loge of the Logian Conglomerate is Penne’s second in command, with two battle cruisers and a space corvette. Fahot, Ay’Ydiwo, Haollstrom, have all allied themselves. And the Earth Federation, though they won’t join the fight, have conceded that they may use the space lanes through their territories in order to cut down the time it will take them to get here.” 
Around him the Time Lords were silent. The scale of what Chrístõ had told them stunned them all. Gallifrey had for so long stood aloof from the universe, apart from other races. But now, so many of those races were prepared to come to their aid. 
“It helped that Hext sent back that information to Penne, showing that the Mallus had designs on their systems. They save Gallifrey, they save themselves.”
“It’s more than that, though,” Paracell Hext answered. “Haollstrom, Logia, Ay’Ydiwo, even Adano-Ambrado. They’re all systems that owe YOU a favour, Chrístõ, one way or another. So does the Earth Federation, I think. But they’re a stubborn lot.”
“Whatever reason,” Chrístõ said. “They’re coming. This will be over soon.” 
“Rassilon’s blessing on those who come to fight for our freedom,” Valena murmured and Lady Hadandrox repeated the words. The men nodded their agreement. It was the closest Gallifreyans came to a prayer, but it was heartsfelt. 
“What about my father?” Chrístõ asked. “Please tell me. What happened? How was he captured?”
“Chrístõ, we don’t even know if he WAS captured,” Valena told him. “We only know that he went to the Capitol to bring a message to the resistance there. We know he got that message through…” 
“How do you know?” Chrístõ asked. 
“Because the message was to me,” Paracell Hext answered. “We had suspected an informer in our midst and he didn’t trust anyone else to deliver the message. Besides, getting into the Capitol is harder than getting out. His CIA skills… He stayed one night with the group I was with. Then we both set off here, but by different routes. I made it… he didn’t. Chrístõ, believe me, if I could have done anything… if I had known.”
“I understand that, Hext,” Chrístõ assured him. “I don’t blame you. But you think he must have been taken?”
“If so, then he must be dead,” Hadandrox said. “He must be, by his own hand or that of the Mallus. As a former President, he has knowledge. He knows how to gain access to the Matrix… He knows how to control the Matrix, bend it to his will…. Or the will of the Mallus.”
“He was the last,” Hext senior added. “Of the former presidents who had that knowledge, he was the only one left alive.”
“When I spoke to your son, last, there were others.”
“The Mallus hunted them down. They used terrible tortures on them, until they died. Most of them… your father was the youngest, and he is in his fourth millennia. The elderly ones, with their strength failing, had little chance.”
“Then he must be dead,” Chrístõ concluded. “He would not… he would never give in to them. And if his death would prevent the Mallus from getting the Matrix, then he would have taken his own life first.”
“That’s… what we’ve all come to think,” Hext senior told him. 
Chrístõ breathed in deeply and blinked back tears. He was in the presence of men and women who had all suffered deeply for over a year. He was in the presence of high caste Time Lords. He could not cry. He would not cry. Not before them. He would not let his father down by showing such weakness. 
“Chrístõ…” Valena came to him. She knelt before him formally. Chrístõ knew what it meant. If his father was dead, then he was Patriarch of the House of Lœngbǽrrow now. He was responsible for the welfare of his stepmother and half-brother. They were dependent on him for the very food they ate, the clothes they wore. They had nothing to call their own unless he gave it to them. 
A long time ago now, when he had felt bitter about his father’s marriage to Valena, when he had learnt that his father’s second wife was going to have a child of her own, he had spoken some words that he had later felt thoroughly ashamed of. 
“My right of primogeniture is inviolate. That means that Valena’s pureblood son will have to look to me – the half-blood - for advancement when I inherit everything. That’s what it means. His life, his future, would be in my hands. And by law I don’t even owe him an indenture as one of our servants.” 
Those words came to mind now, as Valena knelt before him in formal entreaty for her life and that of her son. Garrick still nestled on his lap. He missed his father, and knew instinctively that his half-brother was his closest kin in his absence. 
“I will look after you both,” he promised. “Valena, my father would not want it any other way. I will make sure you and Garrick do not suffer any hardship.”
“My Lord…” she said in a hoarse whisper. “I thank you for your kindness.” 
“It is my duty to you,” he answered. He didn’t know what else to say. 
“And my duty to you is to ensure your comfort now you are with us again,” she answered as she rose up again. “You have travelled long and far. You should rest. Each family that is here has a room where they can be private. Come now, and sleep for a while. And we will all speak again later.” 
“Yes,” Chrístõ agreed. He was tired. The journey had been long. The last twenty hours aboard The Traitor’s primitive ship had been uncomfortable. Yes, to lay his head down in a quiet place for a while would be pleasant. 
Garrick wanted to stay with him. Even his mother could not persuade him to let go of his half-brother’s hand. 
“It’s all right,” Chrístõ said. “He can stay with me. I’ve… thought a lot about him when I was away. About you all. I hoped you would be safe.”
“Your father’s first thought was for us,” Valena said as she brought him up a narrow stone staircase. Chrístõ still wondered where he was. It seemed to be like a lighthouse. A tall, slender building with rooms leading off from the stairs. “When the Mallus attacked, he brought us here. He asked Silis to give us sanctuary. After that, others came. The remnants of other families. There are many widows and orphans here. There are Houses without a patriarch, children who must grow up without a father… if the Mallus will let them grow up.” 
She stopped at a white door and opened it. Chrístõ stepped in. The room had one big bed and a couch in it, a few cupboards, and a window that sunlight came through now that it was morning properly. 
What struck him first about the room was that, small as it was, it was covered in paintings – the family paintings that were missing from his home. 
“Your father did that. We thought the house would be destroyed. He accepted that. He said houses could be rebuilt. But he brought all the paintings of you and your mother. He wanted to save them, the memory of her, and of you.” 
“Oh.” Chrístõ sat on the bed which his father and Valena had obviously shared, perhaps with Garrick between them, protecting him through the night. Garrick climbed up beside him. He put his arm around the boy and, now, in private, he cried softly. Valena stood by the window and watched him quietly. 
“It isn’t a weakness,” she said when his tears dried. “It’s a gift. I wish… the tears I would have cried these past months… these past days without him…. It’s almost too cruel to know that we have hope now, that freedom may be close, and he isn’t here to share the victory.” 
“He’ll never be gone as long as we hold him in our hearts,” Chrístõ answered. He kicked off his shoes and jacket and laid himself down on the bed. Garrick snuggled beside him. Valena watched for a while and then quietly left the room. 
On board the Ruby of Adano, the King-Emperor of Adano-Ambrado put a sub-space call through to his wife. He smiled warmly at her. She tried to appear happy. 
“We’re about to make the last hyperspace jump that will bring us out in the Kasterborus Sector,” he said. “We still have at least seventy hours before we reach the outer marker of the Gallifreyan system, but once we reach the Sector we must consider ourselves at war. We may engage the enemy almost immediately. There will be no time for personal communications. I just wanted to say…” Penne swallowed hard. It wasn’t that he was scared, as such. What he was feeling was the huge burden of responsibility. Not only had he committed his own fleet to this campaign, thousands of men and women putting their lives on the line, but the ships, the armies of his allies, too. And worse. If they lost, then the Mallus would regard their homeworlds as fair game in the wider galactic war that he was about to engage in.
He felt a little overwhelmed. But he didn’t dare show it, not even to his wife.
“You’re doing the right thing,” Cirena told him. “If the Mallus aren’t stopped…”
“I know. I don’t doubt that.”
“Don’t doubt your own ability to lead this fight, either,” she added. “Nobody else does.”
“I love you, Cirena,” he said. “I have to tell you that, before the signal goes. I love you. If you have ever had cause to doubt it….” 
“I love you, too, Penne,” she answered. “And I have never doubted it. Not for a minute. Even when I’ve seen your eye turn towards some shapely form, I knew that you loved only me.” 
“I’ll have no time for shapely forms for a while, you can be sure of that.” 
“Come home to me, safe, that’s all I ask,” Cirena added. “Until then, Penne, goodbye, my love, my King.”
“Goodbye, Cirena, my love, my queen. Kiss my son for me. Tell him I love him.” 

He closed the communication. He knew that there had been many such messages sent by his officers and crew in the last half hour. Most, by necessity, had been recorded and sent in a burst transmission. His own live communication was a privilege of rank. But the reason was the same. All over the ship men and women had said goodbye to their loved ones before they prepared themselves for war. 
“Our cause is righteous,” he told himself. 
Chrístõ woke from a dreamless sleep. Garrick was still lying beside him, but he was awake, his deep brown eyes, so like his own, bright. 
“I don’t love you,” Chrístõ said. “And it’s hard for me to call you my brother. But I am glad you’re here. I was worried about you.” 
Garrick blinked as if he understood, but he didn’t say anything. Not in words, anyway. Like most Gallifreyan children he was slow to talk in spoken words. He had only a stilted baby language still. But his mind was that of a Time Lord’s son. He was already developing the telepathic skills they all took for granted. Chrístõ put his hand on Garrick’s cheek and reached gently into his mind. He wasn’t as advanced as he ought to be, he noted. This year he should have begun his education, learning to read and write and calculate up to the level where he could begin receiving lessons full time from private tutors. Valena had done some of it herself, he thought. But she wasn’t trained in the brain-buffing techniques. He wasn’t quite up to the expected standard. 
“Not your fault, Garrick,” he said. “Or your mother’s. When this is all over and we go home, you’ll soon catch up. You’ve got the same DNA as me. You’ll be smart. You’ll catch up easily.” 
He felt Garrick’s telepathic reply. He didn’t understand everything that was happening around him. He had been protected from it by the adults. And that was right and proper. His childhood innocence was short-lived enough. But he knew things were wrong. He knew that his father wasn’t there and his mother was anxious. He knew that all the adults around him were anxious. 
Four years old, and two of those years had been years of fear and anxiety. Another reason to hate the Mallus. 
“It’s all going to be all right,” he assured him. “This will be over, soon.” 
He sat up on the bed and looked around at the paintings on the wall, crammed against each other. It was a strangely sentimental thing for his father to do, but he was glad he had done it. He looked at the pictures of his mother and felt comforted by them. 
“Pretty,” Garrick said in words as he stared at the same picture Chrístõ was focussing on. 
“Yes,” Chrístõ answered. “Yes, my mother was very pretty. Beautiful. Your mother is, too. But mine… she was lovely. Even when she was asleep.” He looked at the picture closely. It was one that had always puzzled him and nobody had ever fully explained. It was a watercolour picture of his mother, lying asleep on a long sofa, one hand outstretched to stroke the golden fur of what had to be a tame leonate. He knew that those thick-furred, beautiful cats roamed wild in parts of the Southern Gallifreyan plains, but he had never known one to be domesticated in that way. It seemed to be lying on the floor beside her like a pet dog would on Earth. 
They had never had a pet animal in their house. So he had never understood why his mother was painted with one. He always assumed it was creative imagination on the part of the artist. Anyway, it was a beautiful picture and he liked it. 
There was something about it, though, that made him look closer. Something he hadn’t realised before – because until this day he had never been in the room it was painted in. 
He stared at the background of the picture. Before he had only ever looked at his mother, and admired her relaxed loveliness as she slept. But now he looked at the wall behind the sofa, the painted window with a glimpse of Gallifreyan sky beyond. 
He looked at the window in the room he was in now. It was the same kind of window. The same as the room he had been teleported into, where the Time Lords gathered to hear his news. It couldn’t have been the same sofa that he sat on. It couldn’t have lasted that long. But it WAS the same room. 
“My mother has been here?” He stood, lifting Garrick into his arms and went to the window. He looked out. The room was very high up. The plain stretched away into the hazy distance, but directly below was a huge lake. 
The Calderon? That great lake was a difficult place to visit because, like the Dark Territory of the Northern Red Desert, there were strange ores around there that interfered with machinery. But he came once on a hiking trip with a few friends from the Academy and camped overnight by the lakeside. He knew it when he saw it.
There was no tower by the Calderon. There were no buildings of any kind around there. The nearest village was at least twenty miles away, and that was just one of those isolated mining communities that were scattered about the Southern Continent. 
“How did you get here, Garrick?” he asked the boy. He felt Garrick’s answer. They had come in a car during the night. He and his mother and father and one of their chauffeurs who helped carry the few belongings they had packed. His father and the chauffeur had pushed the car into the lake before they had all walked around the edge. It had been pitch dark, with only the starlight to guide them. And then, suddenly, in front of them, was the tower, with a light shining from a window high above, and a door opening at the bottom. They had gone inside. Garrick remembered lots of stairs, then being taken to bed in a strange room – this room they were in now, sleeping cuddled up with his parents, just as it had been ever since. He had not left the tower since. Nor had his mother. His father had come and gone, and so had other people. Some, like his father, had not come back. 
A building with a chameleon cloak. That was not impossible, but very unusual. And when had his mother visited this place? He would have to ask…
He bit his lip and swallowed hard. He had thought about asking his father. But he couldn’t do that. He couldn’t do that ever again. 
A thousand things he wanted to ask his father, that he wanted to say to him, crowded his mind and he felt the loss so very deeply he thought his hearts were going to burst. 
“Child of Marion,” said a voice in his head that definitely wasn’t Garrick. “There is no shame in such grief. Don’t be afraid to feel it.” 
He turned and saw that strange man, Silis Bŏnnŏenfānt standing at the door. This was his tower. He had given his family and others sanctuary here. 
“You knew my mother?” he asked. “You called me that before. Child of Marion. And you… that painting… did you do it?” 
“A long time ago,” he answered. “I met her twice. But it was enough. She showed me kindness and compassion. Something I had not been shown before. I showed her disdain for those things, counting them worthless. But that was because I was a bitter man. Her kindness… despite my rudeness… made me a little less bitter. And I always remembered her. News doesn’t come to me often in my hermitage. But I rejoiced when I heard of your birth, and I grieved when I heard of her death. It was for the sake of her memory that I gave up my solitude at your father’s request and let the tower be a place of refuge for those who needed it.”
“Thank you,” Chrístõ said. “On her behalf, thank you.”
“They are making plans in the communications room. Plans for when the fleet arrives. So that we will be ready to do our part. You will want to be a part of those plans?” 
“It is why I came here,” he answered. “Yes, I will come.” He hesitated. “We have no time for idle talk just now. When this is over, when we are at peace… I hope you will be allowed to be a hermit again. If that is your choice. But before you do… will you tell me more about my mother, and how you came to paint her picture?” 
“I will do that, Son of Marion,” Silis Bŏnnŏenfānt promised. “But come, now.”
Penne was sitting quietly in his stateroom aboard the Adano-Ambrado flagship when his aide knocked peremptorily and came inside. The man bowed to him and passed him a message. 
“Excellent news,” he said with a smile. The message told him that the capsule Chrístõ had taken to Gallifrey had been intercepted and brought aboard. Its database contained the most detailed information yet about exactly where the Mallus defences were, and how strong they were. Chrístõ had sent it on autopilot through the Gallifreyan solar system picking up the data as it went, intercepting communications between the enemy ships and their strongholds on each of the planets of the system. 
And it was the very information they needed to begin scourging Gallifrey and its system of the Mallus invaders. 
On another early morning, with the sun just beginning to lighten the sky, Chrístõ and Hext stepped out of the Tower of Silis Bŏnnŏenfānt. They both looked back and marvelled as it disappeared before their eyes and then started to walk. They had a thirty mile hike to the rendezvous with a man who had a fast private shuttle with cloaking mode that would get them across the channel to the Northern Continent. From there, Hext knew the way into the Capitol, and he knew where his contacts were within the occupied city. 
“Maybe we’ll get that date at the Conservatory,” Hext joked as they set their faces towards the rising sun and began the first part of that journey into an uncertain future. 
