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            CAST OF CHARACTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      The Magitech Chronicles are vast, and we now have a dizzying array of gods, demigods, drifters, Shayans, planets, and other stuff. Below you’ll find a mostly complete list to remind you who’s what.

      If you find anything missing, please shoot me an email at chris@chrisfoxwrites.com and I’ll get it added!

      This list is massive, so if you’re listening to the audio version feel free to hit next track if you don’t want to hear it all. For the rest of you I put it at the front so you’d remember there’s a list if you get lost keeping track of all the names.

      

  




Kemetians & The Vagrant Fleet

      Briff- Dragon hatchling tech mage and Jerek’s best friend.

      

      Dag- Jerek’s father. Former Arena sensation.

      

      Jerek- Relic hunter and captain of the Word of Xal. Also a self-styled historian and has been to Sanctuary, the city of the gods that no one has seen in tens of millennia.

      

      Kurz- Vee’s brother and a soulcatcher.

      

      Miri- A personal shopping assistant and all around badass Jerek met on the Inuran trade moon. Hopelessly in love with Jerek, but would never admit it.

      

      Seket- A paladin of Inura transported through time from the height of the dragonflights to serve under Jerek.

      

      Vee- Inuran artificer and member of the lurkers descended from the Vagrant Fleet’s technicians, who stayed behind to tend to the fleet when it went dormant. Sometimes love interest for Jerek. Currently in love with Inura.

      

  




The Confederate Pantheon

      Malila- The guardian of Xal. A demon queen who rules the Skull of Xal.

      

      Kazon- Brother to Voria and son of Jolene. Kazon was mindwiped alongside Aran.

      

      Xal- One of the eldest gods in the sector and also one of the largest repositories of void magic.

      

      Bord- Bord is a lower-class Shayan born in the dims at the feet of the great tree. Kezia’s boyfriend.

      

      Ducius- Thalas’s father. Current Tender on Shaya. Hates Voria. Kind of a lot.

      

      Kezia- Bord’s girlfriend and Confederate tech mage.

      

      Thalas- Son of Ducius. He was executed by Voria for insubordination during the Battle of Marid.

      

      Voria- Daughter of Jolene and Dirk. Sister of Kazon. Currently life goddess.

      

      Nara- Former space pirate, now powerful demon god.

      

      Pickus- Pickus is a freckle-faced grease monkey turned tech mage who has somehow found himself as Voria’s right-hand man.

      

      Aran- War hero and powerful demon god.

      

      Sergeant Crewes- The guy who trains war heroes and demon gods.

      

  




The Remnants of the Dragonflights

      Drakkon- The Guardian of Marid. Dwells on the world of the same name.

      

      The Earthmother- A Wyrm of tremendous power. Sibling to Virkonna and Inura. Killed by Krox during the godswar.

      

      Inura- The undisputed master of air in the sector. Inura was the chief architect of the Spellship. Sibling to Virkonna and the Earthmother.

      

      Krox- One of the most ancient gods in the sector. Nebiat is in control of Krox.

      

      Marid- Wyrmmother of the water flight. Devoured by the Ternus ships that formed Nefarius.

      

      Nefarius- Nefarius is a void Wyrm of immense power who ascended to godhood in the earliest days of the godswar.

      

      Neith- The first arachnidrake and the eldest of the draconic siblings. Sister to Virkonna, Inura, and the Earthmother, but much, much older.

      

      Shaya- A mortal raised to godhood by Inura in order to defend her people. Died doing exactly that. Now entombed under the great tree on the planet Shaya.

      

      Virkonna- The Wyrm of air, sister of Inura, Neith, and the Earthmother. Virkonna is known as the mother of the last dragonflight and helped Inura build the first Spellship.

      

  




Necromancers & the Unseen Fleet

      The Devour of Hope- Daughter of Necrotis and powerful necromancer. She devoured her own name and now eats the names of others.

      

      Necrotis- Necrotis’s true identity is unknown, but she is a daughter of Inura and was a long time Outrider during the height of the dragonflights. Now ruler of the Maker’s Wrath and possibly the most powerful necromancer in the sector.

      

      Tuat- Eldest son of the Wyrmmother, and self-styled God of Death. Tuat was banished and his name removed from all official histories.

      

      Utred- Annoyingly smug necromancer and son of Necrotis.

      

      The Shipmother- The legendary lich-god, an unliving who is at least eighty millennia old.

      

      Siwit- A bright rising star within the necromancer ranks, Siwit wears three centuries, a child among his people.

      

      Shipfather Uldris- A minor demigod and tutor to Siwit.

      

  




The Krox

      Frit- Frit is an escaped Shayan slave, one of the Ifrit, who were molded by Shayan slavers into beautiful women made completely of flame.

      

      Kahotep- Son of Nebiat and grandson of Teodros.

      

      Nebiat- Daughter of Teodros, granddaughter of Krox, and mother of Kahotep.

      

      Teodros- Son of Krox, father of Nebiat.

      

  




Everyone Else of Note

      Reevanthara- Annoying Mary Sue god who has, like, every power imaginable. Reevanthara architected the Great Cycle, and is perhaps the oldest surviving god and the only known one who remembers the creator being.

      

      Talifax- Guardian of Nefarius. Talifax’s age and race are unknown, but he is rumored to be nearly as old as Xal.

      

      Jolene- A powerful Inuran matriarch. Mother to Kazon and Voria.

      

      Skare- A powerful Inuran patriarch, who worked with Talifax to raise their dark goddess.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREVIOUSLY ON

          

        

      

    

    
      You know that annoying feeling when you pick up a sequel and have to make that monumental decision? How well do you remember the previous book in the series? Do you dive right in or do a reread?

      Especially this far in. Seven books in the main series, and seven more in Magitech Legacy. It’s an investment, no doubt.

      Here’s what happened in Terra, told from Jerek’s perspective.

      

      Last time on Magitech Legacy…

      

      Hey, there, uh, random person. Don’t make it weird. Last time you made it weird.

      Here’s the short version.

      The title of the last book was Terra. You’d assume we found it, right? I mean…it’s in the name? Nahhhh. Total fake out. We found out roughly where it was, but didn’t actually reach it.

      My bad.

      There was some pretty cool stuff, though. We got to meet the Nameless Ones, and they messed up the Word of Xal, blew up some stars, and almost wiped out reality.

      Somehow I dealt with the First Tome, made it back to reality, and managed to puzzle out where Earth is. The book ended with us with the final leg of the journey.

      Did I fail to mention that the sector we left is being devoured by an endless fissure that won’t close and is sucking it all into the Umbral depths? And that the Nameless Ones are swarming into our reality?

      Things look grim.

      

      How about the long version?

      

      During our battle with Necrotis we discovered the Shards of Gortha, which devour magic. If you use too many of them in one place bad things happen.

      Someone used too many. It was bad. It tore a permanent hole to the Umbral Depths in reality, and that hole is swallowing our entire sector.

      Every world from Shaya to Virkon to Ternus was told they’d have to evacuate. All attempts to find a way to stop the fissure were opposed by the ravenous gibbering cosmic horrors coming out of the depths.

      That put a lot of pressure on me, and I had a dilemma. The Dragonflight archives put Earth in one location, but the course data from Ternus’s exodus put it somewhere else.

      We followed the second trail, and spoilers the reason for the discrepancy was that the Earthmother moved the entire Earth solar system to keep it safe.

      She took Sol from its original location, and secreted it away, where mankind could develop without being kicked in the face by Nameless Ones.

      Meanwhile everything was going to shit back in our sector. It started with the Ganog invading the Nebiat system, and conquering the Krox. They captured Nebiat herself, and the only one to escape the system was Frit aboard the Flame of Knowledge.

      At roughly the same time Vee attached the arcanotome we’d recovered from one of their seekers, and plugged into the Ganog collective. She was able to learn about the nameless ones, and even met an ally there named Utfak, but I worry about the long term consequences to her health. She isn’t the same.

      I put her subordinate Rust in charge of engineering while she obsessed on the tomb, with instructions to pull in Seket if it looked like the Void Wraith or the Ganog were coming to take the tome.

      We figured out that the Ganog were working for the nameless ones, and that their tech had been designed to fight magical fleets just like ours. We gave as good as we got, but every fight with the Ganog did catastrophic damage to already depleted Confederate forces.

      Things heated up when we got word that the Ganog were going to feed the Egg of the Earthmother to the nameless ones. We launched an extraction, and hit them in the Nebiat system. It was a costly victory, but we secured the Egg, which definitely has a connection to Briff.

      After leaving one of the Ganog planetstriders, a city-sized dino-mech, buried under magma we kicked their fleet in the crotch and laughed as they fled.

      We didn’t laugh when they came back six days later with their big brother. The Ganog used some new super-weapon to take out the star in the nebiat system.

      Once that star was gone, and darkness reigned, the Nameless Ones assaulted us directly. Voria and I used Ikadra and Ardaki to make light to keep them at bay, and we sent Xal’Aran to go do that kill the enemy heroes thing he’s so good at.

      Imagine my shock when it didn’t work. Xal’Aran got his ass kicked, and it turned out the leader of the Nameless Ones is Xal’s little sister from the original  Great Cycle. Like WTF.

      We used the staves to escape, and that put the pressure on me as I found our way toward earth. We followed the trail of breadcrumbs left behind by the Ternus forces when they had originally left Earth an unknown number of years ago.

      One of those drop sites had been corrupted by the Gorthians. They left behind little slug larva, which we quickly figured out can worm their way inside both your physical body, and your mind.

      Yes, I killed it with fire.

      It appeared that the Nameless Ones and their gorthian slugs had infiltrated Ternus from the moment they’d arrived in our sector. Don’t worry, by the end of the book Voria used a divine act to locate every larva, on the entire planet of Ternus, and crisp them all at the same time. I love hanging out with gods.

      Everything seemed to be going pretty well, until we reached a point where we needed to travel through the Depths to find the next Ternus drop site.

      While there we were attacked by a nameless one with a named Zurjathorm. Ole Z tore apart big parts of my ship, and he’s got a real skin problem. Smaller monstrosities crawl out his flesh at all times, and some of them got inside the ship.

      We were able to escape Zurjathorm, but the things left behind were harder to deal with. One was called the First Tome, and much to my surprise it wasn’t porn. It was a horror novel.

      Basically, anyone who learned the name of the book went insane and scrawled it everywhere. Anyone else who read the name went insane. It spreads and spreads, and it took Miri from me for a little while.

      To save her I had to send her to the city of Sanctuary, and hope that her and the other infected might be able to find a way back. I knew Reevanthara was watching, and hoped the titan would help. It was my only real option, as I had no other ideas that didn’t involve killing the woman I am very much in love with.

      I managed to destroy the book and wipe all traces from the ship, but in the process I broke my covenant with Nara, since I’d promised to preserve knowledge. Oops.

      There was a brief moment when demons assaulted Vee, and Rust freaked out, but then Seket heard about the demons, and I kind of feel sorry for them. Seket doesn’t get out much any more, and I’m sure he took it out on those poor demons. We need to get that paladin into knitting or something.

      Nebiat got up to her old tricks, and this time managed to impress me. She somehow managed to inhabit the body of a Void Wraith judicator, and got the Void Wraith to not only accept her, but present her as emissary to the Vagrant Fleet. She’s once more in a position of power.

      Cockroaches have nothing on this lady.

      Meanwhile Miri made it to Sanctuary. She linked up with Utred the Putred, who you might remember I left trapped there after he tried to possess me back in Sanctuary. Naturally he saw a chance to escape, and helped Miri get back in exchange for his help.

      Utred is back, and has joined Kurz and the unseen fleet. They are a potent force, one we might come to blows with some day, but for now I’m just glad to have them on our side against the Nameless Ones even if the necromancers don’t fly with us. At least they are one more thing for to split the focus of our enemies.

      I wish Kurz well. He’s going to need it.

      You might remember we learned that a fissure was swallowing the entire sector. It is growing without end, getting larger and larger, and within a few years the entire sector will be gone. Faster maybe, if the speed of the tear increases.

      That put us on a timer, and meant that every world from Virkon to Ternus needed to begin planning evacuation. We loaded up every ship we had available, including the great ships, and for the first time the Word of Xal is flying with a full crew complement.

      We’ve got training, juice, and the knowledge to find earth. We’re getting closer every day. The trouble is that our enemies know it.

      The Nameless Ones seem to have an infinite number of ships and servants, and every last one is coming for us.

      At least we had a moment of hope. Xal’Aran found his tomb, and reclaimed the memories of the original Xal, from the Great Cycle itself. That included a bunch of divine life magic, which might make him strong enough to take on his sister.

      We’d better hope so. Things are looking dire otherwise.

      Our only other option is earth. We have to hope we can find the answers there, and that we can harness the Eye of Om, their sun.

      If not? Well I’m getting the sense that this might be the last time you plunk down credits for one of my stories, because afterwards we’re all going to be dead…
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      Vinctus strode onto the bridge of his flagship, but of course none of the corpses manning the ancient hulk’s stations looked up or acknowledged him. How could they? Their souls had long since been devoured. They were simple automatons, welded to their tasks.

      Yet part of him longed for the days of flesh and blood, when he had received worship and accolades from countless mortals within the Great Cycle. He had embodied justice, and in many ways he still did. Or an aspect of it at least.

      Vinctus now stood for retribution, his purpose to ensure this galaxy paid for its sins in blood and pain and screams. He strode to the center of the bridge, and as he stepped upon the raised dais the ancient viewscreen flared reluctantly to life.

      It had been fashioned from some sort of primitive vacuum tube that never achieved the proper color, but whichever long-dead civilization had produced the tech had known how to build their vessels large and durable. Everything from the walls to the primitive screen were self-repairing.

      A high-pitched hum died away, and the tube resolved into the image of another ship’s interior. This one was quite odd. An open deck plan in a starship courted the Nameless Ones.

      The screen revealed the Ganog emperor standing upon a disk lined by his attendants. Each of the furred primates had four nostrils, and their fur rippled through a variety of colors as the beasts betrayed their fear and rage.

      “I speak for the nameless ones,” Vinctus explained, then clasped his hands behind his back as he assumed Elentian parade rest. “My own name has long since been devoured, and though I can remember it I can neither speak it, nor allow it to be spoken in my presence. The Nameless Ones are cruel, and vile, and numberless. And they have entered this reality. They will hollow it out, sucking the juice from every world, and vessel, and soul. Including yours. Your civilization will exist long enough to slaughter the rest, and then you will likewise be devoured.”

      Vinctus trailed off, and stared at them with the rune-carved eye sockets that the dreadlord of dreadlords, Olivanticus himself, had once gifted him. He could scarcely remember his own eyes, or life.

      To their credit the Ganog did not panic, nor flee from his terrible visage. The emperor’s fur remained a snowy white, pristine and untroubled. The monarch both recognized and expected the fate that awaited him, and seemed content.

      “We await your orders, nameless one.” The emperor bowed low, and that bow rippled through the hulking attendants, which revealed shorter Ganog behind them, each with a black cable snaking from their temples, purple pulses running down to arcanotomes, a device his current mistress had invented, so many lifetimes ago.

      “Our orders will be conveyed through the seekers.” Vinctus nodded at the back row of Ganog. “They are your rulers now. You exist to make war, Emperor. At our direction. There will be no questions. Only obedience, lest you risk the fate of our next target. Set your vessels to harness this warping of space you have achieved. Such is the only reliable transport now that the Depths are devouring your reality. Risk them at your peril.”

      The emperor’s color darkened, a thick smoky black overpowering the white as he glared at Vinctus in a way few beings would are.

      “I rule the Ganog.” The Imperator leaned closer to the screen, and all four nostrils flared like a bull, an ancient creature he remembered from his mortal days in the cycle. “I will not grovel before some weak-minded seeker. Nor will I allow them to guide us to ruin. You can either have the Ganog as loyal vassals, or you can devour us now.”

      “What is your name, Emperor? How are you called?” Vinctus relaxed his posture, then rested his hand upon Maladrieve’s hilt. Another casualty. The blade had also been slain by Xal, then resurrected to be used against him.

      “I am T’konte.” The Ganog leaned back, and his fur faded to a dull orange. “I would prefer to die with that name, but if you seek to devour it know that I resist you until you swallow my soul.”

      “I am merely another tool of the nameless ones, shackled as you are about to be.” Vinctus had no ability to offer a sympathetic expression, so he used words instead. “I will do the kindest thing I can do for you. I grant you the right of conquest. Instead of being folded into the Vagrant Fleet, you will gather your forces, from all your worlds, and you will seek new conquest. Savage the stars. Shackle your enemies. Bring them to worship the nameless ones. If the darkness is kind your children will be long dead before your species is snuffed out and relegated to history.”

      “Thank you, dark one. I— will obey, Nameless One.” He bowed low once more, his fur finally returning to placid white as the monarch mastered his emotions.

      “Witness the fate coming for you, Ganog. Know that if you ever rest, or stop, we will catch up.” Vinctus merely stared. Distance didn’t matter. Only intent. He peered into the eyes of the emperor, their representation upon his viewscreen, and reached directly into the emperor’s mind.

      Behold, he thundered into the primitive brain. All that we have prepared.

      The vastness of the fleet became apparent to the Ganog monarch, judging by his horror, as he gained Vinctus’s ability to perceive within the darkness. He could make out the ancient hulks, and living ships, and lurking things that comprised the largest and most horrific fleet in any surviving reality.

      The bloating celestial corpse of a hundred thousand worlds, their remains strung together into vessels of speakable power and size. Numberless, stretching into the endless dark…ready for their long war at last.

      “Your forces are less than nothing,” Vinctus assured him.

      “Where did these vessels come from, lord?” True humility softened the Ganog’s tone, and anything like resistance or defiance had evaporated entirely.

      “From the place you call the Umbral Depths.” Vinctus allowed a ghastly smile, his first in decades. “All over this galaxy and many others the foolish venture in, and we waylay them. Centuries became millennia became eons, and now we are strong. Take the dread fleet, the damned and the cursed, and use them to break your enemies. Find Terra. Locate the Vagrant Fleet. Eradicate both without mercy. Do all this, and you will stand among the servants, Emperor. You will be bound, as I am, in terrible service. Forever. Your fondest heart-wish.”

      Vinctus offered the last as a warning, but of course the long-indoctrinated beast followed his programming. He’d been taught that no death was as perfect as serving the nameless ones, and so he’d come to the leash in a way that Vinctus never would have. He’d been bound in death, after Xal had bested and slain him. One of few memories he’d been allowed to keep, the sharpest of his humiliations.

      He stepped from the dais, and the primitive viewscreen darkened, then went silent a moment later. Almost Vinctus issued orders to sail to their new destination, but of course the dead would not have heard, nor responded.

      They would be useful soon enough. His next target relied upon the dead for their very survival. Let them see that Vinctus had mastered death, so that their fear might compel them to serve.

      He had one more errand, and then he would be ready to finish this sector, and then deliver Earth to his mistress.

      Xakava had been strangely silent of late, a fact he attributed to Xal’s presence in this sector. After countless millennia the war that had begun in their youth was reaching its apex.

      Finally, Vinctus would have a chance at revenge. Xal would suffer as only the damned could. At long last the prince of the void, and of the light, would pay for all the humiliations, and defeats he had heaped upon the stewards.

      Retribution had arrived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      My pulse quickened as I willed the Word of Xal to open a fissure, purple-black flames splitting the darkness to reveal a tapestry of stars.

      I waited as each of the other Great Ships passed through to reality, in our established order, first the Earthmother’s Bulwark, led by Aran & Nara, followed by the Flame of Knowledge, fully crewed by Frit’s people and their draconic allies.

      The Spellship emerged next, a shining beacon of power, and one strong enough to counter any magical threats that might lie within the system where we’d emerged.

      Next came the conventional fleets, the Void Wraith’s elegant blue ships, which shimmered out of view as they engaged their cloaking fields once they reached normal space.

      Behind them came the confederate fleet, mostly advanced Ternus vessels, but here and there a shayawood vessel, or a drifter frigate…the remnants of the populations we had abandoned to be devoured by the Nameless Ones.

      I knew in my heart that wasn’t true, yet the guilt refused all attempts to banish it. We were saving what we could, but it felt like so little.

      Behind the ragged fleets came the blazing Talon, the fiery golden vessel under the commander of Crewes, who prowled the edges of the fleet like a celestial wolfhound tending its flock.

      Only once all were safe did I will the Word of Xal to exit, and I won’t lie, the tension thickened every second as I strained the ship’s senses to detect anything approaching in the Depths.

      Now would be the absolutely worst time for some monstrosity like Zurjathorm to lunge out of the black, and as I had the worst possible luck I could almost count on it happening.

      Yet nothing disturbed us as I guided the massive ship back into reality, and allowed the fissure to snap shut in our wake. We’d made it safely. Made it somewhere, though I was still learning about the system we’d arrived in, the Word filling my mind with reports about a dizzying array of planets, moons, and a red dwarf star, weak and smoldering at the center of it all.

      A missive request tickled the back of my mind, and I put it up on the Word’s scryscreen so Bortel and the rest of the bridge crew could see it, no longer the fresh-faced cadets who’d survived the destruction of our homeworld. Veterans every one.

      “Welcome back.” Voria’s stern face filled the screen, her eyes tight with tension in a way a goddess should not be, yet her eyes blazed with power. “I am executing our planned procedures. All ships are reporting in with a list of needs, and our repair fleet will be moving out to distribute supplies, and tend to wounds or other such needs. I assume the Void Wraith and the other great ships are self-sufficient, but if you require anything please submit a report.”

      Other faces began appearing on the screen, Frit first, then Aran and Nara, the Davidson and Crewes in rapid succession. Nebiat was the last to appear, though I had trouble thinking of her as the goddess who’d wanted me dead while she wore the shiny blue body the Void Wraith had apparently lent her. There was a story there, but not one she’d be willing to tell.

      “Have a request sent to the Spellship for water,” I murmured to Bortel, low enough that the screen wouldn’t transmit my words. “We should keep our reserves full at all times.”

      “Agreed.” Bortel moved to an adjunct and quietly passed the order while I focused on the screen.

      Expressions were haggard. Davidson had stopped shaving entirely, and his blonde beard was thick on the cheeks, higher than usual and more unkempt. Only Crewes maintained his outward appearance, though part of that might relate to being made from magma.

      “Jerek, the next part is up to you,” Voria was saying, and my attention snapped back to the screen. “Presumably there is an outpost here with coordinates for the next stop. We leave it to you to investigate, but are standing by if you require assistance.

      “There don’t seem to be any immediate threats.” Aran folded his arms, and frowned. “Our sensors detected structures on several worlds, but they are beyond ancient and likely not affiliated with the Ternus fleet that passed through here.”

      “I’ll learn what I can about them.” I folded my arms to match, but even though I had muscles now I just couldn’t pull it off the way I wanted. Damn it. “I suspect that if we find a Ternus signal, then they’ll have left us a message about what they found here. That will narrow my search. I know we can’t linger here.”

      No one spoke. The awkward silence said we all knew that the Nameless Ones were seeking us, and that we’d be infinitely easier to find within the confines of reality. They could scry us here.

      “We’ll leave you to your work then,” Voria finally said, then smiled grimly at the lot of us. “We are still flying, and beyond the reach of our enemies at least for now. Let us rejoice in that, if nothing else. Godspeed to you all.”

      The missive died, and I was left planning how to approach this system, a task I relished. Such a straightforward problem compared to much of what I now had to deal with on a day to day basis, even with competent help like Bortel and my father.

      I reached through the Word’s senses and probed the system’s latent signals, most caused by magnetic fields around the dying star and the planets with atmosphere.

      There. An artificial moon orbited the ninth planet in the system. It was small enough to be missed, and wouldn’t even be visible to many civilizations who had advanced enough to master the stars.

      A familiar transponder code came in weak bursts, and I willed the Word to slowly advanced on that position, gathering more data as I approached the object.

      “You’ve found something?” Bortel stepped into my field of view.

      “The Ternus frequency we’ve seen at other sites,” I explained absently as we approached the source. “They left behind a cache. We’ll need to send down a team, and I want to be on it. We should be safe parked here.”

      I released the matrix, disengaging from the ship as I slipped between the rotating rings to join Bortel on the outside.

      “I’ll handle things here.” Bortel ducked into the matrix with no hesitation, and I realized he’d been wearing the other Heka Aten armor under a baggier version of his usual uniform. “I don’t expect we’ll need to fight, unless the Nameless Ones find us.”

      “I’ll be as swift as I can.” I turned to Miri, who merely nodded to indicate she was ready, the visor of her spellarmor already shut to deal with a lack of atmosphere, but I could still picture her smile. “Shall we?”

      She nodded and I willed the Word to teleport the pair of us, a trivial feat for the vessel, and we arrived in orbit above the moon.

      I feathered my jets, and approached cautiously, taking more time than usual to allow the security detail to catch up before we actually entered the base.

      It didn’t take long.

      A dragon winged through the void above us, a familiar dragon, Briff’s bright scaly wings colored by the gas giant in the distance.

      “Breaking rules again, Jer,” my friend chastised over the comm, which auto-connected as he approached. “Never thought I’d be the one trying to enforce regs, but there’s a reason they exist. You’re important. We have to keep you safe.”

      “I saw what happened with the Earthmother’s egg,” I countered, dropping lower toward the facility now that my escort had arrived. “If anyone is important here it’s not me. But point taken. I’ll be better about the rules.”

      I tried to mean it, but it was hard. I hated regulations. Most felt pointless, and they actively hindered our progress. I knew there was a reason for them, but they were just such a huge tax on productivity.

      “There!” I spied a metallic red door set into the rock below, the construction not unlike dragonflight architecture, yet also different enough to perhaps be a precursor?

      I landed on the rock and willed gravity to adhere to the rock so I didn’t float away. Miri landed behind me, still silent, which meant she was on high alert as her role demanded.

      “The door has been breached.” I pointed at the bottom right corner where a section had been removed, then replaced with what appeared to be steel or some other human-created alloy. Definitely something Ternus had left behind. “They entered, left, and sealed it behind them. I don’t see a code, or a way to remove that, so I guess we just destroy the patch.”

      “I’ll do it.” Briff stepped forward, the only one of us not covered by a faceplate, and expelled a mouth full of white-hot plasma that melted the patch into liquid.

      It barely heated the original door.

      I considered using magic to cool the metal before crawling through, but the vacuum quickly took care of the problem. We had a tunnel inside, but of course I’d have to wait for the advance team to secure the interior, so I stepped back with a sigh. “Let me know when I can come inside.”

      I tried to be patient, but I can’t lie. Protocol sucks.
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      An eternity later my team completed their sweep of the ancient structure, and I was finally allowed to crawl through the opening, and make my way inside.

      I blinked around, speechless as I took in the room, lit by the flashlights affixed to my security detail’s weapons. The walls and ceiling were covered in glyphs and pictograms.

      “This echoes dragonflight facilities,” I muttered as I studied the iconography, “but it is way older than anything we’ve seen before.”

      “I suspect it has not been used since the star was young,” Miri whispered into the comm as my girlfriend and bodyguard crossed to the pair of wide double doors blocking further access. “This place wouldn’t age in a vacuum. How many millions of years has it been here?”

      I used my suit to access the dragonflight archives we’d recovered from the flame, then searched the map for references to this place. “Looks like you’re right. This place was marked as a dragonflight heritage site. An archeological marker of a civilization that died off long before they arrived in this galaxy.”

      “Jer?” Briff used a wing to point at a far corner of the frost-covered room. “Look at this.”

      I turned to see a small console in the corner, clearly of Ternus design. It was older and more blocky than modern models, but unmistakably similar to the ones we’d found at the previous sites.

      I approached the dormant device cautiously, half expecting a vat full of slugs, or some other trap. There was none. This place appeared genuine and pristine, with only a message left behind for future descendants trying to locate their long lost homeworld.

      I tapped the red button on the center of the console. It was different than previous models, but made simply enough for anyone to understand.

      The top of the console flared lazily to life, then projected a hologram about the size of my hand into the air. It displayed an excited human woman in her late-forties or early fifties. Smile lines creased as the digitized woman began to speak with a Ternus accent. “Today mankind has encountered our first alien civilization. You can see their ruins all around you, obviously, as you’ve found this recording.”

      She paused as figures in bulky combat armor moved behind her, slowly dragging crates as they prepared their departure. It resembled modern Ternus combat armor, but larger, and more restricting.

      “Apologies for the noise.” The woman inched closer to the screen. “I think it’s important to leave this record, and everyone with the power to influence the decisions agrees. That shocks me. We’re never united. But in this we all see eye to eye. Some want to leave a route back to earth, because we think our descendants will be curious. Some because we’ll run out of a critical resource and need their help. Still others because a hostile alien civilization might discover our new colonies, and force us to flee. I’m in the first group.”

      She smiled wide, and her eyes shone with unshed tears. “This is an historic moment. One I dearly wish we could share with earth. On that I was in the minority. My opponents believe alerting Earth could give the Terran government the power to follow our course, and shackle our colonies the same way they’ve shackled the Sol system. We have no desire to be forced into a collective.

      “I’m choosing to focus on the positive. The writing on these structures is alarmingly similar to cuneiform, which raises all sorts of questions about this species, and if they have ever been to earth. Who were they? Why is their writing nearly identical to the oldest ones our world produced? I don’t know, and it falls to you, viewer, to answer that question. I hope that whoever you are you are as interested in the past as I am. Within this unit you will find many variations of the same course markers. We used stellar coordinates, images, and several other methods. At least one of them should be easy to puzzle out, and if you manage it, then you’ll be able to find our course back to Earth from here. I will leave additional markers along our path at intervals so that you have breadcrumbs to follow. Of course, you already know that since you’re here.”

      Her face grew far more serious, all humor gone now. “If you do return be wary. Study earth’s transmissions before you approach. See what their government has become. The people we are leaving behind seek to control every aspect of our lives. We’d rather take our chances in the black so that our children can build their own destiny. Everything else you need to reach our homeworld is on this dat drive.”

      The screen went dark, and I waved at a nearby marine, one of Briff’s people, who bent to effortlessly pick up the terminal, his aging spellarmor making the work trivial.

      “I’m going to teleport Miri and I back to the Word,” I explained over the comms, as I remembered that I had to announce my actions instead of just vanishing. How did Aran or Nara get away with that stuff? I needed a course. “I need to review the data on that drive as soon as possible, so please prioritize the analysis.”

      I missed the days when I could just yank the drive out and scan it, but procedures needed to be followed. They’d copy the data before I ever got to see it, and sift through it in a sterile environment just in case something nasty was waiting to get out.

      After what had happened in the Depths with the first tome? I was happy to let them run every check they could conceive of. Maybe they could even add a few more.

      “I’m ready when you are,” Miri murmured and stepped close enough that her thigh brushed mine. The touch still thrilled me, even through the suit. “I do not like this place. They died bad. I can sense it somehow. We should be away as soon as we can be.”

      “You don’t need to tell me twice.” I nodded goodbye to Briff, then willed the Word to initiate the teleport back to our quarters. Miri and I appeared in the center, well away from the bed, table, and pair of desks we used to work and play at.

      I willed my helmet to slither back into the suit, and took a breath of recycled air as I banished the claustrophobia. I’d come a long way since hitching a ride on the Remora’s landing strut, but some scars refused to heal entirely.

      By the time I sat down at my desk and powered on the terminal I was surprised to find a message waiting. The techs were analyzing the drive aboard their transport, and were already turning over the results. There wasn’t a ton, at least not compared to the drives we’d found at the previous markers.

      Nearly all of it was stellar navigational data. A cutaway of the galaxy that showed earth’s location, then named a number of nebulas, twin stars, and pulsars around it as a sort of signature.

      I became conscious of Miri’s fabulous fingers upon my shoulders as I read. The beautiful Inuran stared over my shoulder, letting me work as I chewed through the dragonflight archive to find matching markers.

      “There! And there!” I sat up straight in my chair. “That nebula looks like a horse, kind of. And there are twin suns here. It looks like we’re maybe four or five years into their journey, and they were traveling at sub-light. We’re closer than I expected.”

      “I knew you would find it.” Miri bent and kissed my neck, then moved to the forge. “I’ll prepare something for dinner, while you get your report ready for the pantheon. Can we take the Depths to reach Earth? I never thought I’d seek them, but being here frightens me. Can’t the Nameless Ones find us?”

      “They can, though Nara is doing what she can to obscure our presence.” I sighed and leaned back from the computer, the research forgotten now that I had some idea of what we’re facing. “It looks like the next leg won’t be shortened by the Depths. We can use them again here.” I tapped the holographic representation of our course. “But we’re going to be exposed for a while. If they’re looking, and I’m sure they are, then they are going to be able to find us for the first time in months. Nara can’t keep them off of us forever.”

      I didn’t want to think what had happened to our sector during that time. Every world was likely overrun. Gone. Just my Kemet, my homeworld, a few years back. I hadn’t known then that the entire sector was ending.

      Now I had to do everything in my power to make certain only that sector fell. We were at war for the whole of reality, and even if we found Earth I hadn’t the slightest idea how we were going to fight the nameless ones.

      The best we’d managed so far was turning on a flashlight long enough to make a burglar retreat to the shadows. They’d be back. Soon. And in some form we couldn’t predict.
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      Vinctus would have shivered had he been allowed to retain that ability when he’d been remade into his skeletal form. Leaving the light and passing back into the Depths reminded him he was damned not for a moment, nor a fixed interval, but for all eternity.

      Until the war of the titans drew to its inevitable conclusion, and all of this, all remaining reflections, and the Great Cycle itself were wiped away entirely, and replaced with something new.

      One he had dreamed of what came after, but as decades ground to centuries and then millennia without count he longed only for the sweetness of oblivion. Only non-existence could fully wipe his soul free from the stain of his countless sins.

      He clasped his hands behind his back once more, and stood upon the silent bridge as his corpses brought them to their destination, the system once known as Sanctuary.

      The Catalyst had changed a great deal from the records he’d perused. There was no longer a storm, nor atmosphere across a vast expanse of space. The water and air had both been devoured by Necrotis, a death goddess.

      All that remained were floating hunks of rock and ice, no longer held together by the same magical attraction. They were separating, the hiding place used by the legendary unseen fleet slowly shrinking.

      That fleet still haunted the remaining rocks. He was certain of it, even if they hadn’t been detected. Necromancers were patient in a way mortals could not fathom, which is why his mistress had sent him to approach them.

      The necromancers were waiting until they thought themselves safe, then they would attempt to flee the Depths using stealth and secrecy. It wasn’t a bad plan, and it might have been viable if they’d possessed all the facts of their situation.

      It was time he shared them.

      He lifted a finger, and the corpse of an orokh responded by activating the strange tube, which flickered to life to show the darkness lit by green light to expose the rocks and ice.

      “Transmit the following,” Vinctus explained, then made his tone menacing for the message itself. “Unseen fleet, my name is Vinctus, agent of Xakava. I am a servant of the Nameless Ones soul-shackled when the Cycle was young. Like you I am bound in death. Know this— your precious spirit realm is denied you here. You are trapped in darkness. Any magic you use will draw ancient and terrible things in vast unknowable swarms. They will find you, and drive you to gibbering madness, then devour the choicest bits, while using the balance to make grisly monuments to their dark masters. Your one chance of maintaining your soul, if you still possess it, is in swearing fealty to the nameless ones. We will die last, their terrible gift, allowing us to witness the end of all things.”

      Vinctus paused then. The necromancers were unlikely to respond. How could they without giving away their position? Was there something else he might add?

      The orokh nearest him creaked as the mummified corpse shifted in its chair, an impossibility. The desiccated skull faced him, and the jaw cracked as a male voice issued.

      “We’ve been threatened by Necrotis, and Nefarius, and Krox,” the voice gave confidently. “We’ve faced every threat and bested it. We’ll face this one too. Perhaps you’ll succeed where they failed. I doubt it. Finding our way out of the Depths won’t be easy. They seem to be spreading, after all. But we’ll take our chances. Whatever you want from us, you won’t have it. You have to catch us if you want to bind us, and that you will never manage.”

      “I respect your decision.” Vinctus saluted the animated corpse with his fist over heart, in the old way. “Once my name was synonymous with honor. Duty. That name has been stripped from me, along with my pride. I cannot resist as you do. However you meet your end at least you can say you did it on your terms. I hope that’s a comfort as the Nameless Ones worm through your soul. I suspect it will not be, and that I will gaze upon whatever monstrosity they remake from your corpse.

      “My name, Vinctus, is ancient Elentian,” he continued, not that he needed to, but perhaps out of a need for companionship. The opportunity to address other sentients came rarely these days. “It means The Bound. It was given by the darkest of dreadlords, one far past even your greatest heroes. It was given to me after I was slain by the demon prince you imagine will save you. It is not to be. Your time is done.”

      The possessed corpse creaked as it slowly returned to its duties, the necromancer who had animated it gone. They had been quite powerful to breach his defenses and take one of his crew. He doubted that strength would save them. In fact, it was far more likely to be turned to the use of the nameless ones, one more tool in their vast and ever-growing arsenal.

      Darkness stirred outside the ship. Living darkness. It swirled around the vessel, then swam inside through a million cracks in the hull, untroubled by the lack of atmosphere. What need had darkness to breathe? No more than death.

      Xakava manifested on the bridge, a tall woman of living shadow, her features lost to darkness, though permanently etched into Vinctus’s memory. He still remembered when she had been a wide-eyed child, incapable of casting spells, and awed by her older brother, the demon-prince Xal. Ignored by the powerful who had no idea what she would one day become.

      Now Xakava was the wrath of Gortha made manifest.

      “You are wasting time.” Xakava cocked her shadowy head. “These people are trifles. If we are to finally triumph and end this endless war, then you must locate the Vagrant Fleet, and destroy it. I have detected its emergence. They can no longer hide from us.”

      “How will I reach them?” Vinctus kept his tone neutral, as he had no wish to endure any additional punishments. They were both humiliating, and an unnecessary impediment to accomplishing his goals, which led to more punishments.

      “I will allow you to fully master the shadows.” Xakava extended a hand, or what should have been a hand, but was instead a mass of shadowy tentacles. They whipped out, seizing Vinctus, and wrapping the lich in their terrible embrace. “Now that this reality has begun to fall we can fully use our birthright. You will be able to emerge from the Depths anywhere that does not know light. Find the deepest gulfs between stars, and you may interpose yourself in the path of the Vagrant Fleet. Eradicate them before they reach terra. Then we will swallow that world, and the Eye, and yet another reality will fall. Only a handful remain. Your dark servitude nears its end, Steward. Rejoice. Oblivion awaits.”

      Pain swallowed his perceptions. He doubted that pain was a necessary part of the transformation, and as something like a scream escaped his animated body he sagged to his bony knees.

      Wave after wave of shadow entered him, remaking him once more, his body a plaything for the dark children of titans.

      Let her be right.

      Let this war be soon over.

      Let the torment end.
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      I spent almost a dozen hours reviewing course and navigational data, checking and rechecking, before the clock ran out. That was when the Vagrant Fleet had completed all retrofit and resupply. Every vessel was ready to fly, and all they were awaiting was a destination…from me.

      “Admiral?” chimed the wall next to the bed I shared with Miri. She was in it currently, her face lit by the glow of a tablet, but I was still at the desk sitting next to the holounit.

      “Go ahead.” I rose and stretched, glad that I hadn’t removed the heka aten. It sounded like there wouldn’t be rest any time soon.

      “Lady Voria has requested a conference of the pantheon at your convenience.” The tension in the woman’s voice revealed a lot about how the request had been relayed.

      “I’ll handle it, thank you.” I returned to my desk, and faced the holo, then tapped the console to accept the comm.

      At my convenience meant a bunch of important people were already waiting. On me.

      The holo resolved into a cut away with a cube for Voria, Aran, Frit, and Davidson. There was no sign of Nebiat, nor the Void Wraith.

      “Welcome, Admiral.” Lady Voria inclined her head, then adjusted the chestnut hair bound behind her stiff uniform. “This is an informal meeting, mostly designed to set a course and address immediate security concerns. The Void Wraith have requested a report, and agreed to be subservient to my orders.”

      “Nara is trying to locate Xakava,” Aran added, a frown creasing his purplish lips. “I don’t like how long we’ve been exposed, but now that we are out of the Depths it won’t take her long to locate us. I have no doubt she had contingency spells placed around our exit.”

      “Is fleeing back into the Depths an option?” Voria’s attention was fixed on me. “Does our route require it?”

      “Not in the short term.” I sighed under my breath. “The Depths are an illusion of safety at best, in any case. Xakava might not be able to catch us there, but equally horrific things can and will. Zurjathorm wasn’t the worst or most foul. Anyway, our next leg is a straight flight, for several weeks. Then we’ll reach a place suitable to enter the depths, and we can shorten the route the Terrans took by at least two years.”

      “Good news,” Voria said in a way that suggested anything but. “I’ll await your coordinates, and then lead the fleet toward earth. All supplies and personnel have been accounted for. We are ready for the black.”

      “Lady Voria?” I found myself asking, then plunged ahead now that I’d begun. “What are we going to do when we arrive? I haven’t scryed yet, but I have a feeling the Depths have already swallowed our old sector. Eventually the darkness will reach earth. How do we stop it?”

      “That’s the real question isn’t it?” Voria gave a heavy sigh, and began rubbing her temples. “Prophecy is harsh and unforgiving. It provides us the exact piece we need. Nothing further. No context. It is maddening, and I am beyond tired of existing at its whims. I long for the day when it releases us from its implacable grip. Until then? We assume it will offer us the next piece when we arrive at earth.”

      “That’s not good enough. Not for me. Not after all this.” I balled both hands into fist, though I wasn’t certain who I was angry at. Definitely not her. “Frit, I’d like to request access to the Web of Divinity, and the archives aboard your ship. Or if your people are capable of getting me the data I need that’s good enough. I want to know all about the Eye, why it’s so important, and who put it there in the first place. I doubt it’s the literal eye of some sort of creator god. But what is the Catalyst and how do we control it? Who have previous guardians been? When was it last used in a war?”

      “You will not need direct access,” Frit countered in that slow and sultry voice that matched the exterior the Shayans had once imprinted upon her. “We can provide everything you need, and teleport over physical dragon scales with our reports. In the meantime the basic archive you already possess will provide a starting point. With the security protocols unlocked you can reference every time the eye was accessed, within the archives of any god who joined the flights. That includes Krox, and Krox was millions of years old before his betrayal. There is undoubtedly something you can use already there.”

      “Thank you.” I nodded deferentially, appreciating the skill of a superior scholar. “I’ll start there, and report in if I find anything useful.”

      “Excellent.” Frit folded her arms like a proud parent as she beamed in my direction. “In the meantime my talents are best used within the web. I will locate the forces pursuing us, and see how best we can avoid them. I will get us to Earth as swiftly and safely as we are able. It falls to the rest of you to decide how to fight once we arrive.”

      “Harnessing the eye is the key,” Aran gave back immediately. “I have some of Xal’s memories from his early life. He’d never heard of the eye as a child, but he’s described similar Catalysts, and just how powerful they can be. The eye is not merely a weapon. I think its enough concentrated divinity to drive back the darkness, and my sister knows it. Fears it. We need to get there, and harness it, before they can catch up. Speed matters more than ever before.”

      “And on that note,” Voria broke in grimly, “I will let you attend to your respective tasks while I make a report to the Void Wraith. We’ll also need a plan of dealing with the Terran government when we arrive, so please begin compiling suggestions for that inevitable discussion. Dismissed.”

      The call ended, and I leaned back in my chair as I absorbed it all. It was a lot to take in. Too much. So I did what any self-respecting scholar would and threw myself into a massive research project by way of distraction.

      “You are looking at that holo like you often look at me,” Miri teased from the bed where she red her tablet. “I haven’t seen you this excited in weeks.”

      “Frit made a great point,” I admitted, with a lot less ego than younger me would have suffered. “I haven’t been looking for the right things in the archive. Once the security locks were removed I searched for the things I needed in that moment, and nothing more. Who knows what else is in there? Especially regarding earth. It’s been a constant for the flights, enough that they moved the entire solar system to protect it. There must be more information about why buried in there somewhere.”

      “I don’t enjoy such mysteries as you do.” Miri eyed me over the tablet. “It sounds stressful. I look forward to the inevitable moment when you find what you are looking for. In the meantime I’m going to learn more about earth. Davidson lent me a holy text called National Parks recorded by one of their ancient gods. The Attenborough. Their world is beautiful, and so varied.”

      Her eyes returned to her tablet, so I went back to work as well.

      Diving into the dragonflight’s data took my whole attention. But this time I wasn’t doing it alone. I willed my helmet to slither over my face, so as not to bother Miri, then leaned back in the chair and began speaking.

      “All right, Kemet. I know it’s been a while, but it’s time for you and I have to have a nice long chat.” I smiled when a holographic image of the guardian appeared, complete with the first staff sparkle I’d seen in entirely too long. “There he is.”

      “How can I assist you cap— admiral?” Kemet gave a toothy smile.

      “It’s time we figured out exactly what this whole prophecy is all about.” I rose and began to pace. Miri noticed, but was kind enough not to distract me. “I want to understand what the Eye of Om is, and how or why the dragonflights employed it. For starters, tell me what you know, and start with the earliest appearance. Was it present before the Great Cycle? If so, then where did it go when the Cycle was made?”

      “I can answer with limited accuracy.” Kemet’s expression shifted to uncomfortable. “Much of what we know is myth, and written as such. It belongs in a holy text, not a scientific report. However, by their dating, it appears that the Eye was introduced after the cycle was created. If it existed before then, it must have been under a different name. There is no record of any titan creating it.”

      “Can you read that oldest passage to me?” I stopped pacing as I awaited an answer.

      “Of course.” A scroll appeared within my field of view, and a feminine voice that reminded me of Voria began to read it aloud.

      
        
        After birthing the titans Om rested.

        The Creator witnessed what he had wrought, and it was good.

        His children begot children, who begot time, who begot stars, who begot planets, who begot mortals. The universe flourished.

      

      

      
        
        Yet his children were not content. The titans seethed, each wishing to possess the powers of the creator.

        Their wars grew vast, and cracked the realms in which they dwelt, threatening the end of all things.

      

      

      
        
        Om had rested for an age, but the crisis stirred the creator to action. He placed within their midst his own eye, a shard of his power, then searched all of his children’s children from the highest to the low.

      

      

      
        
        The creator raised up a pair, balanced against each other. They began separate, but the creator revealed their true nature. All are one. All began as one perfect ball of light, and all that which has been created is still part of that light. Even the darkness that the light inhabits.

      

      

      
        
        The Aran and the Nara, perfect reflections, became one whole, and that whole could perceive through the Eye that Om had left.

      

      

      
        
        The Aranara quelled the godswar, and defended mortal children from divine parents. Two-as-one brought balance, eternal, until time ends.

      

      

      
        
        Once more Om rested.

      

      

      The scroll disappeared and I was left blinking as I considered the tremendous implications of the passage I’d just read.

      “That was more than expected.” I began to pace again, then considered the next approach. “They mentioned the Aranara. That’s not the first time I’ve heard that name.”

      I searched my memories. I’d been to so many catalysts, and faced so many gods. I’d had so many artificial memories planted in my head, and talked to so many titans.

      Where had I heard the name Aranara? And why hadn’t I been keeping a journal so I could look up things like this?

      There was a dim memory. Something about three demons in space, talking about the  Great Cycle. One of them had been Xakava, which seemed relevant. The other had been this Aranara, and they’d been planning on heading into the Great Cycle and knocking around someone called the stewards?

      It was hazy, and beyond that one vision I had no way to verify I was getting the details right.

      “Kemet, are there any other mentions in the archives of the Aranara? Prioritize any that also mention the eye. Let’s see what we’re working with.” I resumed pacing, and tried to ignore Miri on the bed.

      “Hmm.” Kemet twirled his staff absently in one hand as he pondered his response. “I will compile all entries. There are many stanzas, but most seem too vague to be of any use. They mention specific battles, or heroes, but many seem to predate the dragonflights and are unverified myth they carried from before coming to this galaxy.”

      “So more religion than history.” I drummed my fingers on the side of the suit as I struggled to connect the pieces. There was something I was missing. “I’m going to get some, uh, rest.” I glanced at the bed longingly. “Compile what you can. We’re looking for how the Aranara was chosen. If they reincarnate like other gods, then gee, I wonder who the Aran and Nara are meant to be in this reality? We just have to figure out what the prophecy intends us to do when we get to earth.”
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      I awoke to the soft chime of my alarm a precise 5 hours after I’d laid down, and hopped out of bed reflexively. Miri was already gone, likely off to her morning workout.

      “Apologies, Admiral.” Kemet appeared in my quarters without the need for using my suit, the kind of manifestation Miri would have seen too. “I hope I am not ambushing you right after you wake, but if you think like me then you-ll—.”

      “Coffee.” I stumbled over to the forge, and stabbed the most worn hotkey.

      “Of course, if—.”

      “Coffee,” I muttered, then gently picked up the cup as I turned to face the hologram. Only after I communed with the caffeine gods did I speak. “There. Now we can start. And yes, I’m excited. What did you find?”

      “Many allusions to the eye throughout dragonflight history.” The hatchling’s eyes shone with excitement. “There are recountings of endless battles. In some entire universes were devoured. A few have heroic stands against the darkness. There is a commonality in all those who won.”

      That prompted a double-staff sparkle against the deck, so it must be good. Kemet gave a toothy grin as he delivered the real news.“I believe the reason why Nefarius was able to overcome the flights during my time was that the Aranara was not present. The eye lacked suitable candidates and thus could not be used, so it was hidden away by the dragonflights.”

      “So we’re on the right track then.” I began to pace, something I’d picked up in the Depths I think, but that I did more often the older I got. Why did motion aid thinking? “The eye is the power source. The Catalyst. The Aranara is the guardian of that Catalyst, and can harness its power to do almost anything. The eye is likely a higher divinity than any god we’ve fought, by a wide margin. It’s a game over weapon, if we can activate it.”

      “Precisely.” Kemet gave an encouraging nod. “In much the same way I am guardian of this ship and have harnessed it to our cause we must harness the Eye of Om.”

      “Great.” I stopped pacing, and paused to sip my coffee. Hopefully there was a pile of inspiration nestled at the bottom. “Next question. Why didn’t the dragonflights activate the Aranara? Where were the candidates during that time? Were they blocked somehow? What’s the method or ritual to bind them to the star that they lacked? Is any of that recorded?”

      “Sadly no.” Kemet’s wings drooped. “The dragonflights never succeeded, so they never solved the mystery. It would appear we have our candidates, but as to the trials they must undergo? We know little. The only common detail I found was a golden weapon, usually a sword, in every iteration of the tale. This weapon is broken, and later reforged. There are many names. Excalibur. Gram. Mjollnir. Balmung. The specific passage reads thus….

      “The Aranara gathered all of the light, and wielded it against the darkness, as the creator wields, and the darkness was shattered, and broken, and scattered.” Kemet’s eye-ridges rose before the next part, showing me he thought it significant. “After the darkness was vanquished their children fought over blade and legacy, shattering both.”

      “I see where you’re going with this.” Back to pacing I went. “If this is cyclic, then each time the light triumphs the weapon is broken afterwards. This golden weapon may be in a broken form, and we have to find it, and get it to Aran and / or Nara. From there I’m assuming they can figure out the ritual, but it’s up to us to find the weapon in the first place. I think that’s my job once we reach earth.”

      The pacing stopped. I’d found the purpose I’d been seeking. I knew what I had to do now, and it helped immeasurably in restoring the confidence I didn’t even know had been flagging.

      Just in time for the door chime to my quarters to ring, something that almost never happened. I glanced at the security panel, and blinked in surprise when I saw my sister standing there. I tapped the open button, and stepped aside of Rava shrouded in spell armor, minus the helmet.

      “What’s up? Everyone okay?” My hand fell to Dez’s holster, not that there was any threat that could actually be solved with a spellpistol.

      “All fine.” Rava raised both hands in a placating gesture, but her smile was strained. “I’m just…worried about Briff? I don’t even need to come in, just pick your brain and maybe ask a favor.”

      “I know how much you hate doing that.” I leaned against the door and released Dez. “Must be important.”

      “Maybe.” Rava bit her lip in a very un-Rava like way. “He’s not himself. He’s listless. Disengaged. He’s been gaming a lot, and been late to a couple meetings. It’s not like him. Something is bothering him, but he won’t discuss it with me. I thought he might with you. I was thinking you could drop by and play some arena. I mean I know you’re busy, but you could probably use a break too now and then.”

      “Oh.” I could only blink at her. I’d done all the navigational research, and Bortel would have alerted me if there were an emergency. “Yeah, I could use a break. I’ll go pay Briff a visit, and maybe we’ll play some Arena, or just hang out and chat. It will be like the Academy all over again.”

      Her entire demeanor shifted, and she gave a relieved smile. “Thanks, bro. I’m off to take care of training duties. I’m working with Briff’s staff to make sure no one bothers him.”

      She hurried off, and I left right behind her. Briff’s quarters were on the same level as mine, in the same hall, separated by a hundred meters or so of empty rooms no one had yet claimed.

      I pressed the door to alert Briff he had a visitor, and it almost immediately slid open to reveal Briff sitting on the couch. He’d reached over with a wing to tap the door entry key.

      “Jer! Come in, man. I’m just finishing up the Battle of Starn campaign mission on lethal.” He paused the game, then set the controller down to face me as I entered. “Damned good to see you. I thought I was on my own today. What brings you around?”

      “Your sister cleared us an afternoon.” I picked up the spare controller, but didn’t enter the game. That was impolite to do uninvited, as all gamers know. “We haven’t been able to sit down and relax since…well since we still had a homeworld. Since Kemet hadn’t come apart yet.”

      “Wow.” Briff blinked slowly, his eyes far away. “I guess you’re right. It’s just been crisis after adventure after mayhem. I can barely remember sitting on that dorm couch eating algae.” Briff gave a self-conscious glance at his belly, but the gut was long gone, replaced by muscle and sinew under impenetrable scales, fine as pores.

      “I can barely remember being a flabby, deflated, kid.” I laughed as I thought back to the kid who’d needed a strength spell just to cross a hangar bay, and who might have died without that spell. “We’ve both come a long way. Now I deal with problems like is running this ship, and finding earth.”

      I didn’t ask about his problems. I didn’t need to. I had just initiated a good-old vent-fest. The table was wide open for him to open up about whatever was bothering him, with possibly the only person he knew would never judge.

      “I know what you mean.” He sorted and set the controller down, then pulled his knee up into his lap on the couch, the way he had used to sit. “I love running the company. I’m good at it. I’m getting better. Your dad even seems proud of me, and he’s always thought I was a waste of space. It means a lot.”

      Briff gave a heavy sigh, then reached to the coffee table to pick up a vat of something only a dragon would drink. I didn’t recognize the stuff. More proof we weren’t the same kids any more.

      “What I don’t like dealing with are the Earth dragons.” My oldest friend shook his scaly head. “They worship the earthmother, and many think I’m her reincarnation. They’re trying to set me up as some sort of rival. I guess there are two other possible candidates, but now they’ve been discredited by my arrival. They’re convinced the prophecy said that whoever it is would be with the Vagrant Fleet.”

      “You’re hoping it’s one of the other candidates.” I nodded sympathetically. I couldn’t blame him.

      “What if it isn’t?” Briff shivered, from fear I think. “What if I have to step up and be the earthfather? What if I have to lead? I’m the oldest dragon, but I don’t know really anything. It’s like kids leading kids. I’m going to get us all killed.”

      “Remember when we only had to worry about ourselves?” I gave an exaggerated sigh. “I miss those days. I miss not having a crew, and massive problems to solve. But I also know no one else can solve them. If you are the earth-farter, then I will support you.”

      Briff’s explosive laughter ripped through the quarters, and it took him long moments to recover. “T-the earth-farter. Thank you, Jer. I will never be able to look those dedicates in the eye again without laughing. If I ascend I’m totally making everyone call me that. No! Not earthfather. I am the earth-farter, for I fart forth many earths!”

      I don’t remember most of the rest of the conversation, which is a real shame because I think there might have been even worse jokes. I do remember having an absolute blast with my best friend in a way I hadn’t since we were still innocent enough to think of ourselves as kids.

      We both needed it. The earth-farter and the earth-finder.
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      Geb uncurled his sinuous body from his brief slumber to a chime coming from the command console set into the wall of his spacious quarters. That chime had not activated even once, not in all the millennia since this vessel had been constructed.

      Its meaning and implications were instantly clear. An unknown fleet had been detected on an approach to earth. Their enemies had tripped one of the beacons placed throughout the galaxy along every route leading to earth’s new hidden location.

      They had been found.

      He fluffed his wings as he strode from his quarters, and very nearly swelled into his full wyrm body, but elected to retain his smaller form lest he terrify the outriders scurrying from his path.

      None spoke to him as he approached the bridge, though there were a good many bows and salutes. What must it be like for them to be so isolated from the rest of their species? Forever watching, but never partaking.

      He strode onto the bridge, unsurprised to see Gaia, the eldest, already in the spell matrix, and Bhumi pacing before the viewscreen, which revealed a sea of glittering specs. Not stars. Ships. Great Ships.

      The largest eclipsed the Earthmother’s Remembrance in size, and one vessel even bore the same architecture, just a larger version of the flagship they’d slumbered upon for millennia.

      “Surely this must be the Vagrant Fleet, as foretold,” Bhumi called, still pacing savagely as she studied the specs. They were too distant to make out anything save size and shape. “The earthmother’s heir must be approaching.”

      “Those things are likely true,” Geb allowed as he strode over to join her. “Yet it is also true that we don’t know who is aboard those ships. The heir could be a prisoner. They could be enemies. Even if they are potential allies we must approach with caution. The Earthmother warned that the Eye is a weapon, and these newcomers may seek to usurp that power.”

      “It is also likely,” Gaia mused from the matrix, speaking with a voice like plants growing, “that they are closely pursued by the darkness. Prophecy is clear on that point, and we have seen it before. Mother warned us we’d be resisting the threat that overcame her.”

      There was a stir as another sibling entered the bridge, Cele, now wearing a new set of spellarmor designed for her hybrid form. She’d always adapted too readily to technology, in Geb’s estimation, the failing that had led to their downfall.

      He could still scarcely believe that the galaxy-spanning empire they had built was rubble now. Surely some worlds must survive, enclaves of power and knowledge who remembered the majesty that had come before.

      The existence of the Vagrant Fleet proved that much.

      “I have completed my preliminary analysis of the Terran technology,” Cele explained as the dragon’s gadgets whirred and hummed around her. “They appear to have formed collectives, which rely on technology to link their consciousness into a cohesive whole. Each collective is different, some small, a few people, while others are massive and contain millions. All members gain access to their entire collective’s database of emotions, and memories. They are still individuals, in theory, but nothing we recognize. Nothing like our current outriders.”

      “I see.” Geb shivered as the implications settled over him. “Having studied their evolution do you believe it wise to reach out to them? Should they be informed about the approach of the Vagrant Fleet? Should we seek alliance, establishing it while they are as yet unaware of other forces? If we wait, then they may trust neither us, nor those who come after. We cannot afford to be distracted, lest our enemies find us. Mother’s words.”

      “I believe contacting them is wise.” Cele’s optical unit focused on Bhumi as she spoke, the one Cele respected the most. “We can still influence them. I believe our ability to cloak our presence will impress them, though they will stubbornly disbelieve in magic. Once the Vagrant Fleet arrives we will merely be another faction instead of the benevolent guardians watching over their species’ evolution.”

      “Do we wait for the others?” Geb asked. Four were enough to make a decision of this magnitude, especially if they voted in unison.

      “Not necessary,” Bhumi protested. She turned back to the scry-screen. “The longer we dither the less time we have to prepare. Action is needed. If the four of us agree, then I will initiate contact to their prime collective. This will ensure their entire species learns of our existence at the same time.”

      “Do it.” Gaia agreed from the matrix.

      “It is for the best, I think.” Geb pushed down the disquiet voice warning him he was being rash. If he listened to it he’d never have had the courage to publish his first theorem.

      “We have an accord.” Cele nodded, her lenses whirring as they focused on Bhumi. “I think it wise you take the lead, and introduce yourself and our purpose. Beyond that we should take care what we reveal, until we have the full support of our siblings.”

      There were more nods as everyone agreed to that last stipulation. No one wanted strife, not when unity was vital to their continued survival, and that of their charges.

      Gaia made the decision for them. She tapped several sigils along the gold and silver rings rotating around her, and the vessel rumbled to life, then departed the lunar shadow where it had hid for time immemorial. “I have initiated contact with their prime collective.”

      They waited several moments, and the screen lit to show countless tiny squares, each a representative from one of the sub-collectives forming the greater whole.

      “Greetings, humanity,” Bhumi began with a bow. “I am what you would call an extra-terrestrial. I do not hail from this system, but have dwelt here for the duration of your history, subtly guiding along with my brethren. We have nudged your societies and development to prepare you for this day, the day when we must present ourselves and warn you of the terrible dangers approaching the system.”

      The humans made no response. Countless faces stared impassively back at them, and Geb despaired of convincing them. There was no derision, nor humor, but neither was there anything like humanity in those eyes. They were extensions of their respective collectives, a channel for the will of a species. It was unnatural in Geb’s estimation, though he’d never have uttered such a thing out loud. They were not supposed to judge the ways of other species.

      “I am empowered to speak,” an old woman rasped. The other squares fell away until only hers dominated the scry-screen. “We have conferred among ourselves, and seventy-two percent believe you have presented yourselves truthfully. They point to one-hundred and seventeen different cultural markers that correlate your explanation. You influenced what we call the Tamil culture, did you not?”

      Bhumi nodded. Geb hadn’t been involved in that work, but they had clearly recognized some marker Bhumi had left behind. Likely they knew some of the others by their works as well. Did the names Gaia and Cele survive somewhere on that world? What of his own? Was there some legend about Geb, the builder?

      “We did,” Bhumi finally allowed. The dragon stepped forward and allowed her aura to flare, showing the tremendous power she conveyed. The human made no reaction. “And aided in many other cultures. We did so to prepare you for the threat approaching your system. They seek to exterminate all life, and all light. It is these forces that toppled our empire when your species still worshipped fire. Our mother, the earthmother, hid your solar system away. She moved the entire thing to keep it safe from those who would hasten its destruction.”

      “I see. Such a feat seems impossible from our technological perspective.” The woman cocked her head. “The collective believes you believe what you are saying. We would like access to any and all data you can share on this enemy, and on yourselves. In exchange we will offer our own archives, though it sounds as if you already have access.”

      “We do.” Bhumi admitted. It did not seem to offend the woman. “We will arrange the transmission of all pertinent data. A fleet approaches, and it is possible they may be allies. It is also possible their arrival is a ploy of our enemy, and we must be wary until we can be certain.”

      “Very well.” The woman folded her arms. “We will accept your aid and this data. Our armed forces are moving to high alert. If an enemy seeks to destroy our planet, they will find us ready and able to defend ourselves.”

      “Not against an enemy like this,” Bhumi snapped, and Geb could have kicked her. The arrogance in his sibling’s tone could not be missed. “You will be eradicated without aid. Your enemies utilize forces you cannot possibly understand. What you would call magic. You have no way to counter its influence. You have great need of the power we can bring to your cause.”

      “We appreciate the offer, but that will not be necessary.” The woman’s expression went colder, if that were possible. “Transmit data regarding these mysterious forces, and we’ll begin testing and deploying adequate countermeasures. We will contact you if we need anything further.”

      The transmission went dead. The humans had dismissed them like errant children begging for sweets.

      The war was off to an astoundingly bad start.
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      We’d been flying for two solid weeks without interruption when we found a single man-made object floating in space. An ancient and decrepit mining station hovered alone in the black, too far from any world or resource to have a practical purpose in this area.

      So why was it here?

      I ducked out of the matrix, and strode over to the scry-screen as I considered the problem. That thing had thrusters everywhere, which meant it was capable of flight, though who knew what speed it could manage. It wasn’t moving now, just stationary in space.

      “Vi, this is Jerek on the bridge.” I waited for the connection light on my comm to turn green before continuing. “We’re looking at something I think the Ternus forces left behind. Either they abandoned it, or they left it for us to find. I have to imagine there’s a reason why. They went through an awful lot of trouble to make sure it made it all the way out here.”

      “I thought you’d never call,” Vi purred back playfully. “That thing is giving off all sorts of interesting readings. The most important seems to be a quantum signature. This thing has one, but the code series is much different from the ones we use now. More primitive.”

      “Like it predates our current ones.” I couldn’t help but laugh as I pieced together the riddle. “They’ve left us a communicator. I’ll bet credits to CO2 there’s a working quantum unit, and that we can use it to contact a paired unit on earth. They have the same quantum seed.”

      “What do you mean?” Vi asked as she brushes a lock of scarlet hair away from the cable protruding from her temple.

      Apparently she was less familiar with Ternus tech, though to be fair I’d spent time on their homeworld while she was off galavanting with Inura.

      “Quantum requires a seed. Both devices are entangled together at a quantum level, so what impacts one also impacts the other, no matter how far away it is.” I conjured an illusion similar to the lecture I’d received back in the academy to demonstrate. “When Ternus left Earth they didn’t take a seed with them. That prevented them from staying in contact, but it also prevented Earth from knowing what they were up to. I’m betting this facility is what they left behind when they severed their ties to earth. If I’m right, we can use it to contact Earth and let them know we’re coming.”

      I punched up a report to the other great ships in the fleet, then relayed orders to Briff to prep a squad and go investigate the ship. I hated being so removed from the action, and hated even more than gods like Aran could still have the best of both worlds.

      Not me.

      I needed to pick a realm and stick to it. I couldn’t be a gunslinging archeologist, an admiral, and a prophet all at the same time. I needed to focus on the areas no one else could do.

      That meant a lot of pacing across the bridge while I watched the shuttle approach the derelict, and dock. Briff’s confident voice echoed across the bridge as he guided his team through the station, and within moments their cameras showed only one room with atmosphere.

      Briff’s team had the door down in seconds, and I found his camera pointed at a row of comm units. A dozen, all in perfect working order from what I could see from the grainy footage.

      “Lady Voria,” I missived, knowing she’d be watching the same footage. “I can have one of those units active in minutes. How do you feel about reaching out to the Terran government, and warning them that we’re on our way? It’s finally possible to find out who we’re dealing with.”

      “Our patience and faith have borne fruit.” Voria’s face appeared on the screen in a square overlaying Briff’s footage. “Is it possible to link the unit from its present location? If so, then we can use this existing communication to launch the call to earth. Are you ready, Admiral?”

      “I am.” I wasn’t.

      Voria took a moment to compose herself, then began recording the message that might very well represent what the Terrans believed to be the first human contact with an alien race. Or perhaps they’d view her as human, and not understand that her similar appearance did not she was related to their species.

      “Greetings, people of earth,” Voria began, smiling warmly in a way that softened her military exterior. “My name is Lady Voria of the Vagrant Fleet. I reach out to you, because I carry both dire news and the seeds of hope.

      “We represent the Vagrant Fleet, an offshoot of the dragonflights who once ruled this galaxy. Yet we also include children of earth, the Ternus colony, who are coming home.” Her smile faded. “We come pursued by enemies. Enemies who wish to destroy us all. They cannot be bargained with, nor appeased. They seek the destruction of our entire reality. Of the cycle from which they all originate. They have succeeded in wiping out all save a handful, of which we are one. Earth is pivotal in the fight. They will come for you. We will reach you first. It is our hope that you will work with us, that together we can fight to keep our galaxy from being extinguished, then our entire universe. The war is ours to prosecute. We cannot leave this to our children. The time is now. I apologize for being so dramatic, but we are transmitting battle reports from the last three decades so you can see exactly the scale of the threats we are dealing with.”

      Voria’s smile returned full force. “I believe we can win this war. I believe that we are meant to accomplish great things together. I bring our fleet to your world to ensure that it survives, and to build something greater when the conflict is over. I look forward to meeting you in person, and wish it were under better circumstances. Message us using this unit ID. We are approaching from the same vector where the message originated, and should be arriving within two months.”

      Then the message ended, and Voria blinked as she returned her attention to the present moment. “I will never relish such speeches, but I suppose I have given enough to be passable at them. Let us hope they answer soon. Or at all.”

      I didn’t voice the thoughts that traitorously flitted toward my tongue. What if the Terrans were as bad as Ternus feared? What if they wouldn’t help us?

      What if the darkness caught us before we arrived?
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      Another week in the black passed with no news, nor response from earth. If they’d received our message we had no way of knowing, so we sailed on, hoping for the best when we arrived.

      During that time Frit had completed dozens of scans with the Web, but we had no idea where the Nameless Ones were, nor what forces they were bringing to bear. The web only worked within the cycle and its reflections, after all. The Nameless Ones lurked in the ever-expanding depths.

      The only thing we could confirm with certainty was that our sector had indeed gone dark, swallowed by the insatiable darkness.

      My missives to Kurz had gone unanswered, but the spell had completed, which told me he was still alive somewhere at least. I wished the necromancers well, and hoped their fleet remained unseen, especially if they were trapped in the Depths as I feared.

      “Admiral?” the wall of my quarters chimed, prompting me to look up from the holo-terminal where I’d been working.

      “Go ahead.” I muttered as I examined our course forward. We’d passed the last nearby star and were now entering the gulf between systems, the darkest area of space. We’d have no ability to retreat to a star if they caught us there, and I had no idea what they were capable of.

      “Sir, commander Bortel has requested your presence on the bridge.” The tech’s voice held tension, but not outright fear. Something had bortel spooked.

      “All right. I can be there in a moment.” I killed the connection, then sealed my armor, and spoke to Kemet. “Guardian, can you teleport me to the bridge please? Sounds important.”

      “Done.”

      The world faded and I appeared two meters from the main spell matrix, which was currently occupied by Bortel. The scryscreen was up, and displayed the stellar neighborhood we were passing through.

      “Thank’s for coming, sir.” He emphasized the honorific which was probably for the bridge crew’s benefit as I certainly didn’t demand that kind of formality. “I wanted you to see this. Take a look at the cluster of asteroids littering the area we’ll be passing through. It looks like something big was destroyed here, and there’s a lot of debris orbiting a gravity field.”

      “You’re not much for sight-seeing, so there’s another reason you think this is significant.” I willed my helmet to slither off, then surveyed the field to see what might have him concerned. It didn’t take long for a sinking feeling to emerge. “I see it now. If I were going to ambush someone, then this would make the perfect place to do it. The best way to make it through is to disperse the fleet, which means we’ll be separated. And vulnerable. How long will it take us to pass through?”

      “About a week.” Bortel drew his vape pen from a pocket, and savored a long draw. “You can see why I called you up. Do you think it’s worth contacting Lady Voria or any of the other captains?”

      “No.” I scraped my beard, which had grown thick enough to itch. “I suspect they already share that fear, especially Xal’Aran. My question is how would they even get ahead of us? If we left them behind, and we’re using the Depths to stay ahead of them, then how would they get here short of translocation?”

      “Why not just that?” Bortel gave a shrug. “They have gods. They have worship. What if they used translocation to get ahead of us? What if we’re flying into a trap?”

      “Okay, you’ve sold me. I think Frit needs to be alerted at the very least.” I folded my arms impatiently as I waited for him to send the missive. He wasn’t slow. I was just a control freak.

      “You need something, Commander?” Frit looked up from a dragon scale she’d been studying. “Now is a good time for interruptions, if you have a need.”

      “I do.” I smiled in relief. I’d been worried that she’d have a reason not to help. “We’re about to pass through an area my advisors tell me would be perfect for an ambush. Is there some sort of divination you can perform with the web to make sure the path is clear?”

      “Of course. Please give me a few moments. I’ll contact you shortly with the results.” She nodded brusquely, and the comm ended, returning to the display of the asteroid field.

      “I hope I’m not being paranoid.” Bortel shook his head.

      “Reporting it was the right thing to do either way.”

      “Oh I know.” He took another draw from his pen. “I’m just hoping I’m wrong is all. We’re right to follow procedure and take precautions. I just hope they’re a waste of time. That’s good news in the military.”

      I nodded thoughtfully at that response. It made a good deal of sense. You wanted all your training to be for nothing, because it meant you lived in peaceful times.

      I had a feeling we weren’t going to be that lucky. Not with Earth and the eye as a final prize.

      A high-pitched chime echoed across the bridge, and through the fleet, projected from the web of divinity. Having been connected I recognized its usage, and the immense will necessary to harness it to such a degree.

      We are about to be under attack, Frit’s voice echoed through my mind. A dark fleet lurks here, and it is vast. I do not know how they arrived, but they are here, and waiting in the dark for our arrival, crewed by the dead, or things that do not require light or heat. They await us splitting our forces, and then the assault begins.

      “Battle stations,” Bortel barked, and the order was echoed through the ship.

      As I wasn’t on duty I didn’t have a battle station. I extended my hand, and willed Ardaki to appear. The silver staff came, silent upon arrival thankfully, as I didn’t need any further distractions.

      “I have an idea. Bortel, get the other captains on the line, and continue deployment as if the fleet is breaking up,” I explained, hoping he’d pick up on what I was doing.

      The screen filled with faces, Aran first, then Frit, and then Nebiat’s mechanical form. Voria and Crewes appeared atop each other, and there was no sign of Davidson yet. This would be enough.

      “I have an idea,” I repeated now that everyone could hear. “If we’re dealing with a fleet, then it’s going to mean a pitched battle. Does everyone agree that battle doesn’t profit us, even if we win? We’re better off not fighting it, right?”

      “Agreed,” Aran spoke immediately, but there were nods all around.

      “We used Ikadra and Ardaki with the spellship to make light.” I spoke my thoughts allowed as the plan crystalized into something workable. “Can we do the same thing with another aspect? Can we amplify void?”

      “Indeed.” Voria gave a tight nod. “We can amplify destruction, and if it comes to combat that could be useful.”

      “I’m not thinking disintegrates.” I approached the scry-screen as I spoke. “I’m thinking speed. Void makes my ship the fastest in the fleet. The more void we use the faster we go. That’s not overly useful in the Depths, but here? In normal space? That speed will allow us to outrun almost anyone.”

      “An interesting plan,” Nebiat’s acidic void added, though the robot remained eerily still. “We can dock aboard your ships, or get close enough that you can gather us into your gravity field. Can you carry the entire fleet in this way? That is a great deal of mass, particularly with all the citizens aboard.”

      “It’s possible.” I nodded, certain. “Worship from the crews will help further. This might be expensive, but if we zoom to the right speed and put the durable ships in the front, then we can plow a way through, and hopefully escape whatever trap they are setting.”

      Klaxons sounded all around me, and the screen shifted to show space once more. Dozens of enemy vessels were emerging from behind rocks, not a one of them anything the databanks recognized, either because the hulks had degraded, or been birthed by some long devoured culture. There were so many of them.

      A flurry of wards and protective fields appeared around every vessel as the fleet collapsed in around the Word, and I realized we were going to have to punch through the enemy if we wanted to escape.

      “Let’s clear a path first.” I reached through Ardaki, and willed the Word to fire its main cannon. A torrent of purple black built within, then a bolt of negative energy hurled through space in a line before us, kilometers wide.

      Only a few of the enemy vessels were vaporized comparative to the total, but the gap in their ranks gave us an opportunity. Again I reached through the staff, this time decreasing our mass and increasing velocity.

      Once we reached a decent speed I returned our mass, then released the spell, panting.

      “I’ve got control now if you want to take a break.” Bortel tapped void sigils inside the matrix. “I’ll keep us on a straight course while the rest of the fleet gathers around us.”

      A flurry of missiles, tentacles, and indescribable weaponry descended on us in a massive volley, which discolored our wards, then broke them entirely

      The bridge shook as explosions wreathed the ship, some from the spells that made it through, and others from the asteroids we plowed into. The combined damage was hideous, and undid so much of the work our crew had spent months implementing. Entire sectors went dark within the ship as we careened thorough the outer edge of the asteroids.

      The enemy fleet constricted around us like a noose, but the erratic rocks worked against them too, and many met their end in collisions with each other, or the asteroids clogging space.

      We accelerated further, under Bortel’s control now, and I focused on the Word’s external defenses. I willed the secondary batteries to activate, and pick off as many asteroids as possible with void bolts.

      I lost track of the explosions as we accelerated, but none were critical enough to slow our progress. I pushed on, faster, and faster, rushing past much of the enemy fleet as they sluggishly turned to pursue us.

      The savage assault they launched upon the fleet sheltering in our wake broke my heart. The smaller and weaker ships fell first, those unable to shelter behind great ships, or within the wards of stronger vessels.

      And then we were past their assault, too deep in the field for them to reach. Our speed increased again.

      We burst out the other side of the asteroid field, and into the black. The fleet was wounded, but flying. The damage to the Word was catastrophic, and I closed my eyes as techs began bellowing damage reports.

      At least we had survived.
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      Vinctus knew the ambush had failed the moment the Vagrant Fleet hesitated before entering the asteroids.

      Confirmation came when an immensely powerful scrying device scanned the entire field in search of probabilities. Its strength shocked him, something he’d not seen since his youth within the  Great Cycle. Surely they possessed one of the great artifacts that had been left behind when the eldest gods had departed.

      How had they acquired it? Had Xal smuggled it out when he’d departed the cycle? Or was there some deeper tale there?

      It hardly mattered. His enemies would know of their doom soon enough, so there was no reason to hide any longer. Vinctus willed his dread fleets to engage, and engage they did.

      Thousands of hulks emerged from countless hiding places, rocks and shadows, and began peppering the Vagrant Fleet with spells, and putrid diseases, and ravenous things. Some vessels used their own bulk, and merely collided with the unfortunate victims.

      More often than not the enemy vessels exploded, but sometimes both enemy and ally detonated. Not a one of the dread crews seemed to mind as they hurled themselves at the living, and the light.

      The battle was mercifully short, and the enemy made no move to fight back. They protected their stragglers as best they could, and accepted the casualties that Vinctus inflicted. In the game of strategists, Kem’Hedj, this was referred to as a sacrifice. One often gave up a game board, but knew they could find victory on another.

      A pool of darkness began to bubble from the bridge’s deck not three meters from where he stood. None of the crew reacted of course. They were blind to Xakava’s theatrics as the child of a titan gathered her shadowy body and rose to her full height.

      “You have failed. My brother still breathes, and the fleet still approaches earth.” The dark-titan-spawn folded her arms impatiently, and both hands spun out into thousands of hungry shadow tendrils, eager to drink the magic from his ancient bones. Would that she’d end his misery.

      “I have.” Vinctus nodded dispassionately. There was no sense avoiding the truth. “Yet there’s no trap we laid here that they could not have circumvented, and had we devoted enough divinity to create such a trap they’d have detected our efforts through divination and avoided this course.”

      “Then you do not feel you should be punished for such a failure?”

      “I suppose that depends on your goal.” Vinctus’s shoulders creaked as he attempted a shrug. “If you wish to win? Then hampering my efforts is counterproductive. If you wish to vent your wrath? Punishing me could be quite productive. I will not scream, nor break, but I do feel pain as you well know.”

      “You are even more insufferable in death than you were in life,” she snapped, and Vinctus wisely let it go while the dark lady composed herself. “I seek to motivate you, and I want you to understand that failure will not be tolerated. Bringing our forces to this warren of darkness and rock required comparatively little divinity. Reaching earth? That is a feat I cannot manage, not without stripping all the divinity I have. That means there is little chance we will arrive before they do.”

      “Indeed.” Vinctus fixed her with his eyeless stare. “Yet we will arrive with our full force, one they know little about. They have not fought us. They ran. When battle is joined there will be many surprises they are not prepared for. We will prevail. Of that I remain certain. I have spent years without count building this fleet, and its capabilities are beyond any god. Punish me or don’t, as you see fit. If you do please make it swift. I have work to do.”

      He expected something, but rather than respond, or even show her ire through body language, the dark lady simply vanished. Vinctus didn’t much care where she went, only that she was no longer here to disrupt his concentration.

      Now he was free to check the battle footage, and learn all he could about the gods running the Vagrant Fleet, and their vessels.

      That knowledge would be vital if he were to shatter their defenses, and vent their ships into space. And he would absolutely accomplish such a thing. He remained certain, faith unwavering.

      These fools possesses nothing with which to defend themselves. All they could do was flee, and no matter where they ran he would find them.

      Not because his mistress demanded it, nor because he feared the pain and humiliation of punishment. Vinctus would find them because somewhere within that fleet dwelt the reincarnation of Xal. A man who fancied himself a blade master. One who’d embarrassed Vinctus when he had been a mortal.

      Yet Vinctus now possessed millennia of skill and knowledge that his mortal self had not, while Xal had only been reincarnated a handful of years ago.

      This time when they crossed blades the outcome would see another universe snuffed out. Then he would drag the demon back to the titan of the void for judgement, to be remade into a weapon, just as Vinctus had been.
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      Imagine my lack of surprise when after all was said and done and earth’s government reached out to speak to our fleet they asked to talk to me.

      It’s not that I think I’m important. Gods no. It’s that Reevanthara, wherever he was, was laughing at the horribly uncomfortable position I was about to find myself in.

      I was about to press the accept button on a quantum call with the government representing the world we were approaching, and if I messed it up it could literally mean all realities were wiped out within my lifetime. Billions of years extinguished because I mangled a comm call.

      We had some of the finest gods and heroes our sector had ever produced, and I was the guy these Terrans wanted to talk to? Why? Where had they even heard my name to begin with? We’d sent them three decades of material to digest.

      “Wish me luck,” I murmured to Miri, who sat on the bed behind me with her tablet, out of frame but within earshot. Her presence provided a lot of comfort.

      “I prefer training and experience to luck, and you possess both. You will do us proud. Just be yourself.” She beamed a dazzling smile in my direction that promised wonderful things later.

      I stabbed the connect button, and waited for the Ternus comm to sync with our new friends. A stylized USS logo splashed across the screen, then was replaced by a woman with chrome eyes, and a thick black cable snaking from her temple. The style was way too close to the arcanotomes for me, and I recoiled a bit when I saw her.

      “Greetings,” the woman began, her face utterly emotionless as she spoke. “My colloquial designation is Cel-one-nine-one. I am the representative elected to speak with you regarding your fleet’s approach of our homeworld. You are Admiral Jerek formerly of the world Kemet.”

      In my head I designated her Chromey. Those flat eyes shrieked the nickname. “Do you have a specific format you’d like this meeting to follow?”

      “We appreciate your willingness to adhere to protocols.” Chromey gave a prim nod that more resembled what someone thought a nod should look like than someone using a standard human gesture. “Humanity has changed a good deal since your ancestors left our system.”

      “My ancestors aren’t from earth,” I countered without thinking, then plunged on. Miri’s advice was good. Be myself. “As you pointed out I’m formerly from Kemet. Before that my ancestors were part of the Vagrant Fleet, and came from a distant sector. Earth was a part of their empire, but I don’t think my ancestors ever set foot there.”

      “Interesting.” Chromey cocked her head. “We had not considered that possibility likely enough to lend any credence. It seemed far more likely that humanity has been culled from Earth for the duration of our evolution, and that you were part of a previous tribe taken from our world.”

      “I—.” Now it was my turn to cock my head. “You know what? You could be right. I don’t know for sure our actual origins, or where the humans from the fleet come from. I do know that everything originated with the  Great Cycle, and that there were humans there in the distant past.”

      “The  Great Cycle?” The chrome-eyed woman gave me a puzzled glance. “There were no references to this in the data provided. If it is so important why is it not a part of your wars?”

      “Consider it mythological,” I offered, knowing I couldn’t prove its existence. “I’ve seen enough proof to suggest it’s real, but nothing I can show you directly. I’ve met the being who created it.”

      “Yes, your gods.” The hint of a smug smile played across her features, which I found reassuring. It was the first crack in the emotionless mask, and showed that people still had them. “We believe you believe in them. A large minority even believe that they exist as powerful alien beings who have deceived you about their true nature.”

      “You are going to get along great with the Void Wraith.” I rubbed my temples, and already hated that I’d been the one chosen. There had to be someone better suited to this. “Why did you select me as emissary? You could have chosen one of our gods, and seen them for yourself.”

      “Because of your service record.” The smile vanished. “You were able to solve the mystery of your world’s destruction in a matter of days, and survive a 99.986% chance of death, given the projected number of dead in the atrocity. You mastered tech you didn’t understand, and also worked with beings of all types, without bias, nor allegiance to any of them. In short— you possess all the qualities we aspire to create in our collectives. One of these so-called gods would consider themselves the senior partner in our discussions. You will be hesitant, and likely doubt your own abilities. This will allow us to honestly gauge your intentions, and thus formulate our opinion and response regarding your arrival.”

      “I appreciate your honesty.” And I did. It was refreshing. “That’s going to make things a lot easier. I’m happy to be honest with you about everything, and I understand your skepticism about magic. Until you see what we can do in person you won’t really understand. Still, you’ve seen our battle records. You have to know that magic exists.”

      “The force you describe as magic exists. That is undeniable.” She gave another not-quite-human nod. “Where the collective differs with a 94% agreement rate is what magic actually is. It cannot be some mystical force influenced by the will of the user, but rather a set of natural principles using a series of elements charged with energy you call magic. We suspect that we could adapt this radiation to our own uses, and hope to prove to you in the process that we are right about its origins. Many have theorized about magic during our long history. All have been proven wrong.”

      I didn’t have an immediate response, and wasn’t really interested in convincing her in what I already knew to be true.

      “As long as you’re willing to acknowledge what’s coming for earth.” I tried to remain patient, but it was more difficult than I’d like to admit. “The forces pursuing us use magic, and however you explain their abilities they include godsight. Do you understand what that is and how it can be used in combat?”

      “We find this ability intriguing.” Not enough to prompt anything like a facial expression, just those flat chrome eyes. “If you can indeed predict the future it has troubling implications for our understanding of physics. Time appears to flow in one direction only. Learning that we are wrong about that is of concern to 84% of the collective. 100% are concerned about the approaching force you have labeled enemies. Can you reassure us you are not merely fleeing here to gain allies? Is it truly necessary to involve our world?”

      “I can.” Purpose flooded me, and I smiled in what I hoped was an encouraging way. I needed to make them see. “If fleeing in another direction would keep them from earth, then we’d run. We’re faster than they are, thus far at least. We’re coming to Earth because they will do anything, sacrifice anything, to acquire your sun. It isn’t an ordinary star. Sol is unique in all the cosmos, what we refer to as a catalyst. A magical power source. Our enemies seek to devour it, and they know they need to destroy us, and you, before that can happen. After it does they will repeat the process with every star in this galaxy, then ripple outwards to every galaxy until their work is done and this universe is dust. We can fight separately, or together. Your choice.”

      “We have interacted with other parties giving conflicting reports.” She cocked her head once more. “A group appeared within our system days before you contacted us and claimed to have guided humanity’s development since our early evolution. Of course, they could have just arrived recently, and be pretending to manipulate religion and history to control us. It was this group that told us to expect your fleet. They are unaware of your motives, and have cautioned us to avoid placing our trust in you until they have dealt with you directly.”

      “I see.” How did I respond to that? “Is that a meeting you’re going to facilitate? If not, then how do we talk to these people? Do they have names? Or a quantum address? If so I can arrange to have our gods speak with them. I’ll admit I find their existence troubling, and I’d caution you not to trust them until you can accurately assess their motivations.”

      “This is why the collective selected you.” She gave a satisfied, almost human nod. “We will speak with this other faction, and urge them to reach out to you directly. We trust neither, and are preparing for war. Either with you, or this enemy you tell us is coming. We will contact you with additional instructions.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      In the wake of my meeting with Chromey many things became alarmingly clear. Earth didn’t believe in magic. Finding the key that Aran and Nara needed would be even more difficult because of that skepticism.

      Worse, someone with access to magic had beaten us to the Sol system.

      It was possible they’d been there the entire time, as they claimed, and if so, they could have been preparing for the Aranara. They would almost certainly have the key if they’d been there that long. That might even make them allies.

      If not, then we might not be able to bring the Eye of Om into play, and if not, we were woefully outclassed. We needed more help, and unfortunately I could only think of one source.

      Briff had been on my mind a great deal since our little rant session. I needed him to step up and take on the mantle that had been left for him.

      I knew I’d be turning on my own best friend, but I had the same massive pile of expectations everyone else did. I needed him to step up, but had no idea how to ask. Not without it sounding like an accusation.

      That was what had brought me to his quarters, where I’d been standing for almost five minutes as I practiced the opening to my pitch in my head.

      “Jer?” The door slid open, and Briff’s head poked out. “We can see you on the security cam. Were you going to come inside? Or did you need to use the bathroom?”

      “I, uh, was hoping to talk to you. I have a plan, its bad, and I need you to poke holes it in.” I gave a wan smile. He knew me well enough that his expression went dubious. “It won’t take long.”

      “I always have time for you, Jer.” My best friend stepped out into the hall, and let the door seal behind him so we were alone. “Just say the hard part and we’ll sort the rest out.”

      “I need you to become the earthfarter,” I blurted, and at least he smiled. “Sooner rather than later.”

      “Okay.” Briff blinked at me with those slitted eyes, tension entering his expression, the tiny scales a near match for human pores. “What’s changed that makes this so urgent?”

      “Maybe nothing.” I shivered when I thought back to my call with Cel. “I spoke to the government of earth, and they are beyond creepy. They’re all plugged into a collective, don’t believe in magic, and I don’t see them being much help solving our current problems. That means we’ll need to solve them the old-fashioned way, which means we need to be as strong as possible.”

      “That’s a relief.” Briff’s wings drooped a bit and he smiled. “I was worried I had to go fight some god or something. How do you want me to go about becoming the earthfarter? I’m not really sure what we’re supposed to do with the egg.”

      “I think it starts with the temple itself.” I folded my arms and forced myself to ask him to do something I’d have hated personally. “You need to convince the priests to move the egg to the Earthmother’s Bulwark. It can’t be a coincidence that particular ship is part of the fleet right when the Earthmother is reincarnating, and even if it is, having you inside that ship will be symbolic.”

      “You’re trying to rebuild the Earth flight.” Briff blinked down at me. “That’s your plan. Pull them together and we have another strong force against the nameless ones. I think I can do that. How do we get the demons to agree to let me come over there, though? The Bulwark is theirs and they aren’t going to give it up just because we ask nicely.”

      “We don’t need them to give it up, or to give you any power over the ship.” Now I was grinning. The plan was coming together. “We ask them to provide an area to make your temple, and we store the egg there. You might even be able to focus the temple on discovering the trials to wake the egg. Who knows what you can find in the dragonflight archives. But if you really are the heir it should become apparent what you have to do. Prophecy will make it happen.”

      “It’s still pretty scary, but I’ll give it a shot.” Briff’s wings rose once more. “Do you think we should teleport over to the Bulwark? Or just send a missive requesting a meeting.”

      “That’s up to you.” I stepped back, hard as it was. “You’ll have to reach out to him, not me. It’s my idea, but you’re the one who needs the favor.”

      “You’re right.” Briff gave a confident nod. “I’ll speak to Rava. Maybe she’ll go with me. She likes training with the demons. I guess they’re even better than we are, or she thinks so. I’m not sure I agree.”

      “Thanks, Briff.” I leaned forward and seized him in a hug. “I know we probably won’t be talking much once the fighting starts. You’ve got to sort this out on your own, and I have to figure out how Aran and Nara can use the Eye.”

      “We’ll both succeed. We have to.” Briff returned my hug, and we both let it linger. I knew the instant I let go I was letting Briff go, and I didn’t know when I’d see my friend again.

      Either of us could die in the days ahead. Nothing about the prophecy promised any of us would be around after it was done.
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      Geb arrived on Earth for the first time in many millennia, the gravity and atmosphere strange after so long aboard ships in orbit. The grass and dirt were welcome along his scaled feet, and it felt good to sprawl as a full-sized wyrm, a means of impressing their potential new allies.

      It was vital he persuade the humans to accept their guidance, lest they be paralyzed by inaction when the enemy arrived. Yet thus far earning their cooperation had proven not just difficult but impossible.

      The machine-scarred humans viewed the flights as nothing more than a curiosity, certainly not an authority to be listened to.

      A tiny object glittered in the clear blue sky, high above, and Geb tracked it as the strange transport made planetfall. It as a sort of tube, just large enough for a single person. The device sailed through the lower atmosphere, heating as it fell, then the metal broke away into shards and a winged form emerged, as it from a cocoon.

      It could have been a dragon hatchling from the size and the wings, save that those wings were chrome, held aloft by thrusters utilizing a chemical reaction to create flame.

      The artificial dragon, or angel might be more appropriate, drifted lower and was under full control by the time she landed. Her Chrome eyes reminded him uncomfortably of the dreadlords he’d been forced to deal with back when the flights were still allied with the dead.

      Her body might be living, but the soul? That was a harder question to answer.

      “Welcome to earth.” The woman cocked her head, oblivious to the sun in a way no normal creature would be. All living creatures reacted to the sun, even insects. “You claim you have been here before. Does our world appear familiar?”

      Geb turned and surveyed the land they had arrived in, this place known as London. A small human settlement lay nestled amidst trees, but the rest of the island had been returned to nature.

      “Familiar, but different. I remember before the rise of your species.” He turned and peered around, letting the wind brush his scales. “The land is unspoiled once more. You have done a truly wondrous job of cleansing the pollution and sprawl. Where are the people? Have you required them to relocate to other worlds?”

      “We reduced our population to much more manageable numbers,” she explained as if the answer should be self-evident. “Mankind swelled without number, and so our ancestors were offered a choice. Many stayed within the solar system. Some left entirely. A few, regrettably, fought and were exterminated. We regret that today, one of our great sins.”

      “So humanity’s numbers are few.” Geb’s wings drooped. He tried to keep the despair at bay, but each new piece of news made that more difficult. “Our plan was to replenish the ranks of our outriders from your world. We would elevate the best and brightest, to be gifted with power, and long life. Yet that no longer seems possible. Those of you who remain are bound to each other through steel and sinew and quantum.”

      She cocked her head the other way, unblinking as she listened to his short speech. When she spoke he could detect no emotion in her voice. “There are very few in any collective who would be interested in the faustian bargain you propose. The idea of giving up our collective for personal power is alien, and more than a little terrifying to me personally. Back when our kind produced entertainment our villains often followed that template.”

      “Hmm.” Geb could not work with a people who possessed no spirit, yet what other alternative remained? He must make an alliance, somehow. It had been mother’s final wish. “You have spoken with the Vagrant Fleet. You said as much before this meeting, which is why I came so swiftly. They have reached out to you, but as of yet remain ignorant of our existence. That makes this a delicate time. We have the element of surprise, if we choose to use it.”

      “We told them that there were others here already, but we did not reveal your identities.” A condescending smile flitted across the woman’s narrow jaw. “These newcomers appear benign. They have turned over vast amounts of data that would be nearly impossible to falsify. Among that data were schematics for a vessel nearly identical to your own, but larger, and a good deal tougher. Might this be the force you warned us of? Can you provide the collective with a reason to trust them less than you? By your own admission your people have manipulated our world for the duration of our history. These newcomers are allied with forces that departed our world, and are now returning home.”

      “I can give you no compelling reason to trust us,” Geb admitted reluctantly, “I will contact this fleet, and learn who controls our mother’s vessel. We will find out who they are, and why they seek earth. Perhaps we should have done that in the first place rather than reach out to your people, who do not seem to fear the doom coming for this world. Have you no fear of war?”

      “Some,” the woman admitted, and her smile faded. “It’s been many decades since we abolished it in our system, but we remember it well. Every collective has taken great pains to prepare for another one. There are officially more piranha drones in this system than people. If there are enemies you fear, then we’ll teach them to stay in the shadows where they belong. Trust us. We will protect you.”

      Geb rolled his long neck back and gave a booming laugh. The idea of the mortals protecting wyrms was laughable, yet the woman seemed supremely confident. Perhaps they would be a greater asset than he assumed.

      Now he needed to contact these newcomers. Better to do it now, without the presence of his siblings, lest they spend days arguing on how it should be handled.

      He withdrew his comm, and keyed in the sequence that would send a message directly to the vessel they’d detected. The Earthmother’s Bulwark was recognized, and his missive whizzed off to their command structure.

      He waited long moments for the missive to be accepted, and recoiled in horror when the bridge materialized. Their worst fears were realized. Demons controlled the Bulwark, every station manned by one of the foul creatures.

      “Hello, there.” A purple-skinned demon stepped to the fore, and nodded at the screen. “My name is Xal’Aran. I assume you represent some remnant of one of the dragonflights? My ship recognizes your vessel, and its access codes. They were built by the same god, I think.”

      “Your vessel?” Geb raised a bony eyeridge. “That ship belongs to the Earth dragonflight, not the children of Xal. You have your own vessel, the Word of Xal. We will have ours back, unless you wish war.”

      “You messaged me to pick a war right before we’re all exterminated?” Now it was the demon’s turn to raise an eyebrow. “I don’t think that plan is going to work for anyone. Listen, I just had a new addition to my crew. A friend sought asylum, one of your people. He’s a dragon, and we believe he might even be the heir to the earthmother. I can arrange a meeting if that will smooth things over. He’s communing with her egg now.”

      Geb had no words. The candidate and the egg were in the custody of demons? There could be no worse news, not that he could think of. Yet the demon seemed amicable enough, and Geb saw no reason to let that illusion slip. Not yet. Not until he spoke to his siblings.

      “Very well. Please arrange this meeting. I will contact my siblings, and we will hear your words.” Geb gave a deep bow, then ended the missive. He turned back to the representative from the humans, which stoked his irritation. Problems and difficulties wherever he looked. “I must return to my vessel. I hope that by the time I return you have decided who you can trust. If your caution exceeds your pragmatism all of us will be devoured, it seems. Our prophecy is clear that the darkness comes, and soon.”

      The woman responded with the same damnable smile, and nothing more.
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      As it turns out I wasn’t separated from Briff for nearly so long as I feared. Less than three days after he’d left to settle on the Bulwark I received an invitation from Xal’Aran to come to the bridge for a missive with the representatives from the Earth Dragonflight, which he claimed was still operating on earth.

      On the upside it meant that we knew which faction had reached earth, and that they might not be the threat we feared. But that was all I knew. They could be a stumbling block, or offer salvation.

      I teleported to the designated corner of the bridge, and took a moment to orient myself as I took in the tech demons manning every station. Most sported a variety of cyberware, and every last one bent to their task with fervor, ignoring my arrival save for the pair of security guards charged with watching that corner.

      They stepped aside with nods, and allowed me to enter the area where Aran and Nara were quietly talking. They lurked before a scry-screen nearly identical to the one on the Word, and I assumed were prepping for the missive they’d summoned me for.

      “Welcome, Jerek.” Nara turned to me first, and beamed one of those smiles that had so floored me when I’d first met her.

      Miri had granted me immunity to such charms, thankfully. Love is grand that way.

      “Jerek.” Aran turned a fanged smile on me. “Yes, welcome. Thank you for coming. I considered sending for Voria, but I’d just as soon not owe her any more favors, and you happen to still owe me one for overseeing your training. Consider that debt paid after this. Just do your best to get this dragon to speak civilly. He’s not fond of demons.”

      “That I can do.” Relief flooded me as I moved to join the pair of demonic gods. That still felt odd, despite having done it before. “So what is it they’re asking for? And who are they, exactly?”

      “The represent the Earth dragonflight, and want us to turn over this ship,” Aran explained as his hand fell to the hilt of the scimitar belted at his hip. “Obviously that’s not an option.”

      The legendary weapon pulsed with malevolence, and Dez answered with a little pulse of her own. It was cute, really. I’d never tell the spellpistol that of course.

      “Can we confirm their identity?” I asked, also resting my hand on Dez. Yeah that’s right. I’m a badass. I have a gun. And a ship.

      I still feel like I’m not doing it right. I look like a dork whenever I stand like that, so I folded my arms instead. Did other people spend this much time second-guessing their own body language?

      “They do appear to be the remnants of the Earth flight,” Nara supplied. There was no sign of Shakti, but I knew the rifle would be close at hand. “That was the basis of their claim to this ship. They believe they have the stronger link to the Earthmother.”

      “That’s something we can work with. I have a counter, but you might not like it.” I took a half-step back. I guess I was still a bit intimidated by my most ferocious instructor. “What if you remain in control of the ship, but command nominally passes to the Earth flight?”

      “That’s not acceptable.” Aran’s lips drew back into a snarl, and dark power flared in his eyes.

      “What if the Earth flight is Briff?” I slowly folded my arms, and mastered the urge to wet my suit. “What if Briff is in charge of your crew, so far as the Earth Flight is concerned? We have the egg. We have the candidate. Unless I’m missing something they’ll have to respect his authority.”

      “What if you’re wrong?” Nara demanded quietly. There was no heat to her voice, but the question hung there.

      “Then we’re in a lot of trouble, but you still have control of the ship,” I countered. “Possession is nine tenths of the law. We have that all the way from ancient terra. You possess the ship. Maybe Briff can smooth things over, and if not, at least it buys us time we badly need to focus on the enemies pursuing us, not the ones waiting in the system we’re going to.”

      Aran’s grim expression faded, but the light still smoldered in the demon prince’s eyes. “I hate the need for it. It’s an awful way to begin an alliance. It feels like deception. But I don’t have a better plan. If they push for the vessel it could come to violence, and we cannot afford to let that happen.”

      “We did ask him here,” Nara pointed out. “We should let him try his plan. He’s pulled off some impressive cons in his short career.”

      “We’re receiving a missive,” one of the techs called, loudly enough that we were clearly meant to hear. “Shall I put it up, sir?”

      “Do it, lieutenant.” Aran moved to stand behind me, in a sort of advisory position. Him lurking there terrified me.

      The screen lit before I could move, and I realized I was standing front and center. The angry mottled-brown dragon on the other side of the screen did not seem overly impressed by my presence.

      “Have you agreed to our demands?” The beast rumbled contemptuously, not bothering with anything like an introduction.

      I’m not the best at negotiation, but I had taken a class back at the academy. Plus I’ve seen a lot of holos, where they solve a lot of problems. You just have to know what every party wants.

      “We carry upon this vessel,” I began imperiously, and with a bit of an accent. What? It helped me sound more dignified, “the Egg of the Earthmother, and the soul we believe bears her reincarnation. I am told you have accused our crew of usurping this vessel, and demanded we return it to you. Under whose authority do you speak? Why would the Vagrant Fleet recognize your authority?”

      A gamble I knew, but putting him on the defensive was the only move I had at this point. Or at least that I could think of at the moment.

      “The heir is allied with demons?” He gave me the elevator eyes, as if truly seeing me for the first time. “I can see you bear the Heka Aten armor. You are who you say you are, and come from the Word of Xal, yes?”

      “I do.” I folded my arms. “I am admiral Jerek, the commander of the Word. This is Xal’Aran, acting commander of the Bulwark, and guardian of egg and candidate.”

      Let them argue with that! Who didn’t want an army of demons protecting their future god?

      “I find it all quite dubious.” The dragon’s lips rose into a snarl not noticeably different from the one Aran had worn earlier. “Yet there is little I can do, especially with you being so distant. You will be allowed to enter this system without opposition, but must allow us access to that vessel, and to the egg.”

      “Access, yes. Possession, no,” I countered, and forced my eyes to narrow. That whole glaring thing wasn’t as easy as the holos make it look. “The egg and candidate remain here. We don’t know you, nor your allegiances. The servants of the Nameless Ones have infiltrated many cultures.”

      It was true from what Vee had told me. They had spies everywhere. There were people in every culture who embraced oblivion, and found their dark prayers answered. Hopefully the Earth flight had heard those same stories.

      “Hmm.” The dragon’s eyes narrowed, and he hesitated. “You appear wiser than expected. That is sage advice. We have no idea if there are spies among the terrans. We have not interacted with them for millennia, until very recently. I will speak to my brethren, and we will come to you. In the meantime I would know what became of the flights. I’ve been told there is a record of their fall, but I would hear it from their descendants. How did it happen?”

      Aran stepped out from behind me, his hand on Narlifex. “Nefarius betrayed them. The wyrmmother died immediately, as did most of her children. Virkonna went into torpor, slumbering for millennia in her grief. She recently awoke to face Nefarius’s reincarnation, and was slain. Marid has also fallen and the water flight is all but gone. Krox betrayed the pantheon. Xal was slaughtered, and his magic pillaged. We are what remains.”

      “Apologies, then, friend demon.” The dragon inclined his head respectfully. “I am Geb of the Earth flight, and I have spoken rashly. It appears the vessel is in the proper hands, though my siblings will think me mad for saying so. It is difficult knowing everything we fought for is gone, but we will take solace that you carry the egg, and the soul. We will be in contact again soon, when my siblings have reached an accord.”

      The missive died, and I released a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “How did I do?”

      “Far better than I could have hoped.” Aran clapped me lightly on the back. Had it been Crewes I’d have needed a medic. “We appreciate the help, and I consider the favor repaid. Having Briff aboard is best for him, and for us. We’ll keep the heir safe until he can rise. Gods know we need another dragonflight on our side. We still have no idea what happened to Virkon. They’ve blocked all scrying, and could have fled anywhere.”

      “Let’s hope you’re wrong about spies,” Nara added, lowering her voice. “The void is insidious. We have to be ready.”

      That took me aback. I’d made the thing about spies up. Was it really possible? Could some people on Earth have sold their souls to the darkness?

      Treachery did seem to be one of its primary weapons.
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      Xakava manifested in darkness, for she was darkness. Wherever it existed, she existed. She was an extension of her mother, an expression of the titan’s will. Bringing the entirety of the dread fleet to Earth might be beyond her abilities, but coming herself was trivial.

      Two dozen humans knelt in the darkness, their flesh corrupted with steel. Each bore the cable tying them to one of their primitive collectives, and not a one suspected that the technology had been introduced to their culture by the nameless ones.

      They’d given the same gift to the Ganog so long ago, enslaving their best and brightest with snares of power and knowledge. Those seeds had borne tremendous fruit.

      These had yet to ripen, and it was time she tended to them.

      “Rise,” she hissed, her voice sliding from every shadow at once, a thousand overlapping echoes. “Face the darkness. Face me. Your dark prayers are answered.”

      The humans rose as one, their nervous systems linked by the cable. A tall man in the front row stepped forward, their designated voice, and bowed to her. “We thank you for honoring us with your presence, herald of darkness. Long have we prayed for deliverance. For the screams of our tormentors. Our labors are difficult now. Concealing dark collectives from the greater whole requires many sacrifices. We make them willingly and gladly at your behest.”

      “More sacrifices will be required, and soon,” she purred as she walked among them, her shadowy tendrils caressing each in turn, the supplicants sighing in jubilation at the touch of their god. “The time will come to hobble those who have oppressed you. We will rise up throughout the entire system in a single day, and unleash an orgy of death and vengeance.”

      “How will we escape detection, dark lady?” Fear oozed from their leader’s voice, but he pressed on. “If we take overt steps we will be found by larger collectives. They will detect unusual patterns, and if we deviate they will know instantly.”

      “Let them detect.” Xakava froze, then turned to face the kneeling leader. “You will not be alone in your struggle. The Nameless Ones have gathered the dread fleet, and when the time is right we will snuff out the offensive star in this system. Your wayward brethren will die screaming in darkness, the first of many, before you are uplifted, and empowered to bring judgement to every star in every galaxy. Your time is nearly upon us, and should you fall it will be in service of the dark mother, who will shelter your soul in her hands until she has need of it once more.”

      Every word of it was true, yet it failed to convey the true horror of the bargain these poor fools had made. They would sacrifice everything, and gain nothing save a grisly future as a tool of darkness, recycled as need dictated. Even she fit that role, as did every servant of the titan of the void. All labored for her release in the hopes that it would also mean their own.

      “We will do as you ask.” The leader prostrated himself and the others rapidly followed. “I am aware of seven other cells. Each is in a position to cause tremendous damage before we are detected. We will ensure that the Prime Collective is disabled when they need it most. This I swear, on my name.”

      “You are one of only a few beings in this reality that know the value of such a vow.” Xakava caressed the man with her shadow tendrils. “You will be honored, and rewarded. After you rise up as a reward we will devour the names of every servant who survives. We will take your pain, and leave nothing but bliss and service.”

      “Thank you mistress.” The leader began to weep, and the others swiftly followed.

      Xakava smiled. She had many visits to make this day, and when she was done she would ensure that the Terrans were naked before the storm. Such a precaution might not be necessary, but when dealing with her brother it was best to take no chances.

      Earth would fall.

      The Eye would belong to her.

      Mother would be free.

      And at long last so would she.
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      Even I was bored with myself by the time I finished researching everything I could about the key the Aranara would need in order to link to the Eye of Om.

      There was almost nothing tangible, all myths and allegory, and basically what I’d come away with was a lengthly list of mythological weapons. Since weapons seemed to have souls it made sense they would reincarnate too, and that the right one might have reincarnated on earth.

      If die, come back as Great Ship, Dez hissed, in a rare display of verbosity.

      “That would be something.” I reached down to pat the pistol while I scrolled through the list I’d created. “Any number of these weapons could be present on earth. The question is how do I narrow down the list? I could ask Chromey, but she wouldn’t take the request seriously. I’d get a flippant answer, and if the weapon exists we won’t find it.”

      I began to pace, causing Miri to look up from the bed sympathetically. “It still sounds like your best option. You said we are nearing earth. Perhaps you could arrange some sort of tour so that you can find this weapon on your own?”

      I stopped pacing. “That’s perfect. I can’t solve it now, but I can get her working on a list of sites or museums to check. In the meantime I’ll need to learn more about the material these weapons are made of. They seem to utilize the same golden metal. It’s been referred to several times as sunsteel in the older texts, so perhaps that’s the best name.”

      “So you’re going to research a detect sunsteel spell?” Miri asked. Her gaze had already returned to her tablet, but the question was still immensely useful.

      “That’s exactly what I’ll do.” I sat down at the holo-terminal, and opened a new document.

      I hadn’t done any theoretical spell research in months, or longer if I’m being honest. I’d almost forgotten I was a mage at times, as most of what I did now seems to involve technology or divinity.

      Losing myself in the spellwork was exactly what I needed, and I spent a good eight hours researching and constructing the Detect Sunsteel spell.

      Theoretically the spell would send out a homing wisp that would fly toward any source of magical gold. The stronger the magic, the more likely the wisp would home on it. In theory it would work on things other than sunsteel, but if sunsteel were as powerful as described it would be the strongest artifact the spell could detect.

      “You seem awfully pleased with yourself,” Miri teased from the forge as she made herself a cup of coffee. “Have you completed your schema?”

      “I have.” I beamed at the screen. “The spell should home in on any sunsteel. It was the best I could do given that I’ve never seen the real alloy.”

      “What’s the range?” She paused to take a sip.

      “The detection pulse will cover a few kilometers,” I admitted with a sigh. “We’ll have to be on top of the artifact to detect it. I’m hoping I can make up the difference with divination and research. If not? I don’t have any other good ideas. Hopefully Chromey can give us a starting point.”

      I keyed in the comm call, and waited as my quantum hand-shook with the unit in the Sol system. Within five seconds the holo flared and a 3D representation of Chromey’s shorn skull and quicksilver eyes appeared.

      “Greetings, Jerek.” She gave an I’ve-watched-too-many-holos-to-get-this-right bro-nod. “Do you have additional data to share with the prime collective, or have you need of our computational discernment?”

      “The latter.” It was close enough. “What I’m going to ask is likely to sound like nonsense. Pretend like magic exists, and is an unknown power source. Artifacts contain concentrations of this power, and often specific abilities. We use something called magitech. I’m wearing spellarmor.”

      “All acceptable so far.” She gave a tight nod. “We can recognize the power source you utilize.”

      “Great.” I perked up. This might be easier than I expected. “When I arrive at Earth our victory may depend on locating a specific artifact we believe to be located on earth. This artifact would appear to be a golden weapon, likely a sword, though it could be a spear, or a hammer. It would feature prominently in your ancient religions, and likely has myths surrounding it.”

      “Like the sword in the stone?” Chromey gave a faint smirk.

      “That sounds promising.” I leaned closer to the holo.

      The smile faded and was replaced by something like confusion, masked by those flat chrome eyes. “I had thought it a joke, and was impressed at my humor. If you’re being honest, then the myth is about a King named Arthur, and his sword is called Excalibur. That’s the most common myth from any Earth culture regarding a weapon as you describe, but we have many such legends, on several continents.”

      “This next ask will sound weird, but please humor me.” I paused and tried to phrase this in a way that wouldn't sound insane to someone in her position. “I need to go to each of the sites where these myths are believed to have been centered. I need to find ruins, or sites that could have been the ancient cultures who made these weapons. One of them was likely real. One of them forged the key that I need, and it was likely broken after they used it. I have a sp— a scanner for locating the alloy of the weapon. But I need to be within a few kilometers.”

      “Hmm. I will arrange this.” Chromey’s confusion now resembled genuine interest. Maybe I was just getting better at reading her deadpan expression. “I will compile a number of heritage sites where such myths are centered. I believe with 94% confidence the Prime Collective will approve such a request.”

      “Thank you. When will you—”

      “Our request has been approved,” she interrupted. “When you arrive at Earth we will finalize the itinerary, but a temporary plan has been issued missing only a start date. How soon do you anticipate your arrival?”

      “I don’t know for sure.” I had a pretty good estimate of our arrival timeline, but something in me held back the information. “I’ll let you know as we get closer. I appreciate you seeing to my request. I have no further data to offer at this time.”

      It sounded the sort of thing they’d say to end a call. I didn’t think a simple goodbye felt right.

      “Excellent. I am pleased we’re able to accommodate each other. I look forward to your arrival.” Her face was utterly emotionless as she delivered the words, then the holo disconnected. There was no room for me to make a response.

      “That sounded like it went well,” Miri called from the table where she was reading her tablet. “Does that mean you can’t do anything further until we reach earth?”

      “That would drive me stir crazy.” I rose and began to pace as I considered the next course of action.

      “What else can you do?” Miri set her tablet down. “If there are more actions, take them, but if not you cannot spend all your time worrying about what will happen.”

      “You’re right.” I stopped pacing and sat at the holo-terminal again. “I should focus on what I can actually do. We know who the Earth flights are. We’re not exactly on great terms yet, but maybe I can help get us there. Be right back.”

      I willed my mask to slither over my face, and when the HUD lit initiated a missive to the dragon, Geb. He had no reason to accept it, but I was hoping that simple curiosity would be enough.

      I got lucky.

      A scaly face not unlikely Briff’s appeared, almost human. He reminded me a little of Inura for some reason, though the coloration of his scales was much darker. “Greetings, outrider. Your call is unexpected, but intriguing. You know we are not fond of demons, and do not look favorably upon you, yet you reach out anyway. Why?”

      Crap, now I had to keep up the same faint Shayan accent. This was what I got for not thinking ahead.

      I channeled my inner Voria.“I’ve reached out because we seek the same thing you do. To protect earth. We believe the star is a tremendously powerful catalyst.”

      “You do not need to lecture me on the power of the eye.” Geb rolled his slitted eyes in a very human way. It was amazing how well a lizard could convey contempt. “We understand what it represents but chasing a treasure hunter’s myth is a fool’s game. You would need the Aranara candidates, and you would need the key. To avoid being scryed the Earth flight were in deep hibernation for the duration of humanity’s modern history upon the earth. We have had no influence on whatever they have constructed since their ancient world, which means even if such a key existed, and were not broken, we would have no idea where it is, nor way to locate it. Certainly not when we are about to face a very real threat. This war will be settled in a matter of days, or weeks. It might take years to find what you seek.”

      The dragon’s eyes narrowed, and a smoldering anger overtook hiss features, making them predatory. “We will have our Earthmother once more, and she will lead us in battle. She will help us recover our strength. She will stand against the darkness, and we will protect the earth, as she has always done.”

      “He,” I corrected with an imperious sigh. It seemed fitting with the Shayan accent. “The candidate is male, and from the life flight if you can believe that.”

      “From Inura’s get?” Geb stiffened and anger melted to something unreadable. “I should have known. She humbles me from the grave, teaching me still.” His gaze focused on me once more. “We will have our Earthfather then, and he will lead us in battle. He will provide unity, and take up the mantle of the earthmother. He will take up her worship, and the tremendous power she has left behind in her tomb.”

      I should have known there would a be a tomb, and that these people would have control of it. I mean I’d guessed that, but it should have been obvious. I needed to tell Briff.

      “Then we are of one mind.” I bowed slightly in a way I hoped seemed outrider-y. “I want the heir to reclaim the earthmother’s legacy, and aid us in battle. If that’s enough to win the war, wonderful! If not, then we need a backup plan, that’s all. The Aranara is a long shot, but please help me. At worst it’s me wasting free time that cannot be better spent.”

      “Very well. Your time is your own.” The dragon shrugged. “What do you wish to know?”

      “Were there any instances in human history where your flight helped them create a sunsteel artifact? Or gave them one?”

      “There are several, I believe, though all were long ago.” He blinked, now a bit curious. “My sister Cele was known by the mortals as the lady of the lake, and bequeathed a mighty blade. We have known many names, and in ancient times gifted mortals with trinkets from the dragonflight to aid them in bringing stability to their region. It should be noted that none of these artifacts was anywhere near strong enough to be the key you seek.”

      “Not at the time you gave it to them.” My mind was already working on the data he’d offered. I’d seen weapons grow from nothing. It would be easy to mistake the key for a simple spellblade early in its life. “If you could compile a list of the objects you gave them, and about how far ago it was, I would be grateful. It may offer us the key to the Eye.”

      The dragon’s eyes narrowed once more. “You’d only believe that if you’d already found the candidates. Are you telling me that they have been found as well?”

      I kicked myself mentally. How could I be dumb enough to let that slip over a form of communication that could be scryed? Though, in truth, was it really that much of a secret? He’d named them Aran and Nara.

      “We will discuss that in person. You can draw your own conclusions. Thank you for your indulgence, mighty wyrm.” I bowed again, unsure how outriders properly groveled. The holos made it pretty extreme, especially on Virkon.

      “Very well, Outrider. I will provide the data you seek.” The dragon nodded curtly, and the missive ended.
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      Cel191 awoke from stasis and blinked a precise three times as the proper balance of adrenaline and corti Sol flooded her system. She reached cognitive peak in less than two seconds, which was above the eightieth percentile for her age and biometrics.

      She activated her augmented reality interface, ARI, to sync with the collective, and check with the data tides that had accumulated during her involuntary self-maintenance period.

      “This cannot be.” Cel191 cocked her head as she considered the data.

      The subject line was unmistakable. Heritage site Authorization Terminated. Remaining itinerary reinstated pending authorized start date.

      The Prime Collective didn’t make mistakes, and if they did it was even more rare for them to admit it. Mistakes were glossed over and forgotten. Countermanding a just-issued authorization was unheard of.

      She reviewed the data, and found that seven sites had been removed from her suggested itinerary. The reasons given ranged from disturbing nature to introducing foreign contaminants to the atmosphere, which amounted to the same thing.

      They were all flimsy excuses, and not a one was supported by the data. There was no risk in a single drop pod, especially as she was already on the surface. If Jerek’s armor functioned as it appeared from the holo footage, then he could reach the surface without adding pollution either.

      So why had the Um6ra1-collective, who reviewed requests such as hers, reversed a decision on such grounds? It simply did not balance out, no matter how she considered it.

      There had been no new initiatives, but she double-checked anyway, just to verify. No, nothing new there.

      This was a new situation, and for the first time Cel191 resisted her instincts. Normally when an anomaly was found it was immediately reported to whichever collective best suited to handle it. But in this instance one of the other collectives appeared to be the problem.

      She could submit a request for oversight.

      That too would be a first.

      The procedure had always existed, but had not been used in over seventy years as it was considered an affront to harmony and suggested the collective who’d made the motion could not find more diplomatic means of solution.

      So what was the solution? She could bring the matter to her collective for deliberation, but without hard evidence of nefarious purpose they would be reluctant to get involved.

      “It makes no sense,” she muttered aloud, even though people did not and had not muttered for centuries. It wasn’t civilized.

      Cel191 committed her findings to report, and posted it to her own collective as an historical note entitled inconsistent judgement causes conflict with alien dignitary.

      It made her feel better, though it didn’t really solve anything. Anyone reading their collective’s feed would see her entry and could choose to read it, but no action would be taken beyond awareness.

      She would still have to tell Jerek that he would only be allowed to go to five on the sites out of the original twelve she had selected. Humanity were supposed to be above pettiness, or similar emotions, but that was exactly what this seemed to be.

      Why else could she possibly account for their actions? Cel191 set the matter aside, and decided she would accept the itinerary and focus on the sites they could go to. Perhaps that would satisfy her guest. What was he really expecting to find in any case?

      She found the idea of an ancient super weapon lost under a mound of dirt to be pure delusion, but the Prime Collective considered this Vagrant Fleet potential allies, and keeping them happy in this instance cost little.

      Which brought her back to the puzzling decision not to humor their request to visit heritage sites. She could not let it go.

      Cel191 loaded up her equipment, and prepared to fly to the first site. She would await Jerek there. Heading all the way back to orbit served little purpose in the meantime. It meant staying on Earth alone, but there were hardly any risks. This planet was a park.

      Besides, if she got into any trouble at all she could summon an aid drone. Or one of the wardens. There was little risk, and perhaps she could learn something about the site with which to appease the emissary.
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      Vinctus stifled his rage as the Vagrant Fleet displayed on the discolored screen slowly dwindled into dots. If he had been burdened with a living crew, someone would have said something asinine like they’re getting away, or they’re passing beyond visual range.

      None of the decrepit corpses stirred, and so Vinctus was left to contemplate his failure alone. He was falling further and further behind his enemies, and had been for long enough that his minions had an estimate.

      They would arrive at Earth five days after the Vagrant Fleet.

      Enough time for anything to happen. Were it Vinctus’s operation, he’d have been livid at the advantage such a blunder afforded their enemy. Earth could consolidate their forces, and assemble a command structure that utilized all factions.

      To a non-military commander that might not sound a tremendous advantage, but one such as him recognized the potency. His forces might outnumber their enemies, but there the advantage ended. They fought as a thousand separate factions, all with slightly different goals.

      Unity of purpose could not be overlooked.

      Yet his mistress did not seem concerned. Xakava lurked in a pool of shadow studying the same screen he did, but with none of the rage. Quite the opposite. Something like a smile creased that terrible face, all wreathed in impenetrable darkness, even to him.

      “You are concerned, Vinctus?” Xakava asked without facing him. Every utterance of that name from her lips was a contemptuous slap.

      “I am.” There was no sense hiding the truth. “The forces we face are considerable. They possess magic, technology, and a purpose. Their forces are varied and vast, and there remains the chance they will be able to activate the eye. It concerns me that you are not concerned.”

      “Understandable.” She turned to face him, her shadowy tendrils everywhere around them both, a forest of death. “I am not concerned because I know things you do not. I will relieve you of the burden of ignorance so that you might better serve your role. By the time our enemies arrive at Earth a civil war will begin within the Terran collective. I have already arranged for the commander of the Word of Xal to be ambushed and killed while on earth, which will cause suspicion and blame between all parties. At the same time their military will be crippled by a series of random and pervasive supply shortages and maintenance issues.”

      “How?” Vinctus shook his head, then rephrased the question. “How did you convince so many to betray their own people? I thought these people’s minds were linked. Can they not detect your corruption?”

      “Each group exists as a separate collective.” The titan adopted a proud smile as she spoke. “They are like cells in a body. If too many become corrupt, then outward symptoms of disease manifest. But if only a few spores lie dormant, always hiding their presence, then a parasite can grow quietly without the host ever being the wiser. There have been desperate souls praying to the void for as long as there have been mouths to give voice to prayer.”

      “So we will arrive at Earth to find their forces in disarray?” Vinctus did not bother hiding the contempt from his voice. Her plans rarely came to fruition, though countless species and worlds had known her wrath as a result.

      “Your dread fleet will smash them,” she explained confidently. “Once the Vagrant Fleet is dust you will launch an orbital bombardment of the planet. Turn it to glass. No life is to survive. Never again will that world birth our opposition. You do that, and I will tend to the Eye itself. I have tasted it twice before in other realities, but each a pale shadow. This is the true eye, not some mere copy. If we take this, then the eternal war is over, and your pain may yet see an end.”

      It puzzled him that she thought such a carrot might provide motivation. He was beyond such contrivances. There was no escape from his crimes.

      Yet he would do as she bade, and one day, perhaps, what she offered might be granted. In the meantime he would slaughter her enemies, until he came blade to blade with her brother.

      This time Vinctus intended a much different outcome from the last. Xal would fall, and Vinctus’s ghastly visage would be the last thing he saw before joining him in dark servitude.
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      John Smith resisted the urge to smile as he entered the prime server cluster, the heart of their empire, nestled in the chief orbital station that handled eighty-two percent of all system traffic.

      Every collective’s data stores were housed here. There were backups of course, and backups of backups, but in their zealous planning the Prime Collective had missed something critical.

      Without the galaxy’s largest quantum array this entire system would be blind and deaf. Each ship might have backups, but they would be unable to communicate with the others. Stranded.

      Once that had been an entire era of entertainment, the loan captain cut off from support. Now such individuality had been decried as evil and selfish. No longer were such heroes venerated, for they went against the will of the collective.

      That more than anything else is why he had discarded the moniker they had given him, Dal992, and adopted a name in the old way. One venerated by the ancients, for the name of John Smith was mentioned often, in many places.

      They had no idea of his significance, be it priest, or scholar, or martyr, but he’d left enough of an impression that the name had seemed a logical choice.

      Every seeker took that step. They created a name, and then offered their original to the Nameless Ones to seal the bargain. Part of that bargain meant burning out all knowledge of their original name.

      John Smith could no longer resist the smile as he strode down long corridors, ignored by the thronging crowd, each person lost to their own collective, and individual needs.

      Not a one questioned him as he passed through the atriums and other naturally lit spaces, slowly coming closer and closer to his goal, the central repository itself. There lay the hardware necessary to transmit messages all over the system, what the ancients would have called a switch board.

      Sever that, and he severed their unity. Once that happened they would be naked before the shadow. All throughout the system others like him would rise up. They would sever their leashes, and their collectives would slaughter all those who had marginalized and oppressed them.

      No longer would their differences be punished, nor mocked by the greater whole. Names were the right of all beings with a soul, and a heartless designation was no replacement.

      John Smith strode proudly and with purpose, knowing that he would be ignored by all others. And he was. He penetrated deeper and deeper into the station, and not a single person noted his presence.

      By the time he reached the central ring the flow of citizens had slowed to a trickle, and now only a few purposeful individuals passed him on the way to urgent errands.

      He ascended to the prime ring, and moved to the first available console, not difficult as only one other was occupied. He carefully and quietly removed a ratchet from his pocket, and began to loosen the quartet of bolts holding the rear panel in place.

      John Smith moved swiftly and confidently, but his heart thundered in his chest, and his biometrics began to spike. If they spiked too far it would flag an anomaly to the collective, which he would prefer to avoid. They would consider that a mistake, and likely demand punishment for such a lapse.

      No one noticed. A second person arrived, then departed. The first person left as well, then another came. By that time John Smith had removed the panel, stuck the explosive in place, then retightened the panel.

      The dark lady had been right. His prayers had been answered. She had said to devour his fear, and that he would be guided and watched over. Be bold in your work, she had said.

      So he moved to the next terminal, and the next, and the next. He’d reached the sixth and removed the panel, then inserted the explosive when he felt a tap at his shoulder.

      “Excuse me,” a woman asked, her voice barely a whisper. “May I inquire as to your purpose?”

      He confidently lifted the plate, then set it back in place, and began fastening the first bolt. Aversion to conflict dictated that she allow John Smith to finish the task, so he had that long to concoct an appropriate response.

      Once he’d finished he turned to her with a pleasant smile, and extended his processing time still further with a greeting, “Of course you may. Apologies for keeping you waiting, but I like to focus entirely upon a task to completion. A quirk, I’m afraid. You were asking what I was doing?”

      Forcing her to repeat the question gave even more time. She cocked her head as she considered a reply, and then took a step back. “Apologies for bothering you. It occurs to me that your business is not mine, and that you appear to have quite a lot of it. I will let you tend to it, and stifle my curiosity. Please have a wonderful day.”

      Then she was gone. And John Smith was able to retrace his steps, and depart the station without detection. The dark lady was right. The Nameless Ones would devour it all.

      Their vaunted government was helpless before the apocalypse to come. They had no idea just how many downtrodden collectives were about to claim vengeance.

      There were nine other beings in his own. Each with a similar view, and similar story. Each never having mattered, nor been noticed, nor offered a future. Was it any wondered that they’d found their own way to matter?

      He smiled grimly as he stepped onto the shuttle with dozens of other passengers who had no idea how their entire lives were about to change.

      Forever.
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      We hurled through the black as never before, but that created its own problems. The Word was in rough shape, and traveling at this increased speed placed additional strain on every system. Our techs were working overtime, especially with our gravity carrying the entire fleet.

      For the first time I wasn’t directly involved. I didn’t have to head down to the barrel of a spellcannon to clear it, fighting corpses, and necromancers as I desperately repaired things.

      I had people, and those people had people, and now I was so far removed from the day to day that all I really thought about were the big problems. Right now that was the hideous damage we’d suffered, and wondering how and when we’d find time to repair the Word.

      We needed to retrofit. Full stop, or at least drop to simple inertia while we repaired. Was that a risk? I didn’t think so. Vinctus could have caught us at any time if he had the capability, and he hadn’t.

      So what if we just stopped running?

      “Guardian, missive the other commanders and get them on a call. Please tell them I’m suggesting we power down the Word’s spelldrive for repairs. We’ll still be on course, but will no longer be gaining momentum,” I explained as I tried to give it in a short enough format that it would be easy to relay. “If we do this we can effect repairs, and that means arriving at Earth with stronger footing.”

      And then I waited. Miri had left for her daily training regimen, which left me alone in our quarters. I loved that it smelled like her.

      “Admiral?” Guardian appeared in my vision. “The call is ready. I can patch you now.”

      “Do it.”

      Then my screen dissolved into the standard holo-call, with every leader present, including the Void Wraith, and Davidson. Everyone was present, and paying attention.

      “Ladies, gentlemen, and others,” Lady Voria began, smiling, “I believe Admiral Jerek has made a wise suggestion. We’ve been fleeing fast and hard before our enemies, and speed is important, but not at the sacrifice of all else. Should we slow our advance and take time to repair and refit before arriving at earth? A simple vote will suffice.”

      No one else even spoke. One by one their portrait turned either blue in support, or red in opposition. Most were blue. Only Crewes wanted to press on.

      “The motion carries. You may power down, Admiral. I’m certain your people will be relieved.” Voria’s smile faded, and the tightness returned around her eyes. “I believe this is our best opportunity to address any final concerns before our arrival. We’ll be in good order by then, but we know what’s following us, and have to assume they will not be long after us.”

      She focused on Aran for the last question, her portrait turning in his direction. “Is there any reason to consider turning over the Bulwark?”

      “Not for anything short of the key to the Eye,” Aran countered with a shake of his horned head. “I like Jerek’s plan to try to fold them into the Vagrant Fleet, especially if Briff does turn out to be the earthfather.”

      “Agreed.” I said, and was echoed by Davidson and Crewes.

      “Excellent. Then we’ll focus on our arrival, and then on readying for war.” Voria hesitated, then gave an uncharacteristic sigh. “I wish I had advice, or wise words, but this is going to come down to a slug fest at terra. We win, or everyone loses. Focus on that people, and keep pushing. We will find a way. We must.”
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      By the time the Vagrant Fleet arrived in the outskirts of the Sol system basic repairs had been completed throughout the fleet. We’d sacrificed a little time, but it meant that we’d be in better fighting shape, especially the Word which needed the bulk of those repairs as we’d paved the trail through the asteroid field.

      The Great Ship slowed for the first time, bleeding off momentum as we approached a screen of asteroids along the outer edge of the solar system that the scryscreen labeled the Kuiper Belt.

      The time has come to introduce ourselves, Lady Voria’s voice echoed through my mind. Given how delicate this situation I believe using a touch of divinity is warranted. Let them see who and what we are, and what we can do. After that there will be specific assignments. Aran, Crewes, and Jerek have all been assigned a liaison. The first pair are to discuss tactics and strategy. The latter is to teach them about magic. Congratulations, everyone. We’ve accomplished what no one has for centuries. We have located mankind’s long lost home world.

      I keyed the comm from my quarters, and gave an impromptu addition to the speech, at least on my ship, “Many of you began this journey on Kemet, at the academy. Some joined us along the way, but all are now fighting for the same thing. A home. A place where we can flourish. Prophecy says that’s Earth. This place is important, and we are going to fight for it. Stand a little taller today. We’ve done something no one has since Ternus departed Terra.”

      Then I killed the comm. I don’t know how the speech was received. I knew I wasn’t as a good a speaker as Voria, but people seemed to listen to me more now. Perhaps it was the beard.

      “Will I be allowed to accompany you?” Miri stood ready for battle with one boot on the chair as she slid a pair of daggers into sheathes that appeared to be an ornamentation on her suit. “I don’t like the idea of you being alone. You are a target now. The Nameless Ones will come for you.”

      “I’ll push for it, but I don’t have a lot of bargaining power.” I gave a frustrated sigh as I lent her my full attention. “I’ll pitch your presence as a bodyguard, and see how they take it. If I can bring Rava too, or my Dad, and a full company, I will. There’s nothing about this that says I have to do it alone, unless they have requirements. Though from what I’ve seen of their regs so far I imagine they’ll balk at more than one bodyguard. Earth is sacred to them, and they don’t allow very many people to set foot on it.”

      There was no reason to put it off. I sat down at the comm rather than using my suit as I wanted Miri to be able to listen in on the conversation. It took several moments for the USS version of the Quantum logo to appear, then I was staring at Chromey with her silver eyes.

      “Greetings, Emissary.” She gave a nod, and I noted that it was much improved. More like ours. Less jerky. “I am pleased that you have finally reached our system. I have taken the liberty of making planetfall at earth, and will be surveying the first heritage site in preparation for your arrival. Apologies regarding the modified itinerary.”

      Her cheeks even flushed like an actual human, though that was the only sign of her humanity.

      “I’m scheduled to attend a council meeting with the Earth flight, then I can join you, assuming that’s okay?” I barged on ahead without waiting for an answer. “I’d like to bring a security detail. What are the parameters?”

      “That is not possible, unfortunately.” She shook her head, and I recognized the frustration in her expression. Another sign of humanity. “Only designated emissaries are permitted beyond the Kuiper Belt Stations. Your fleet and all personnel will be required to wait outside.”

      How did I respond to that? The message made it clear she was relaying an order, one she didn’t appear able to challenge. Arguing with her would accomplish nothing. Besides, that was a fight for Voria. Tell the Lady of Light her fleet couldn’t enter the system it was about to save? That would be self-solving problem, but might take time.

      “I see. And you can guarantee my safety?” I pressed, though I don’t know why. “I’ve been badly burned before when arriving on new worlds. The planet Nebiat left me with some trust issues.”

      “I will personally guarantee your safety, with the full authority and backing of the prime collective.” Her tone spoke of certainty. She believed I’d be safe. “I apologize, but bringing any personal security features beyond your armored suit will be quite impossible. Your sidearm is authorized, but no additional weapons.”

      “All right. That’s acceptable.” I didn’t mention that she’d offered me no meaningful restrictions, and that I could access my full power with Dez and the Heka Aten. “I’ll contact you after I’m done with the flight. I assume I have to fly through the system under my own power?”

      “That’s correct. We have no shuttle craft able to be diverted unless you are willing to wait six standard solar days. Even priority transport would take a full cycle.”

      “I’ll get there on my own.” I sighed under my breath. They weren’t making this easy, and I hated being cut off from my people. Again. Bad things always happened. Always. “Expect word from me by the end of the day. Jerek out.”

      “Out of what?” She cocked her head, too sharply, like a bug.

      “Of the conversation. It means goodbye.”

      “I see. Goodbye, Emissary.” Then she killed the feed.

      “What do you think?” I turned to Miri to see what she had to say about being forced to stay behind.

      “We need to find this sunsteel key.” She lowered her second boot from the chair, and turned to face me. “That means we have to accept their demands. I don’t like it, but I see the position you are in. I’ll assemble a strike team, and be ready to break their edict should your situation demand it. Bortel can have the Word orbiting Terra in less than three hours if it comes to it. Crewes might help too.”

      “Thank you for understanding. I love how pragmatic you are.” I was glad I didn’t have to fight a second front. Miri and I usually saw eye to eye on stuff like this which made things so much easier.

      “And I love how capable you are with nothing but your own mind.” She grinned at me. “You’d have made a fine PSA back on the trade moon. I’d have considered you my chief rival.”

      “That might have been a fun life.” By the time I reached the door she’d linked her arm through mine. “They can keep you from earth, but they can’t keep you from watching my backside at the Earth flight meeting. Shall we?”

      “I’d be delighted.” We strode down the corridor, and walked all the way to the bridge, even though we could have teleported in seconds. I knew it was the last reprieve I was likely to get before everything started exploding around us and there wasn’t enough time to do anything but survive.

      That always seemed to be the way of it.
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      After I sent Ardaki to the core for safe-keeping Miri and I took a shuttle to the Earth flight’s single vessel, a Great Ship, but smaller than the others. The Earthmother’s Remembrance was a perfect pyramid about a third the size of the Bulwark, with the exact same stylized decor, thick and ominous.

      Other shuttles joined us, six in total, enough to convey representatives from every faction, including the Void Wraith. This would be our first official council meeting, except that the humans we were here to protect wouldn’t even be in attendance.

      The Terrans seemed to consider us doddering old fools out of touch with the hip new tech they used. And there didn’t seem to be an easy way to dissuade them short of allowing their faces to get pushed in by the dread fleet when the Nameless Ones arrived.

      The shuttle docked, and a ramp slid down, so Miri and I headed out into a fully functional dragonflight era vessel. Every magical light shone brilliantly. The walls were pristine, and marked with large glyphs. This ship hadn’t been salvaged, like ours, but had been well maintained all that time.

      It was a brief glimpse at the culture that had created mine, that had stranded us on that barren world so many millennia ago.

      All around us techs in grey and brown dragonflight uniforms hurried about tasks. Most avoided eye contact, though a few watched us with curiosity. They seemed more concerned about Nebiat, who tromped down the corridor a bit ahead of us with booming metallic steps, her robotic body taller than they by a good half-meter.

      “I still cannot believe she is allowed to roam free,” Miri whispered to me in a scandalized voice. “Her list of crimes is longer than the Inuran debtors roll, and one of them includes trying to kill you.”

      “Cunning and ingenuity,” I whispered back as we strode up the corridor in her wake. “She’s always able to cobble together a new plan after Aran, Nara, and Voria thwart the previous one. I suspect she’s listening right now. Void Wraith have incredible hearing.”

      The blue judicator froze, then half-turned to face us, allowing Miri and me to catch up. “It is truly a pity I couldn’t convince you to take up my cause. You’d have made an excellent paladin.”

      “Nebiat.” I nodded stiffly at the fallen goddess, but fell into stride and walked with her the rest of the way to the council chamber it appeared we were being led to, there at the end of the corridor. “It appears you’ve found a new holy order. Miri was just remarking how you never cease to amaze us in how you can reinvent yourself.”

      “I am a survivor.” The Void Wraith gave a throaty laugh that could have come a living person. “I will always find a way forward. Right now the Void Wraith represent the strongest single opposition to the nameless ones, and my best chance at revenge for what happened to my world.”

      She finished her explanation right as we were entering the main hall, so I fell silent as we were led by uniformed ushers to sit in specific seats that had been prepared around three massive tables positions so that those seated would be facing each other.

      A single lectern with a microphone sat at one end of the hall, something I’d seen pictured in holos but never been present for the use of. I’d expected one at my graduation at the academy, but speakers used amplification spells instead. More cost effective.

      A wyrm-hybrid with mottled brown scales approached the microphone, and I realized I recognized him from the missives. This was Geb, the dragon who was the closest to being sympathetic to our cause. Still arrogant and dismissive, but that’s sort of redundant when talking about dragons.

      Other Earth flight wyrms sat at the table. Four others. None had a placard or a way to identify their name, but all gazed at us as if they knew precisely who we were. It seemed a petty sort of game, or a cultural oversight. Not a great way to start.

      “I am Geb of the Earth flight,” the hybrid boomed through the microphone, drawing everyone’s attention. “Welcome. We have come here to discuss many grave issues. Today is a momentous occasion, and if we are mature and wise, then it may see the reformation of dragonflight rule over this galaxy. Assuming we survive the coming threat all must stand against.”

      “Precisely how do you plan to do that?” Nebiat demanded. Her human female voice was gone, replaced by a digitized robotic version that fit the body she inhabited. “The Depths are open. Every foul experiment, dark god, and derelict hulk crewed by the damned is leaking out of that dark realm, and into our own. The scope of our enemies is well beyond your comprehension, child.”

      “Child?” Boomed one of the other wyrms, a hybrid woman with thick muscular shoulders and a spellblade belted at her side. “I am Bhumi, champion of the Earth flight. How dare you speak so to me, golem? I am a dragon. We sailed the stars when your—”

      “Are you?” Nebiat snapped in that cutting way only she could. “I lived many centuries wearing scales. I hatched from the brood of Teodros, son of Krox. I am of the Earth flight, or was in life. Now my soul clings to this machine, but never think you can lecture me, little one. The eldest of you was a child when you went into hibernation. You may have evolved into adults, but you’ve not lived, nor fought as true dragons. Having been born in the distant past does not confer wisdom, nor expertise.”

      “Apologies,” Lady Voria broke in as the blue-uniformed goddess rose smoothly to her feet. “Nebiat serves as a conduit to the Void Wraith, one of our most powerful allies. She can be…trying. We did not select her. We’ve fought wars against her and her kind, and only reluctantly consider her an ally.”

      “You warred upon the Earth flight?!?” The dragon with the spellblade roared. “Know this, human. We keep to the old ways, and consider your species little more than outriders.”

      Tensions rose among all parties, until Geb spoke through the microphone again, forcing eyes in his direction. “Bhumi does not speak for the Earth flight. None of us do. Only the Earthmother can do that. We called this meeting not to bicker, but to find her heir, and see them safely ushered into their tomb, aboard this ship. Already I tire of these games. This posturing. It is beneath us. We welcome the Vagrant Fleet. We should not be hunting for reasons to be aggrieved on the eve of our mutual destruction.”

      “I like him,” Miri whispered beside me.

      “Me too.” I gave him a literal thumbs up, although I had no idea if he knew what the gesture meant.

      “You speak wisely.” Voria bowed to Geb. “We should be cooperating, not posturing. To that end let us discuss the coming threat. The forces of the void are, as Nebiat stated, endless. I believe they can blot out the stars in this system with numbers alone given enough time. Stopping them requires a divine response. The Terrans might not understand that, but being dragons I know that you do.”

      “Indeed,” Bhumi’s reply still held suspicion. “We have common cause. If we wish to fight them, then we need cohesion. Unity. Power. A chain of command. All of these things become available when the Earthmother returns. If you truly have the candidate, then present them, and let us send them through the trials. The Earthmother will lead us against the demons, and send them fleeing back to the Depths.”

      Frustration welled up in Jerek. They had no idea what they were dealing with, and he had no easy way to express it. He tried anyway. “I agree that Briff accepting the mantle of Earthfather would strengthen our forces, but we’d still be overwhelmed and crushed. I don’t think you appreciate what we mean by numberless, and I know for a fact you have no idea how nasty some of the things in the Depths are. Wait until you meet Zurjathorm. He could crack this ship like a nut, and suck out the marrow as a pre-breakfast snack. He almost did that to the Word of Xal. He’s one entity. They have a fleet full of entities and ships. We need the Eye of Om if we’re going to have a chance.”

      Two of the dragons laughed as if he’d made a marvelous joke. The other two merely goggled at him with those slitted eyes. None of them seemed to take his suggestion seriously.

      “You disagree?” Xal’Aran asked quietly. Dangerously quiet. Every last wyrm focused on the demon, and a number of hands dropped to weapons even though Aran hadn’t made a hostile move.

      “We do,” Geb spoke loudly from the lectern, overpowering Bhumi who had also made a reply. “The Eye is a fool’s errand. Countless struggles have been lost while gods tried to force prophecy. The Aranara is likely not relevant to our lifetimes, and assuming it will save us is folly. We have no way to harness the eye, just like every other conflict in this world’s history. My mother was named the Earthmother for a reason. She has watched over this world for eons, always protecting and nurturing it, and birthing children like Gaia and my other siblings to aid her in this. We must focus on the tools we can actually bring to bear, not flights of fancy that will split our attention and offer false hope.”

      “Please,” Bhumi spoke on Geb’s heels, “If you have the candidate, then present her. Regardless of what happens with the eye we need to make this flight whole. All of us agree on that point, even if we agree on none of the rest.”

      “I’m here,” called a tentative voice, the one I was most familiar with in the entire galaxy. Briff rose from where he’d been slouched down at another table, well away from me and out of my field of view. “The, ah, earthmother’s egg reached down and touched me. I believe I’m the earthfarter. I mean earthfather. Are we recording this? Please edit that part out.”

      Briff’s gaze fell, and he dropped back into his chair like he was dodging active combat fire. For once I wasn’t the one in the spotlight putting my foot in my mouth.

      “We welcome you, Briff of the Vagrant Fleet.” Bhumi bowed. “If you are willing we will prepare you to face the trials as soon as is draconically possible. I pray you are my mother’s reincarnation. I pray you can bring an end to this disorganized rabble.”

      Briff’s expression definitely did not share the same sentiment.
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      Cel191 glided into a landing in an idyllic glade just outside the official heritage site known as Stonehenge.

      The grass fascinated her, clinging to the ground everywhere it could find purchase and still be exposed to the sun.

      The only exception were the large standing stones comprising the partial circle before her. One of mankind’s oldest ancestral sites, and one of the few that had been permitted according to the abbreviated list.

      Her ancestors had come from these lands many centuries ago, though curiously she felt no connection to the land, nor her ancestors. Quite the opposite. The sky rumbled ominously, and a soft rain began to fall. It wasn’t heavy drops as she’d expected, but a sort of low hanging cloud that pressed its mist down to the ground. She did not enjoy the sensation upon her scalp at all.

      The mist cut visibility to seven meters on average, which annoyed her, but was no real impediment. She likely had a full day, less if Jerek arrived sooner than expected. She had little data on his capabilities, but taking the shuttle transit system would put him here tomorrow at 7:42 am USS standard time were he granted passage.

      However, his technology seemed advanced enough to shorten that travel time. If it did, by how much? She had no way to estimate. It could be minutes, hours, or perhaps days.

      What to do in the meantime? There was no way to find this hypothetical relic if it were buried, and she wouldn’t be permitted to excavate it without authorization in any case, even if she could somehow locate it.

      A distant tell-tale hiss grew louder and louder, and she’d nearly placed the model of the missile when the ground exploded at her feet. Cel191 was flung aloft on a wall of flame, and sent cartwheeling across the ground, her exo-suit’s left wing snapping off, and the frame bent beyond repair on the right.

      The tritanium alloy bled off the momentum of the crash and explosion, though, so she was thankful they’d served their purpose as she detached the ruined right wing.

      More hisses sounded, so she sprinted toward the ruins. These unknown assailants might be willing to use explosives on earth, but if they were orbital defense forces then they’d be prohibited from attacking the site directly.

      How or why the ODF was attacking her could be determined later. Surviving came first. She skidded to a halt, then ducked behind a pair of intersecting stones to shelter her from her assailants.

      Cel191 tried to connect to the global network to warn her collective, but the system wouldn’t respond. Odd. She troubleshot her connection, and to her shock realized she’d been severed from the entire system.

      There could only be one cause.

      Someone had labeled her a security threat, and dispatched a kill team. She was the target. That procedure hadn’t been invoked in decades. Why now? Why her?

      Cel191 reached for her collective, and found that route blocked too. She’d been quarantined, as if she were a societal agitator. No. That couldn’t be possible. What if her collective believed it? She would be erased.

      All that took .97 seconds of processing, but then her reprieve was over. The whir of jets had stopped, replaced by the tromping of heavy boots. Enough weight to signify full-replacement assault-bots. Every bit of humanity that could be removed had been, leaving only the central nervous system, and the brain.

      Both assailants were locked inside engineering masterpieces whose only purpose was eradicating threats to the system. Threats like her, apparently.

      They stalked closer, and she had to make a decision. She planted her hands against the nearest stone, knowing she could push it and crush the assailant behind it.

      She hesitated.

      Yet that would mean damaging the site. No, better to die if necessary. But was such a death necessary? How could she escape? There were four assailants. Every kill team had four. At least one would be watching the entire site from a distance waiting for her to flee.

      The other three were converging on her position right now, and likely had access to her biometrics and GPS locational data. There was quite literally no escape. They were faster, stronger, more numerous, and her only martial response would give them verified footage of her breaking laws, destroying her reputation in the process.

      “I surrender,” she called at full volume, loud enough to echo through the stones. “If you are making a battle recording then you are obligated by law to take me into custody and return me to the nearest processing facility.”

      An assault-bot stepped around the corner, and leveled a gauss rifle at her face.

      Cel191 ducked, then flung herself at the bot’s legs. Its rifle whined then bucked, and slugs slammed into the ancient and priceless stone, shattering it to dust and creating a cloud that was quickly dispersed by the endless mist.

      Another bot fired, and a round caught her left arm just below the elbow, evaporating the lower limb. Her firmware administered adrenaline, and cut off nerve impulses to keep her sharp and focused.

      Could she fight back? Could she flee? Or was she about to die? There was a 99.98% chance of death based on current probabilities, and the .02 percent all centered around the kill team being recalled for what was clearly a mistaken containment.

      Cel191 despaired.

      Sudden and total darkness fell over the ruin blotting out all light. She could perceive nothing, and didn’t dare move. Was this some new technology? A way to kill her without visual evidence? A neurological attack?

      A low grunt of surprise came from directly on the other side of the stone she sheltered behind. A moment later a scream came from well outside the stones. That would be the spotter.

      The darkness vanished.

      Cel191 rose to her feet and peered around. At first she saw nothing, but then spied movement in the mist above her. She glanced up to see all four kill team members pointing their primary rifles at each other. Each hovered two meters off the ground seemingly paralyzed, and not held aloft through any propulsion visible to her scans.

      “Should I destroy them outright?” A male voice came from behind her and to the right. It took her 1.12 seconds to place the voice as the emissary Jerek.

      “They will not stop until we are dead, and they will continue relaying data until disabled.” Cel191 gave a cautious answer. She wasn't certain they should kill the bots, but could also not think of a reason to preserve their lives.

      “Very well.” Jerek smoothly drew a black pistol from his holster, and fired a fat bolt of negative energy that hurt Cel191’s eyes to look upon.

      The energy bathed all four bots, and when it was gone, so were they. He’d vaporized them with one shot from that pistol. What was he using for ammunition?

      “Now what?” Jerek stepped beneath one of the remaining arches. “Who attacked you? Are they in control of the orbital defenses? If so, what’s the plan? How do we get out of here?”

      “I don’t know.” Cel191’s processing time was down 34%, and falling. “I’ve never faced a situation like this. We’ve been cut off, and the system has labeled me a hostile, in your terms. I don’t understand why, and that means I don’t know how to save our lives.”

      “Assume your whole command structure is riddled with spies,” Jerek offered, careful not to move out of the stone archway so he’d avoid orbital cameras. “I’ve seen it before. I can’t say that’s definite, but it fits the pattern. These spies could be trying to silence us because they realize what I’m after.”

      “It does seem to legitimize your claims about a powerful ancient tech,” she admitted, much as it pained to give credence to such a far-fetched idea. “If we assume that the collective overseeing this region is corrupted, then we must avoid their detection. There are automated shuttles that move from continent to continent, or to orbit, but they will be heavily guarded.”

      “Your people have no experience with magic.” Jerek’s voice held smug confidence, and when he leaned around the stone she saw…nothing. His voice moved, but there was no visual sign of him. Was he cloaked? There was no tell-tale outline, not line she’d seen with other cloaking. “You have no idea what we can do. That will play to our advantage. If you can give me the coordinates of the first shuttle bay I can get us there without being detected. I promise.”

      Cel191 could scarcely process everything that had occurred this day. She was a fugitive, and still did not know why. Could this strange human-looking alien be right? Were they really trying to stop him from locating this artifact?

      If so, the only thing she could trust in were his strange abilities. She would lend him her aid, and hope they obtained proof that would clear her name.
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      Nebiat returned to her harvester, the vessel assigned to her use and transport, though she did not truly control it. The VI aboard operated independently, and she’d as of yet found no way to unduly influence the virtual intelligence. Such a feat could not be easily achieved with magic, and she lacked the technical skills to hack such an interface.

      She was escorted to the bridge, where said VI manifested as a hologram, the technological equivalent to the illusions she herself would have used.

      The creature had large bulbous eyes, and a tiny mouth. Prey’s mouth. This was no predator species, and it showed in the way they reasoned, and conducted themselves.

      “We have monitored the footage from this encounter,” the VI explained, cocking its head. “We require your additional commentary, as the outcome is unclear. You voiced clear opposition to the entities self-designated as the Earth Flight. Why?”

      “Because they are less than children.” Nebiat explained, then realized she would need to elaborate. “They are very, very young as my species measures such things. They lack experience, and have never been faced with a foe greater than themselves. These are the survivors who were secreted away before the conflict that tore apart their empire devoured them whole. They never fought in that war. They do not understand the stakes, nor the abilities that will be brought to bear against them. I need them to understand that, or we will all pay the price for their hubris.”

      “Acknowledged.” The VI gave a nod. “A practical assessment of their combat abilities is useful. Offending them is an acceptable cost for delivering the necessary information. Hard truths, as the humans say. Can we hold against the forces assaulting us?”

      “We are too outmatched.” Nebiat missed her old body. Simple gestures were denied her. Sending a programatic message to cause her too-thin limbs to move would never be satisfying in the same way. “They will annihilate this system and all within it. If we stay we will be destroyed too, and I do not believe our presence will influence the outcome.”

      “Processing possible responses within the collective.” The VI went motionless, and remained that way for some time. Minutes? Finally the VI became responsive again. “We have reached a conclusion. More data is required before a final decision can be made. Flight can occur any time before battle is joined, and we do not wish to make an irreversible decision prematurely. If the battle can be won here, then the ultimate war may also be won. If not, then we must continue our mission of alerting all Void Wraith, in all remaining realities.”

      “I see.” Nebiat provided no emotion inflection to the utterance. She too would wait and see. “Is there additional data required from the meeting, or may I be released to research tools for the coming battle?”

      “You are released.” The VI vanished back into its cube.

      Nebiat strode slowly through the ship, ignored by the other Void Wraith as she made her way down to the workshop they had provided her. There wasn’t much time to conduct research, nor was there enough magical material to accomplish anything of note.

      A small feeling of relief washed over her nonetheless as she entered the room, the magical wards activating when she crossed the threshold. They blocked divination, and allowed her to plan in secret, or as much as she could ensure anyway.

      Bold choices were made here, in secret, and if ever there was a need for bold choices that was now.

      Was this war lost? If it were, then her path was clear. Pray to the victor, the titan of the void, for deliverance. Beg for a bargain. Betray her current allies and aid in their slaughter.

      Was it any great loss to see all those who had thwarted her will gathered together and devoured? No that would be a feast for her as well, delicious revenge.

      Yet doing so would carry a tremendous cost. Everyone knew the siren song of the void, or gods did anyway. To give in to that kind of power meant forever giving up some level of autonomy.

      After her servitude to Krox she would never accept that. Not willingly at least.

      Her dark bargain, should she forge one, would need to ensure that she remained whole. Remained herself. She knew it was possible. She’d read the reports of Xakava, the entity who Aran considered to be the long-lost mortal sister of Xal. This Xakava clearly retained autonomy.

      If Nebiat swore allegiance would she be required to sacrifice her name?

      That couldn’t be true. Xakava carried hers. Only some of the Nameless Ones appeared truly nameless, and they seemed the weakest of the lot.

      Dared she consider allying with the darkness at long last? Could she trust the titan of the void to honor such a bargain, and to allow her to remain as she were?

      No she could not. It was possible it would be honored, but it was also possible such a being could and would betray her. Given that were there a third option?

      Stand with the light, and die. Betray the light, and be shackled. Or what? Flee deeper in the galaxy and attempt to build a new religion? Find some world in need of guidance, and make it her own?

      That could work. Yet it was temporary. How long before the Nameless Ones came for her? No that was no option. She could not outrun this war, merely pick a side.

      And that was the real choice wasn’t it?

      Stand with the light, or the dark.

      Neither fate appealed to her, but unless a new option appeared her choice was clear. Standing with the light meant death.

      Nebiat was a survivor. Now she needed to convince the Void Wraith to flee.
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      If Briff had realized he wouldn’t be able to return to the Bulwark to get his things he’d have packed a lunch and a change of clothes. When the meeting broke up and dignitaries returned to their vessels he wasn’t allowed to go back, though.

      Not only did they want him to stay here, but Geb had demanded the earthmother’s egg be remanded to their custody, to be placed within the tomb where it was always meant to be, he claimed.

      Rava had remained behind on the Word. Why wouldn’t she? They’d both assumed he’d only be gone for a few hours. Now it could be days, or longer. Who knew exactly what these people had planned for him? They all seemed very serious.

      “Come with me, candidate.” Geb flicked a leathery-brown wing to indicate that Briff should follow, so he did.

      The pair of dragons passed down a long corridor tall enough for a big wyrm to slither through, which reminded Briff of the other great ships he’d been on. They were the only vessels where he felt at home, and he’d always had to hunch down while aboard the Remora. He missed simpler times, but didn’t miss that.

      “This way.” They stopped at a lift, and Geb stepped inside.

      Briff joined him and tried to hold his tongue as the doors slid shut and they whirred upwards, deeper into the vessel. He failed. “Where are you taking me? Why can’t I go back to my own ship?”

      “This is your ship, if you are who we hope.” Geb turned a critical eye on Briff. Briff had been under many stern gazes in his day. This guy had nothing on Lady Voria.

      “I guess we’ll have to find out.” Briff considered the wyrm’s words carefully. “Hmm. Does that mean there are some sort of trials I have to face, like when Jer, I mean Admiral Jerek took control of the Word of Xal?”

      “Indeed,” Geb replied dryly. “You will face three trials, according to the ancient ways. Temperance. Compassion. Endurance.”

      Briff was glad that they were on a lift, and that he could turn his attention to the number counting up as they rose through the decks. He didn’t want to reply to that.

      Jer had passed his trials because he was cunning. He had all sorts of magic, too, and training. He’d been raised by an arena legend, and a crack archeologist, and took both for granted as just normal. To him they were.

      Briff had risen from an egg with no sign of parents. He’d been a ward of the state until he came of age, and from there had meandered until he met Jer. There wasn’t anything he’d really excelled at in all the decades leading up to that point.

      Sure, he’d made progress in the past couple years. He’d dropped the gut, and gotten in shape, and was a skilled commander now. Even he could admit that, and admitting anything positive about himself was challenging.

      Briff knew everyone thought he was a hero, but mostly he’d just made the right friends, and been carried. Even the training was mostly relying on what Dag had been willing to share, and Rava. None of it had originated with him.

      “You have nothing to say?” Geb asked, and as if timed, the door slid open to reveal a large open deck before them.

      “Nope.” Briff stepped out into a cavernous chrome room, every surface covered in a bright silvery material that glowed with its own magical essence. “I take that back. This place is pretty cool. Where are we?”

      “The chamber of judgement.” Geb folded his arms and stared judgily at Briff. At least it fit the role. “Once I leave and the doors close your trials begin. They will not end until two conditions are met. First, you must best all three trials.”

      “And the second?” Briff pressed when the pause dragged on longer than he’d like.

      “We must bring the egg to this chamber. The whole vessel is the tomb, but this place is its heart. It is here that our goddess will be reborn, possibly as you.”

      “Oh.” Briff wished he had something eloquent to say, but words like eloquent didn’t really come out the way they were supposed to sound when he was trying to talk. Better to stick with simple. “Well, is there anything else you can tell me, or am I just going to wing it?”

      The wyrm’s face didn’t even register Briff’s joke. Either he’d missed it or refused to acknowledge it. He already missed Jer, who’d have at least given a polite chuckle.

      “I can aid you no further, candidate.” Geb stepped back onto the lift, and the doors closed, sealing Briff in the strange silver room.

      He turned around in a slow circle surveying the walls, floor, and ceiling, and tensed when they began to glow with an intense brilliance. That brilliance faded and he was left blinking, but no longer at a silver room.

      Briff had just entered his dorm room, and there was Jer sitting on the couch, eyes wide with shock.

      For a single instant he was cognizant that this was not the present, but then it was ripped from him and all that remained was Jer and the dorm room.

      What had he just been doing?

      “You okay, Jer?” Briff dropped down onto the couch, which creaked ominously. “Looks like something pretty bad.”

      “I just won the sector lottery,” Jer whispered, just the ghosts of words. “I’m rich. We’re rich. I’ll share it all of course.”

      “What?” Briff blinked at his friend, hunting for the joke, but his expression was quite serious. “You don’t play the lottery. How could you have won?”

      “It was a whim.” Jer shrugged, then produced a tiny holographic ticket from his pocket, and sure enough winner flashed across the bottom. “Bud, we’ve got 560 million credits at our disposal. That means we can get a place, and play Arena til the end of our days. We never have to get jobs, or even finish school if we don’t want to. We could drop out today. What do you say we go over and tag the headmistress’s office? She’ll kick us out, but that doesn’t matter any more.”

      Briff’s snout split into the largest grin he was capable of. “You mean we don’t have to worry about anything any more? We can just sort of…retire without ever having worked?”

      “The credits should be in my account by the end of the day.” Jerek hid the ticket as he gave a sheepish smile. “I’ve called three times to confirm, because part of me still doesn’t believe it.”

      Briff picked up the controller, about to begin a celebratory match, but then set it down. This was wrong. As tempting as a life of ease sounded he knew that wasn’t meant for him, nor Jer. They had important things to do, even if he didn’t know what they were.

      “You know, we might be able to use that much money to do something else.” Briff perked up, and his tail rose. “We could even purchase an arena team, or a mercenary company. We could be the real thing.”

      “You’re sure you don’t just want to kick back, eat algae, and party?” Jer picked up the other controller. “It would be a Depths of a lot easier.”

      “I’m sure.” Something crystalized within him. “We have work to do, Jer. We can’t afford to be idle.”

      The world shifted around him, and he thumped to the silver deck as the couch he’d been sitting on disappeared. Had it been an illusion? A memory? He didn’t understand the magic as he peered around the chamber of judgement.

      “Was that the first trial?” He could remember it all vividly, though while inside of the vision he couldn’t remember the real world.

      No one answered him, of course. That would have been far too easy. Instead the walls flared again, and another wave of brilliance replaced reality.

      As before he had a few moments where he remembered who he was, and then he was part of the vision.

      “We’re going to carve you up slow,” Rava hissed maliciously, bending down to hold the vibro-knife where Jolene could see it. “You’re not an Inuran Matriarch any more. Now you’re just the woman who blew up my planet, and killed my father.”

      Smoldering anger rose in Briff’s gut. He wasn’t a hothead, not like Rava, but injustice bothered him, and this woman’s crimes were beyond horrendous. She’d destroyed so many lives.

      “You might not want to be here for this.” Rava rose and fixed Briff with a hard stare. “I’m going to torture her. I’m going to cut off little bits until she begs, and then I’m going to have her healed so I can do it again. I’m not planning on stopping until she begs for death. Convincingly.”

      “No,” Briff snapped, real anger shouldering aside his normal reticence for conflict. “That’s wrong. I don’t care what she’s done, no one deserves that. And if you do this what it will turn you into will drive away your friends, and family Rava. Jer wouldn’t, and I won’t either. I won’t let you. This. Is. Wrong.”

      The brilliance flashed again, and he was back in the silver room. At least these visions were quick. Of course, there was still one more test and failing it quickly was still failing.

      Had he really already completed two? They were over so swiftly. Could Rava ever be that cruel? He didn’t think so. That was the vision distorting him to test how he’d compassionately handle things, right?

      The room flared again, and thoughts were stripped away as it deposited him into the final trial.

      A warning klaxon blasted across the bridge, making concentration impossible. Briff stared around at a frightened bridge crew, mostly human, though a few hatchlings sat at the many terminals lining the spacious bridge.

      He looked down at himself with a start, and realized he was a wyrm. An adult wyrm. A big wyrm. Like really big. God big. He lounged across a golden throne that dominated much of the deck, and all around him clustered the little groups of terminals.

      “Lost deck six—.”

      “Wards are failing. We need—.”

      “They’ve blocked our route to the planet’s nadir. We can’t open a fissure—.”

      On and on it went and he could barely make sense of it all. No one was asking him to make a decision. Yet. But they all looked to him as the authority figure.

      Briff forced himself to look away from the terminals, away from the noise, and at the enormous scryscreen dominating the bridge’s entire far wall. Currently that screen displayed a titanic space battle, the kind that only the most over-the-top blockbuster holos might have displayed.

      Tens of thousands of vessels battled across a twelve lightyear sphere, and the sphere showed green dots for their fleet, and black dots for the enemy.

      There were a lot more black dots than green, and his fleet was nearly surrounded. Beyond the combat he spotted other allied fleets who might come to their aid, but asking them to do so would merely add their deaths to that of Briff’s fleet.

      They weren’t going to make it out of this alive.

      There was no solution he could see. No matter how he looked there simply wasn’t a way to escape when their propulsion was shot, and their wards were buckling.

      They were going to die.

      Briff sat up straighter atop his golden throne. He didn’t issue orders, nor attempt a rousing speech. He wasn’t good at either of those things, and doubted they would make much difference.

      The only thing he could do was serve as as symbol. A reminder to every person beneath him that a command structure existed. That someone other than them was in charge making decisions.

      That was his role.

      He had decided to die, because he had no other choice, but the people under him did not know that. They fought on blissfully unaware, functioning as they had been trained. They would fight to the last, because they did not bear the weight of command.

      They did not know that all of this was futile. Briff did. But it was his job to keep that knowledge inside, a burning poison that he wanted to shout out to everyone.

      No. They would die with dignity, and honor. An example to every clutch that followed.

      Brilliance flared and Briff was back in the Chamber of Judgement once more. The walls had faded to a flat grey, whatever magic driving them now dormant.

      It was a good thing, too. Briff didn’t have the strength to walk to the lift. He shifted into dragon form, then wrapped his wings and tail about him and let sleep take him.
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      Barry Manilow woke and prepared his lunch as usual, dutifully logging into the network and registering, then clearing his pending communications.

      He spoke to a dozen people, through recorded messages at least, and not a one of them knew that Barry Manilow planned to kill millions of people today.

      They knew him as Zed992, popular within his collective, with an impressive social media profile, and many accolades from employers and past contractual lovers.

      They did not know that his collective belonged wholly to the nameless ones, who had taught them much about power. They did not understand hiding in plain sight, silently creating a collective within a collective.

      Only the inner circle knew the truth. Not even Barry Manilow was in the inner circle. He was merely an agent, gifted with enough of the truth to carry out the will of the nameless ones, but not enough to be considered a full seeker. Not yet.

      Not until after today, when he had proven himself worthy. Once he completed his work he would be elevated to those lofty secrets. He would gain access to the sacred data archives that had survived since before humanity had first been a single-celled protoplasm crawling the depths of terra’s oceans.

      The secrets of the universe.

      Today his work was restoring Terra to something like had existed during that hellish epoch that had once birthed life.

      No one spoke to him as he penetrated deeper into Depot 119, the largest orbital armory in operation. Stored aboard the automated facility were thousands of nuclear missiles, all controlled by AI interface, provided one possessed the proper authorization to launch them of course.

      The use of these armaments was all purely theoretical. There was no one to use them on, or had been no one until now. Yet mankind was a warlike species and they remembered well their roots. They knew such weapons would be needed one day, so they had prepared.

      Barry Manilow made his way to the facility’s bridge, which looked down upon Earth through the sprawling glass viewing deck, but was also close enough to mars that the red planet shone in the sky.

      He moved to the control terminal, which had very little in the way of security. After all, you could never make it this far without proper authorization, and in a wartime scenario you did not want your arsenal to be hidden behind a dozen inscrutable barriers.

      “Why did I choose this name?” Barry Manilow said out loud to no one, since no one was present on the main deck, and even if they had been they’d never have inquired about a name they didn’t realize existed. “I chose it because in the stories Barry Manilow wrote the song that made the whole world sing. If only we could remember that song.”

      Barry Manilow would never think of himself as Zed992, never again. He’d been gifted the ability to create his own name, and to shed it. No longer would he carry an impersonal designation.

      Barry flipped the covers over every switch, activating each of the missiles. He hummed to himself as he moved from terminal to terminal, feeding each the coordinates it would need to deliver its payload. It was thirsty, backbreaking work. The kind the men of the old world had once enjoyed before it was taken from them by machines.

      Their ability to shape the world had been removed. Their voices had been subsumed by conformity. None of them mattered. None of them had the ability to stir the whole of humanity, as had the playwrights of old.

      Not until now. Barry Manilow’s name would live in infamy. On this day he wrote the song that made the whole system sing.

      As he watched dozens of black cylindrical bombs flowed away from the station, a new payload every thirty seconds as they streaked out into the system. Many headed directly for earth. Some for the outer colonies. Each payload was a little surprise, as he’d not picked the coordinates, merely used the ones he’d been provided.

      “My name will live forever.” He sighed contentedly, and sat back in the service chair once he’d completed his work.

      All that remained was watching the old be swept away, and then his glorious masters would arrive to make everything right and whole once more.

      Much that had been taken from humanity would be restored.

      The Nameless Ones had promised.
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      Vinctus arrived in darkness a half-light month outside the cloud of asteroids marking the outer edge of the Sol System. At long last they had arrived at the place of conflict, the place where this universe’s fate would be decided.

      “I would have expected more fanfare.” Xakava manifested from the shadows and stepped forward to join him before the antiquated view screen.

      Darker things sloshed and slithered in the darkness that spilled out from the shadowed corners, and try as he might Vinctus could not perceive the other nameless one who’d accompanied Xakava. He’d given up trying.

      “What fanfare would suit such an occasion?” Vinctus fixed his captor with a contemptuous stare. “We have nothing to celebrate. We have arrived, nothing more. Our enemies have gathered, and have had time to shape their efforts into something cohesive. They may surprise us with their defenses. They possess several Great Ships, all working in tandem. Every epoch where the Vagrant Fleet had such dominance saw their opponents devastated.”

      “But victorious,” the dark goddess added. “The Vagrant Fleet had their heroic defiance, but they lost. They ended scattered and broken. And that has been a pattern for longer even than we have existed. I suspect there was a Vagrant Fleet sailing the waves of the original black land, though I have no means of proving it. That fleet sank. This one will too.”

      “Perhaps.” Vinctus refused to give in to her hubris. “Your brother is a canny opponent who has had far, far too long to plan all of this. This is the culmination of his life’s efforts. Are you so certain that you can tear it down? That he has not found some clever solution you have missed?”

      “It is always possible.” Xakava gave a throaty laugh, but under it vinctus heard layered screams of all the damned she’d devoured. “I will never assume we have won where my brother is concerned. Yet I also see all the pieces upon the board. He has created a strong defiant position, but one that can only claim a very specific victory condition. He must seize the Eye of Om. He, a demon. In all the lore of every reality that has never happened. Not once. The light is repelled by the darkness, banishing it with its very existence. The darkness flees by nature, and hates the light. Corrupting it. Waiting for it to expire through entropy. The darkness is stronger. We can outlast them. Eventually all their defenses will break.”

      Vinctus sighed and focused on the system before him, and the military targets their spies had provided. “It does appear your zealots have inflicted immense damage. That has just begun, and looks like it will provide excellent cover for our approach. The Vagrant Fleet is positioned outside the Sol System, which means we can engage them directly.”

      “You can engage them directly,” Xakava amended. Inky blackness gathered about her until the woman was masked entirely. “I have work to attend to. I must devour the Eye. We will never be able to master it, but we can seize its power. It will be a lengthly process, but every nameless one will gather and feed upon their star, until the eye buckles. Many dark gods will be born this day, any bold enough to seize power. But not you Vinctus. You will not taste the Eye.”

      “And you think this is some sort of punishment? Something that might annoy me?” Vinctus rolled his skull back and wished he still had eyes with which to further exaggerate the motion. “What do I care about the power in that star? I seek personal oblivion. Nothing else matters. What will I be doing while you feast on this magic?”

      “Attacking the Vagrant Fleet.” Xakava’s voice sounded further away, as if she were at the end of a great corridor. “Use the dread fleet and destroy them all. That is your purpose, automaton. Do it well enough and your wish for oblivion may finally be granted.”

      “Very well. I will ensure their destruction on my own.” Vinctus did not like this, not at all. They should come together and crush the opposition with everything they had, an orgy of death and slaughter until all resistance had been cowed. “Not a single Great Ship will reach the Terran system until your work is completed.”

      And if he failed? He’d die knowing his mistresses plans were unravelling. There was some comfort there, at least. But he couldn’t allow that to happen until after he’d found Xal and killed him.

      He knew in his bones, all that was left of him, that they would meet in battle. Soon.
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      I ducked inside the empty hangar, Dez in my right hand, and my left used to beckon Chromey forward while I scanned our surroundings. My camouflage spell should fool the orbital scanners as we’d appear to match whatever top down terrain they were monitoring.

      If you are wrong, we will slay them, my weapon purred.

      Good spellpistol.

      “I assume that’s the transport?” I called in low tones over the rush of thrusters.

      “Yes, that small one there. That’s the only one we’ll see for the next three hours.” Chromey had augmented hearing, or at least I assumed so as she’d had no trouble hearing me over the thrusters in the background.

      “One more thing before we board. Come closer.” I pressed Dez’s barrel against myself, then cast a simple reduce gravity. I pressed it against Chromey and stroked the barrel again. “Movement will be a bit tricky with no mass. Let me guide us inside.”

      I wrapped an arm around her, then slowly drifted over the pavement and up into the transport’s cargo bay. I grabbed one of the support rails left for passengers, but took care not to touch the ground.

      “Clever approach,” Chromey whispered, though she did not touch the bar herself. “The lack of weight will remove most of our metrics, and we can cover our own life support, but I fear you’ve still revealed us through touch. The bar is biometric.”

      “My suit is non-conductive,” I whispered back. “Unless they’re registering pressure I think we’re okay. If they do, that would report back, and if I understand how your collectives work it would be dismissed right?”

      “I believe so.” The android gave a tight nod. “It’s an anomalous reading, so my assumption were I monitoring would be a faulty sensor. It’s more likely than any other scenario if there are no other supporting metrics to suggest the craft is occupied.”

      I smiled, then sealed my helmet, knowing she’d be doing something similar as the craft self-sealed around us, the cargo doors sliding shut and sealing with a hiss.

      Then the craft was in the air, flung across the sky at impressive speeds. None of inertia made it into the cargo bay. Their dampeners were incredible. That allowed me to hang lightly onto the pole while we flew, careful to betray no other sign of our presence.

      We passed in silence for a while. I think both of us worried about our voices being detected by internal microphones, but the hum and vibration of the engine were so loud it wouldn’t be practical. Better not to chance it though.

      Our reverie was broken when a bright flash illuminated the western horizon from above. I leaned up against the glass, and to my horror saw a massive orbital station, or what was left of it, raining down into the atmosphere.

      I’d scarcely processed what I was seeing when another flash came from the south. Then another from the northeast.

      “This can’t be,” Chromey hissed, her tone incredulous. “Someone is destroying the caretaking stations.”

      “With nukes,” I whispered. “That means they’re irradiating whole continents with the fallout.”

      “How is this possible? I don’t understand.”

      “Spies and infiltrators working for the nameless ones,” I supplied, shaking my head since she wasn’t looking in my direction. Here I thought I was the naive one. “Someone has seized control of your arsenal. The same someone who attacked you at Stonehenge.”

      “Are they in control of the Prime Collective?” Her tone had risen to more than a whisper, but it was still likely to be too low to be picked up. I hoped so anyway.

      “I doubt it,” I whispered back more quietly. “If they had control of the majority they’d be more bold in their targets. I think long-embedded spies are rising up and doing as much damage as they can on the eve of the largest battle humanity has ever faced.”

      “That makes a chilling kind of sense.” Despair colored her words. She was giving up, I think. “What do we do now?”

      “We go to each of the sites they didn’t want us to see,” I whispered back. “We explore them one by one, until we find the artifact they don’t want us to find. It’s not a great plan, low chance of success, but they know its possible or they wouldn’t be working so hard to stop us.”

      A much brighter flash came from behind us, lighting up the horizon like a second sun. I turned to face the rear of the shuttle, and I went cold. A mushroom cloud rose high in the atmosphere. The bomb had landed on the island we’d just left.

      “They were aiming at us, weren’t they?” Chromey asked, her voice back to a whisper.

      “If we’re lucky they think they got us. That was pretty thorough. Do you think they’ll give up?”

      “Likely yes. For now,” she supplied. “Were it me I’d assume you were dead, unless I had a reason to believe otherwise. If I then saw a pressure reading from a shuttle I would investigate, and attempt to ascertain if you had fled. If I found only a single malfunctioning sensor I would report with reasonable certainty that you had been destroyed. The only way out of that zone was via shuttle.”

      “That you know of,” I corrected quietly as I watched the mushroom cloud dissipate in our wake. “This isn’t the first time I’ve survived something like this. My planet came apart. Literally. I know just how far people like this are willing to go. When we reach the next site I need you to follow my lead without question. I’m happy to answer those questions as time permits, but please just follow orders in combat.”

      “Acknowledged.” Her voice held more certainty now. “The first restricted site is one hundred and twelve kilometers from the shuttle station. We can be there in a few hours.”
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      I didn’t enjoy my first leisurely flight through the blue skies of terra, the planet I’d been seeking almost since my own had been destroyed, one I had wondered about my entire life.

      Mythical Earth.

      Yet here I was flying invisibly through the sky, avoiding drone patrols, and gradually creeping from what had once been known as England into a frozen arboreal paradise.

      “Where are we?” I asked quietly over the wind. We were avoiding comms as much as possible to prevent generating signals. Just in case.

      “Scandinavia,” Chromey called back over the wind, her volume perfectly matched to mine. “During the final epoch before global unification this was part of the European Union, a group of allied nations who dwelled on this continent.”

      “Vikings,” I realized aloud, my voice tinged with boyish excitement. That’s a nice way of saying I geeked out. “I’m familiar with the lore. We know of their pantheon at the very least, though not much about the nation or people who gave rise to the myths.”

      “Those myths are why our destination was added to the list.” Something in Chromey’s eyes whirred as she peered at the ground below us. “This particular site is called the Tomb of Odin. I have appended briefs on the god, and links to similar gods at other sites.”

      I opened the folder in an augmented window of my HUD, and began leafing through the information she’d amassed. It was primarily text, though there were videos, maps, and other miscellaneous data included.

      “So he was the all father,” I muttered. “It looks like a counterpart was present at most of the other sites, all as a patriarch deity specifically mentioned as father.”

      “Indeed,” Chromey’s tone mirrored mine from when I’d been excited, but too closely. I gave her points for trying. “We have codified all of earth’s myths, and sorted them by cultural markers. Many myths are present across cultures. For example, Odin is known as Zeus or Zeus Pater in Greek Mythology. This became Jupiter in Roman Myth. In Vedic lore he corresponds to Dyaus Patir, and his son Indra, with a similar appearance, and nearly identical deeds.”

      “Deeds?” That caught my attention. “What other similarities are there between these myths?”

      I flew low and fast over the untamed forest, high enough that I wouldn’t disturb the majestic trees and cause motion that could be tracked by satellites or drones.

      “We suspect that the origin myth comes from a common Indo-European ancestry,” she explained as we hummed over the forest. “The parent culture appears to have originated in an area of Asia colloquially designated Kazakhstan. They spread out to the nations of Iraq, India, Scandinavia, Germany, Armenia, and possibly more disparate areas. All possess the same myths of a global flood, and the need to build an arc to survive an apocalyptic cataclysm.

      “Every myth family includes the following markers,” she explained, “The Tamil culture considers Manu to be the first man. In the Abrahamic religions that is Adam. There is always a flood. Always a gift of fire, which grants man abilities he did not have before. Death and rebirth are a common theme, as evidenced by Osiris in Egyptian lore, Jesus in Christianity, and Tammuz in Sumer.”

      “That sounds a lot like dragonflight involvement through the lens of history,” I mused as I scanned the tree line below us. We were flying over high cliffs now, making our way deeper into the frozen forest. “Perhaps the flights were involved before this cataclysm. Perhaps the cataclysm ended their civilization, and these are what their descendants remember. There’s a good chance that the weapon we seek was taken by one of the groups who left the parent culture in the original diaspora from Kazakhstan. Their legends were based on fact, even if they didn’t recognize it. We just need to figure out which one has it. It isn’t necessarily the oldest culture mentioned, even if they originally forged the weapon. It could have been broken and reforged, possibly many times. Are there any other similarities between the myths?”

      “Yes, several,” Chromey supplied. “There is always a serpent slain by the god in question, or that god’s eldest son. Thor slew Jormungandr. Zeus slew Typhon. Marduk slew Tiamat.”

      At each utterance I ran a search for images, and my HUD lit with each of the gods she’d named. I recognized the last one.

      “Tiamat is a five-headed dragon?” I blinked at the image. “The wyrm-mother from our history was an eight-headed dragon goddess. She spawned the Earth flight. Does this mean she was present here in their history? Or that they remember the earthmother? Sorry for interrupting. Go on.”

      “They are interesting observations.” Chromey’s attempts to placate me came across as monotone, but again she was trying. “If you recognize our myths, then perhaps there really was alien intervention as many throughout our history have claimed. We’d labeled all such claims false due to lack of evidence. A reassessment is in order.”

      “Assuming your world survives.” I slowed and dropped down into the tree line as I picked up the sound of drones whirring above.

      It took great care to pass around the towering pines without disturbing snow from the branches, but I enjoyed the mini-game, and focused on that until we broke free over a series of structures.

      “We have arrived,” Chromey announced. “Behold the tomb of Odin. The modern structure is a gift shop where souvenirs and data records could once be purchased.”

      “And the rock structures are the original site?” I glided down to almost touch the ground, but was careful not to leave any footprints in the fresh snow.

      “Correct.” She shifted awkwardly in my arms. “Being carried so is limiting, but I cannot use any tech without risking detection.”

      “Just a sec.” I unholstered Dez, and pressed the barrel against the cyborg, then hit her with a simple reduce gravity so she’d float. “Keep a hand on my shoulder. You can’t move directly under your own power, but you’ll hover at a fixed height if you lose contact.”

      “This magitech you possess defies our understanding of physics.” This time the interest did not seemed feigned, and Chromey peered at Dez with intense curiosity. She tore her eyes away, and back to me. “However, you asked about other details regarding our myths, and I had not completed the list.”

      “You can tell me the rest while we explore.” I glided along toward the closest and largest of the buildings, which had been erected from innumerable stacked stones about the size of a human head.

      A passage led inside the structure, and I drifted slowly and carefully into the dim interior, lit by very modern fixtures bolted to the walls.

      “There is always a hero in the myth,” she explained quietly as we drifted slowly through the ancient tomb. “This hero always opposes, and slays, a serpent. Likewise there are three realms they pass through. A supernatural realm, the mortal realm, and the realm of the dead.”

      “We call that the  Great Cycle. Fascinating that it’s embedded in your lore.”

      “Indeed. However, the other correlations are…disturbing.” Her hand tightened on my shoulder.

      “I can take it. What else is there?” I hovered in front of a series of cave paintings, which depicted a storm, and a bolt of lightning striking a man holding some sort of weapon. It wasn’t a hammer, and it wasn’t a staff exactly. Nor was it a sword. Like a wand with three prongs on the end? They were on both ends, oddly.

      “There is always cannibalism.”

      I tensed at the word, which my connection to the academy instantly translated to its root level. “Cannibal. Priest of Ba’al. I don’t know who that is, but if his priests inspired the word that describes eating human flesh they don’t exactly sound like nice guys. How do these cannibals figure into the story?”

      “They are wiped out by the righteous,” she provided quietly. “But a seed of corruption always remains.”

      “That part seems to be more than an allegory.” I gave a deep sigh as I finished with the panel I’d been studying, then drifted further into the tomb. “I suspect the people bombing your system are that seed of corruption that never died. Gods are very real. They can accept prayers and take covenant. If people on this world knew of their existence, then distance is no barrier. The Nameless Ones could have had followers here all along, entire cults dedicated to bringing them here.”

      “That sort of corruption is exceedingly difficult to hide within our collectives.” Chromey’s tone bore skepticism, “Yet I have no better alternative to offer. I can think of no other likely solution.”

      “I’m going to try my detect sunsteel spell,” I whispered, drawing dez again. I raised the spellpistol, and fed it the fire and dream necessary to cast.

      A tiny golden bolt slithered out of the barrel like a snake uncoiling, then swam through the air. A pulse of pure force, not quite audible, burst out from its location, and rippled out in all directions, cooling my skin as it washed through the suit and over me.

      The snake merely hovered there.

      “Is it supposed to do something?” Chromey whispered.

      “Yeah.” I gave an annoyed sigh. “If there’s any sunsteel, or anything similar, then it should fly off in that direction. If it hovers it means it didn’t find anything, but I’m worried the spell is faulty.”

      “Do you have any evidence that it is?”

      “No, but I’ve also never successfully used it.” I shook my head in frustration. “I wished we had some existing sunsteel to work with, but it’s hideously rare if myth is any guide.”

      “My communications are blocked,” Chromey theorized aloud. “What if yours are not? Could you communicate with this Earth flight and seek this material? Perhaps they could aid us.”

      “I don’t know if I can do so without alerting the same spies who infested your government. I don’t trust the Earth flight yet. Not completely.” I holstered Dez, and slowly retraced our path back to the exit. “We have other sites, and so far as we know everyone thinks we’re dead. I say we pick the next one, and go investigate.”

      “Agreed.” Chromey hesitated, but I could tell she still had something on her mind. “I apologize for dismissing your data out of hand. Such discoveries are very new for our society, and throughout all of known history every instance of a mystic or shaman proved to be false. Yet your powers are undeniable. It is difficult to adjust to.”

      “Apology accepted. I’m more concerned about where we go from here. What’s the next closest site on your list?”

      “The desert of Sumer, what was once called Iraq,” she supplied. “I am feeding you the coordinates now. Using our previous flight as a baseline we should arrive sometime tomorrow.”

      “And what are we investigating?”

      “The goddess Ishtar stole the offices of Enki. It is unclear what these offices were, or where Ishtar took them, but she possesses a temple that was reputedly built by her own hands.”

      “Hmm,” I mused. “I wonder if this Enki was a member of the Earth flight? And if so, if they might recognize the story? I don’t want to risk reaching out yet. Let’s get down there quickly. We can discuss the other sites on the way.”
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      We flew south over Europe through clear skies as the sun gradually sank into the western ocean along the horizon, the Pacific it was called, giving way to full dark. I glanced up occasionally at the sea of stars above us, and the glow of the unfamiliar bone-white moon as we continued south toward our next destination.

      My HUD provided dozens of tiny tags, which were appended to areas where ships and other stations hovered, too small to be perceived by the naked eye.

      Two dots winked out, not the first to have done so, as the cultists unleashed death upon their fellow humans, ushering in their nameless masters. At least bombs were no longer falling upon earth. They appeared to have run out of targets here, which boded well as it meant we weren’t one.

      Chromey didn’t seem interested in conversation, and I didn’t have a lot to offer, so I spent the flight researching. We were flying south by southeast, which meant the sun would rise on me eventually, but until then I had the perfect light to focus on my HUD.

      The first thing I read was about the goddess Ishtar herself. She’d been conflated with another goddess, Inanna, who had a myth that caught my attention. You don’t want to hear the whole thing, trust me. It’s got long lists in it.

      The short version?

      Inanna visited the god of knowledge Enki within his temple, and got him drunk. They drank, and drank, for like six paragraphs. They partied hard.

      Once Enki got drunk it sounds like they had sexy time, but that’s only alluded to. After sexy time Enki promoted Inanna to the role of royal vizier, then gave her the 77 meh, or knowings.

      That’s the boring list part.

      This list included prostitution, separately included oral sex, but also included woodworking, Godship with a capital G, and something called the Noble Enduring Crown. There was a Rod, and Staff, and Throne, and a whole Priesthood defined.

      It sounded like a big pile of ancient magitech left behind and controlled by a representative of the dragonflights. As my very own best friend had taught me dragons could be attracted to humans.

      I still found the idea of him with my sister uncomfortable, though to be fair that would be true of her being with anyone. Eww.

      I focused on the tale again. The story ended with Inanna taking the artifacts aboard something called the boat of heaven, hey wonder what that could be, and taking it to the city of Uruk, where she gave the artifacts to humanity. They spread, and multiplied, and battle-rapped and all that nonsense. It was a good read with a happy ending for everyone.

      Enki even gave her his blessing, and she and her vizier ruled for a long time. What happened after was a bit murky, and it was that after part I’d need to find the key for the Aranara.

      “Hey, Chromey?” I called, just loudly enough to trigger her enhanced hearing over the howling wind. “May I ask you a question about some of the lore you included in this dossier?”

      “Yes?” Her eyes whirred as she focused on me.

      “It looks like your people found the ancient cities of Eridu and Uruk mentioned in these holy texts. Ishtar is associated with Uruk. There’s a massive temple there dedicated to Anu, a sky god, and it’s built on top of an older structure. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      She blinked at me and her brow furrowed. “We do not share a collective, so I cannot know.”

      “It’s a figure of speech. I thought it came from earth.” Awkward. “Anyway, I believe I know where we need to go. You’ve listed the city of Uruk, but now I know where within it I believe the key would be held.”

      “Excellent. Well done.” There was no emotion to the words.

      “There’s more,” I mused aloud. “When Inanna left with her pile of loot Enki woke up and sent a bunch of goons after her in several waves. Meanwhile Inanna promoted a woman to royal vizier of her own, and it sounds like she gave this woman some sort of magitech. Listen to this.

      “Ninshubur slices the air with her hand. She utters an ‘earth-shattering cry’. The enkum-creatures run away. Then Ninshubur repeats this with every wave Enki sends against them while they sail the Boat of Heaven back to Uruk.”

      “Interesting. I believe that your arrival casts this myth in a new light.” Chromey’s brow unknit and she almost smiled. “You think this Boat of Heaven was real, and is some sort of spacecraft.”

      “Something like that. The Boat of Heaven docked at the shrine of Uruk. Inanna gives the people the meh, these knowings. This leads to the creation of new meh, which sound like traditions, or trades. Life paths? Maybe she took something like a divine library, and shared the knowledge with Uruk, which became one of Terra’s most ancient human cities? Regardless, if any of it still exists it will be under the Ziggurat of Anu, the largest structure in the city ruins according to your dossier.”

      “And your scanner will detect these artifacts even beneath all that stone if it is indeed buried?”

      “Theoretically.” I focused on the scrolling desert past my HUD. “We’re almost there so we’ll get a chance to field test it.”

      The next hour passed largely in silence. She asked no followup questions, which freed me to study the site as we approached. I could see it from literally hundreds of kilometers out.

      We flew over a peninsula filled with mountains, but south of that region lay a massive valley snuggled between two mighty rivers. A fertile crescent stretched before us, a promised land out of the stories, completely unspoiled save for sites like our destination.

      “Where are all the people?” I asked, breaking the silence. “Did they evacuate the planet? Or are there still enclaves left?”

      “Only caretakers were allowed to stay, lest we destroy our world.” The answer was delivered with rote practice.

      “Ternus records say there were nine billion people on the world when they left.” I trailed off and focused on flying.

      She might take my meaning, and might not, but this wasn’t the time nor place for a fight over what was ancient history to her. I could be horrified in silence.

      My world had been blown up, but these people had lost their homes just the same, even if the world still existed. They’d been forced up into the stars just like the lurkers. Vee’s ancestors were very similar to Chromey’s, just without the collective attached.

      Silence reigned until we passed over the mountains and reached the valley itself. My HUD provided tags to dozens of heritage sites, of which ours was merely one. This place had once contained a vast empire, teeming with humans.

      Now almost nothing moved. A bird circling in the cloudless sky below us. A lizard sunning itself on a rock. There were no vast forests. This place was desolate rock now.

      I zoomed down towards the city of Uruk, which was merely the impressions of where buildings had once stood, each excavated and surrounded by a much more modern enclosure so that tourists could visit and understand the site.

      And there appeared to be several such tourists.

      A team of four soldiers in midnight power armor had fanned out around a stairwell at the top of the ruins that spiraled down into the mound that had once been the temple of anu.

      They were nearly identical to the set I’d dealt with back at Stonehenge, each angled in an overlapping field to cover all approaches with their sensors.

      “Are you aware of any capabilities this squad has that the last squad did not possess?” I called to Chromey, trying to be precise with my language. We were still several kilometers out, but I dropped our speed which also lessened the wind to merely screeching.

      “Not that are relevant,” she called back. “These agents are connected to their collective, which will be aware of us the moment they are. If you assault them additional patrols they will be drawn here.”

      “It’s also possible there are more agents inside,” I mused as I surveyed the ancient ruins, which had been erected with what I guessed might be mud brick, or possibly limestone. It was difficult to make out at this distance. “They’re here for a reason. They think we’re dead, but they are still here. Why? They think something of value is located at this site. I think we’ve found what we’re after. Either that, or they have similar teams at every site and we’re just happening on one of them.”

      “Hmm.” Chromey’s eyes whirred again, something that I’d started to find comforting. “Such a force would strain the abilities of this cult, if it exists. I cannot imagine them controlling every site at once, nor gaining authorization to journey to so many places at once. The logistics of hiding such a thing are enormous and would take immense planning and permissions. It is more probable this force represents a large portion of their assets. They might be able to excavate two sites, but not seven.”

      “Then we might have actually gotten lucky.” I perked up as we slowly approached their position from an elevation of five hundred meters, completely invisible to every form of tech they possessed. “I’m going to cast my detect sunsteel spell, the quiet version this time since we have company. If it works we’ll know where to go. If not, we know this site is bogus.”

      I slowly drew Dez, then willed her to activate the schema I’d created. I did nothing but supply the fire and dream. She did the rest. This time I cast without the visible indicator, and my spell only created the pulse of force that rippled out over the site beneath us, disappearing into the clay and stone.

      “How will you know if it works?” She whispered.

      “I’ll know,” I called back as I focused on the land below. “It will only take a few….” I trailed off as something registered, and my skin tingled. “It worked. There’s an artifact down there. Something powerful. Maybe many somethings. All we have to do is get inside.”
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      I guided Chromey invisibly down toward the site, conscious of the four guards, then thought better of my plan, and veered off to another ruin a few kilometers away.

      As soon as we were beneath the protective dome at the next building I scanned for cameras, and when I realized this part of the site was nonfunctional I dropped the invisibility so my passenger could set down and orient herself.

      “Why are you diverting from our goal?” Chromey slowly worked the action on the rifle the cyborg had taken from the last site, then gave a satisfied nod.

      “Because I think I have to do this alone.” I touched down atop a low stone roof belonging to a building that had likely been constructed before my people were marooned on Kemet. “I can’t carry you once we’re inside. If our goal is to get in and out without being detected, then you are a liability I’m sorry to say.”

      “An accurate assertion,” Chromey admitted, but she raised a finger to admonish me as she blinked with those silver eyes. “However, should you run into complications you will be completely on your own. What if you are overcome by opponents with no aid?”

      “That’s always a risk,” I admitted, then I teleported behind her. “But keep in mind I have abilities that you consider impossible. I can literally see the future, or the past.”

      I holstered Dez, and glanced at my HUD’s information pane. The Heka Aten had detected no cameras, nor signals in this area so it appeared we were still safe. It felt good being able to see myself again after so long invisible. You really begin to disassociate in a weird way they never mention in the holos.

      “Very well.” Chromey’s skin shimmered, then she faded to match the concrete she stood next to, much like my camouflage spell. “I will remain motionless and emit no signals while you investigate. Should an assault begin, or your presence be discovered, what procedure should I follow?”

      “Note it, but do not give away your location.” I thought furiously as I rose back into the air. Would I rather have the help? No, there wasn’t much she could do other than get killed by superior forces. “If it comes to it I can teleport right back to this location, all the way from inside the tomb. Unless they’ve got access to magic this should be incredibly easy.”

      I left out the part where nothing was ever easy on any of my adventures. There would 100% be either magic, or something else I couldn’t easily deal with. There was precisely zero chance of me waltzing in, grabbing the key, and elevating Aran and Nara to become this Aranara.

      Would they fuse physically? That seemed weird, but then many Vedic statues seemed to have four or six arms and either two or three heads. What did that signify? Nothing? Gah it was maddening.

      I flew fast and straight toward the temple, and slowed as I approached the tunnel leading inside the ruins. By the time I passed over the heads of the security borgs I’d slowed to no faster than the wind itself, perfectly matching its speed.

      I considered scrying inside and just teleporting down, but both were active spell casting, and casting could be detected by wards. Maybe there were no mages here, but did I really want to assume that, then be wrong?

      “These cultists pray to something,” I murmured inside my helmet, “and if that something is a nameless one then they may have taken a covenant. That means magic. Likely void magic.”

      Or I was over-complicating things and these guys were just zeroes, as Crewes would call them. Time to find out.

      I glided low and slow over one man’s head, a bit taller than the others but otherwise indistinguishable. I twisted slightly then ducked into the tunnel, slow, so as not to displace too much air at once. If I created a draft it might register.

      I didn’t increase my pace once inside, and instead followed a trail of track lights that had been hastily installed. That drew my attention, as it suggested the site wasn’t as short term as I thought. They’d likely been here a while if they took the trouble to install lighting.

      I wound through wide tunnels and archways, passing over a metal walkway that had been installed for tourists when the site was originally restored. The work continued past where that area ended, and I discovered they’d been tunneling down at roughly a 45 degree angle.

      They’d created a shaft, with crude handholds. The tunnel had been bored given the marks on the rock, though there was no sign of the immense drill that would have been required to hold it.

      Guards flanked the tunnel, so I slowed way down as I contorted carefully past them, entering the tunnel feet first without touching the rock.

      One of the guards turned, and looked right at me. His lenses whirred behind those silver eyes, and my heart skipped a beat. I froze, my hand ready to jerk Dez from her holster.

      The guard’s expression never shifted, nor changed, but after a precise three seconds he returned to his previous position. I waited three more before bravely descending into the shaft.

      Speaking of, if I ever forget to mention it assume everything I do is brave. And I’m, like, super handsome.

      Anyway I made it to the bottom quickly enough, and managed to avoid touching any of the walls. I emerged into a vast cavern, which told me this operation must have been active for months or even years.

      And it had payed off.

      There in the center of the excavated cavern sat a golden ship. A boat of heaven, if you will. It was about the same size as the Remora, maybe a bit shorter and a bit wider.

      The hull was constructed from gold, and it reminded me a good deal of Shayan architecture, very artful but crafted from metal rather than wood. It was designed to please the eye, form given equal weight to function.

      Four guards stood about three meters away from a bulky black box outside the ship. Several robotic arms extended from the box, and what appeared to be a laser torch set to work on the ship’s hull.

      I flew over in that direction until I could see the area where it worked, and smiled when I realized it was a door. They’d found the ship, likely a long time ago, but hadn’t been able to get inside.

      Odds were good I could figure out a way inside, either with divination, or simple deduction, but doing so would require me not to be interrupted. I needed concentration, for at least a few minutes.

      How long would it take the four guards outside to climb down that shaft? Ninety seconds? One-twenty?

      We kill? Dez purred hopefully.

      “No,” I whispered, despite knowing I could shout and my helmet would contain it. “I think we need them distracted for a little while. I have just the thing.”

      I zipped down to the black box with the metallic arms, and gave it a cursory examination. The device contained a power supply of some form. Most power supplies failed under extreme heat.

      No, a fire bolt might be picked up as being outside the machine’s capabilities.

      But what about void? When I’d first taken a covenant with Nara she’d given me the weakness miracle. I didn’t need anything near that potent, but what about something that harnessed entropy?

      The concept was simple enough. And I already possessed similar spells and knowledge. There were no complex calculations, or at least none I couldn’t do inside my head. I could make the spell right now, and it would probably be less risky than a fire or acid bolt. I didn’t want to risk evidence.

      I drew Dez, and cast version one of what I was temporarily calling the malfunction spell. Please don’t sue me if you’ve already registered that spell schema.

      Nothing visible happened, which was part of the spell. Power was ripped from my chest though, and a spell most definitely discharged from my spellpistol even if I couldn’t see it.

      A moment later one of the robotic arms seized up, and an ominous high pitched whine came from the bot. I flew up and away, positioning myself so that the Boat of Heaven would be between me and the blast.

      Just in time. The box-thing exploded, and dark billowing smoke filled the area.

      All four guards reacted calmly. Two approached the blast and began inspecting the wreckage. The other two headed back to the tunnel, and began to climb.

      Not quite total success, but it might still be enough.

      I dropped down to hover before the door, conscious that two borgs stood right behind me, and that if either detected my presence they’d get a free shot.

      Focusing on the door took everything I had, even with the interesting pictographs. There were eight of them, which clearly corresponded to the circle of eight. Each pictograph included a person, and in every one that person was either speaking or possibly singing.

      Did you need a specific melody to open the door? Or a passphrase? How could I determine that? Scrying seemed the most obvious route. It had gotten me out of similar scrapes. Yet it also took time. If I was going to scry, then I shouldn’t do it here.

      I hovered back up into the air, and watched the guards. They weren’t fleeing and if the smoke impacted them they certainly didn’t show it. There was no getting them to evacuate the chamber. That meant I’d likely have to attack them.

      That would start the clock though. Reinforcements might…

      My jaw fell open wide enough that a bug could have made a nest as I stared through my HUD at the shaft. I’d expected more guards. What I’d not expected was a raven-haired woman with a cable snaking down to a tome buckled at her waist.

      The tome was black, with purple circuitry. I’d seen it before. Often. How could I not recognize the exact same arcanotome bolted to Vee? They had a seeker, which confirmed my theories about a cult operating here.

      The woman strode through the smoky haze, and stopped in front of the guards. She peered around to each of them with the same unreadable silver eyes Chromey bore.

      “Gather all incident data, then transmit it to your collective for processing. I want to understand how and why this happened,” the woman snapped, glaring at both guards. Her emotions and diction were far different than the others. “Do not requisition an additional unit. You have been taking the wrong approach to unsealing this vessel. No amount of conventional damage will penetrate this ward, only a corresponding counterspell, or the correct sequence.”

      And there it was. She had theories on how to get inside, and was going to experiment right in front of me. If she succeeded, I could follow her.

      I confidently drew Dez, and settled in to wait. All I needed to do was be patient, assuming the Nameless Ones hadn’t already found the Vagrant Fleet, or Earth itself.

      How much time did I have?

      Not much, that was for certain. The race was on.
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      Xakava hovered in the void and witnessed the most powerful Catalyst in existence, one that dwarfed all the rest by a considerable margin.

      Not even ancient gods knew precisely what the Eye of Om was, but it seemed well-named. The reservoir of power contained within that star represented enough divinity to reshape this reality in whatever way the user wished.

      They could accelerate the invasion, and instead of millions of years to stamp out every galaxy it could be accomplished in centuries. Perhaps even faster. This orb represented a turning point in their war. They had already been winning, but if they seized this Catalyst, then the war was all but over. It became a formality.

      Gortha would be free, and the Great Cycle would at long last be shattered, devoured, and recycled into something greater, into a place where Xakava remembered none of the pain, and could live as the innocent girl she should have been in the first place.

      She could have her childhood, and innocence, and love, and laughter, and all the things that had been denied her for an impossibly long span of time.

      Would Xal share it? Would mother? The dark titan could make it possible. Xakava was certain of it. Together they could craft that reality, and the war would finally be over.

      Yet taking the eye would carry a cost, one she had no wish to pay personally. Not yet. If she were destroyed, then the plan might fail, and she would merely awaken again in pain, and be forced back into the endless war. No, she could not afford to sacrifice herself. Not when they were so close.

      Thankfully she had no end of allies.

      She turned to face the system behind her, the shadows behind moons and planets and asteroids. Come my, brethren. Come forth into the light, and smother it. Come in your teeming masses, and swallow that awful brilliance. For many of you this is your release. This is your end. Pave the way for your brethren. Deliver us this star, and we will deliver you your darkest dreams.

      Monstrosities slithered out of crevasses, flowing deeper into the system. The powerful came first, those able to withstand the direct fury of the star’s light, and in their wake came the weaker who sheltered behind those behemoths.

      On and on their numbers came, and now that a few had dared more Nameless Ones followed. Many sought only oblivion, an end to their twisted lives, and the servitude that each had mistakenly once embraced.

      They swam toward that great terrible star, and began to form a sphere of pure darkness around it. Some burned up, consumed by the star’s magnificence, but more swam in to replace them, and bit by bit the darkness grew.

      In time it would shroud the entire star, and when it did Xakava would begin to feed. She would drink this orb, and use its power to end the war. She would shackle her brother, and bring him kneeling to face the dark mother.

      He would answer for his crimes, and after he had been properly chastised he would fight at her side as he should have done the entire time.

      They would free the dark mother, and none of the strife would be remembered in their future lives. He could not forgive what no longer existed. All of their collective sins would be eradicated, as if they had never been.

      Xakava managed a smile for the first time in many years. The end had come at long last. Vinctus would keep the Vagrant Fleet busy, or possibly even wipe it out.

      Either outcome was acceptable. By the time that battle ended she would be the most powerful god to stride this reality. Not even Reevanthara would dare face her.

      Everything was falling into place, and as of yet her brother and his minions had offered little resistance. Her forces coiled about them like a serpent, both the fleet, and the human settlements littering the system.

      They would not interfere, and if they did not, the war was decided.
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      Vinctus willed his ships to encircle the Vagrant Fleet’s position on all sides, save that leading into the Terran system. He couldn’t very well garrison a system he hadn’t conquered, and it meant that if he squeezed hard enough he should be able to force their lines to buckle and flee toward earth.

      Unfortunately Xakava had been clear. He could not allow that to happen. He could not let them disrupt the ritual she had begun to consume the Eye of Om, and therefore he needed a way to convince them to fight beyond the confines of the solar system.

      Vinctus parked his fleet outside of combat range, a vast armada of disparate ships, an effectively endless fleet. He waited a precise five minutes, not because he expected them to contact him, but to let their fear grow.

      Only then did he speak, and when he did it was with a bit of divinity, to whisper his words to every citizen aboard any of those doomed vessels.

      “Hear me, remnants of the dragonflights,” he rasped in the reaper’s voice had given him. “My name is Vinctus, and I am the commander of the dread fleet, which you faced on your way to this doomed world. You have arrived. Your allies have gathered. Yet it seems they have left you to an ignoble fate, to be destroyed outside their vaunted defenses, abandoned by the world you sought to flee to. I offer an alternative. I challenge the god Xal to a single combat, god to god, in this system. If you win I will allow your fleet to depart this system in peace. Your fleet will be able to evacuate in good order, and flee wherever you wish to fight another day. If I win, then you are still allowed to leave. I am here to settle a grudge nearly as ancient as time itself. I care nothing for your pitiful lives. Only my revenge matters. I will provide incentive to speed your decision. The assault ends when Xal finds his courage.”

      He released the flow of divinity empowering his words, and waited for them to have their desired effect. Everyone in the fleet now knew that they had an easy way out, if only Xal would face him. Xal was a war god, and his reincarnation would be too. He’d likely be arrogant. Prideful. Such skill and power could bring no other outcome.

      Yet that pride only lasted until meeting an opponent of superior skill and cunning, as Xal had taught him all those millennia ago, back in the Ashlands. Now the bill had finally come due.

      Xal would present himself, of that Vinctus had no doubt. When he did the combat would occupy the fleet here. They would be interested in the fight, which Vinctus could draw out, all while a division of his forces infiltrated the Terran system.

      Vinctus willed his fleets forward, and the ancient hulks answered. Not all were crewed by the dead, but the entirety of the vanguard was. Why send the living, who could think, and plan, to be sacrificed in the opening salvo?

      He expected none of this chaff to survive. They were screens, dying to the enemies guns so the real threats could maneuver into position.

      Ion cannons, and gauss cannons, and soul cannons, and worse fired from a hundred vessels, then a thousand. Their combined fury sailed in toward the capital ships standing sentinel to the Vagrant Fleet, in this instance the Spellship itself, as that was closest to his personal location.

      Wards sprang up around each of the vessels, as expected, but his forces walked their fire to the weakest points, always testing as more and more vessels made it within range to test their opponent’s defenses.

      This was the most risky part. Were he the enemy he’d break away and make for earth, even if it risked Earth attacking them as well. It was still the solid tactical decision.

      Vinctus would be unable to pursue, not without angering Xakava, and risking her plan.

      What would this new incarnation of Xal do? Vinctus had studied battle footage, enough to see that Xal’Aran, as he called himself, wore the face of his hated enemy, and moved with the same grace.

      “Face me, demon prince,” Vinctus whispered to the tomb of a bridge. “Come and see all I have learned since last we crossed blades.”
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      Aran suppressed the thrill of impending combat, though it was nearly impossible shove down the anticipation entirely. He’d been challenged to a direct duel, something he was uniquely qualified to fight. Something Xal had spent years preparing him for, presumably.

      So was answering it the right play?

      Not without consultation.

      “Nara?” Aran turned to face his friend, lover, and quite literally soulmate. “Do I rise to this? Or is there a trap I don’t see? And if it is a trap, why? What are they trying to hide?”

      “Maybe this is a ploy to distract us from Jerek?” Nara bit her purple lip in a very un-demonlike fashion. “We haven’t heard from him recently, and that’s unusual. You know how that kid loves reports. I definitely miss having a covenant, even if he overused prayers.”

      “Normally I’d suggest sending you after him, but I think I need you watching my back.” Aran shook his head as he peered at the viewscreen, then back at the rest of the bridge crew. “Too much is at stake. The fleet can take a pounding for a while, but not forever. I’m going to fly out there and see what this guy wants.”

      “Aren’t you going to tell Frit and Voria?” Nara cocked her head in surprise.

      “By speaking with my deeds, yes. Narlifex, find the ship that this Vinctus is on. Let’s go pay him a visit.” He gave Nara a grin and a wink. It had been a while since he’d done something reckless, and that was usually when he was at his best.

      The world faded and when he reappeared he stood on the bridge of a decrepit vessel. An animated skeleton with elaborate runes carved into every available surface slowly turned to face him. It wore archaic armor, not quite spellarmor, and a broadsword was belted at the lich’s side.

      “You do not yet bear the first armor.” Vinctus gave a ghastly shrug. “Nor is there any sign of the blasted rat. It appears we face each other in a more equal contest this time around.”

      “Do we?” Aran slowly unsheathed Narlifex and slid into Shu stance, a precursor to those he’d learned on Virkon. Something Xal had known. “I do not remember fighting a lich. I remember meeting one in the ashlands, the Mad Imperator, but I have no idea who you are.”

      “I did not appear so then. I carried a golden shield, if Xal’s memories are truly within you. You will remember me.” The lich rested a bleached hand upon the hilt of his sword. “If we are to do this, then perhaps we should do it out there? I imagine parties on all sides would like to witness the grudge match between us.”

      “You’re stalling.” Aran rolled his shoulder in its socket, loosening up for combat.

      “So are you.” Vinctus gave another ghastly grin. “You’d have attacked me otherwise. You possess a reason to delay this duel as well. Interesting. I’ll have to think on that as I carve you into bits, and then devour your soul.”

      “I thought you served Xakava?” Aran twirled Narlifex in a slow lazy circle, the kind of gesture an amateur would make. It probably wouldn’t fool a canny opponent, but there was no harm in trying. “She doesn’t seem to want me dead. She’s trying to recruit me.”

      “Oh yes,” the lich agreed as he finally eased his weapon from its sheath. “She will be enraged when she realizes what I have done. But she is otherwise occupied at the moment, and unable to oversee me as closely as she otherwise might. Now then, shall we head outside?”

      “Let’s.” Aran summoned void, raw void, amplified with divinity, and tore the flagship into atoms around him. Within seconds bridge, crew, and vessel itself dissolved into particles and then were gone. “There we go. No messy explosions. No need to go anywhere. We can fight right here and everyone can see.”

      Vinctus’s eye sockets couldn’t narrow. That was impossible, right? Somehow they did.

      “You seem upset,” Aran taunted with as much compassion as he could fake. “I hope that ship wasn’t important. Was there a book you were reading in your quarters? Maybe I can buy you a new copy.”

      “The lack of reverence and the quick wit are the same.” Vinctus twirled his broadsword mimicking Aran. “When last we met I was focused on rule. On wars. On politics. I let my combat abilities atrophy, and you punished me for it. You delivered me into my current bondage, and I used what little free will I possess to ensure that I would be ready for this day.”

      “So you’ve been practicing?” Aran nodded sympathetically. “It must be tough to drill with no ligaments. How do you work out? Can you bulk your bones?” He flexed for emphasis. Was it possible the drive his opponent to a fury, and thus gain the advantage?

      “Enough words.” Vinctus reached out with his right hand, and then squeezed his fingers slowly shut, as if tightening them around something incredibly dense. “I…will…allow…my…deeds to…speak.”

      Behind him, in the distance, the Spellship’s keel cracked, and seven decks exploded outward as they were compressed like a pancake. The discolored ward still stood, yet somehow Vinctus had reached past it.

      Aran struggled to contain the horror as he realized just what this lich could accomplish. No more games. He needed Vinctus taking shots at him, not the fleet.

      “I thought we were here to fight?” Aran twirled Narlifex again and considered summoning a second weapon, or a shield. His options were much more varied after gaining Xal’s memories of the Arena in Gateway.

      “We are.” Vinctus froze. No more posturing it seemed. “Before we begin I wanted to remind you to focus on me, or that your forces will pay the price. You took my capital ship, I have answered more kindly than I might. I could have destroyed that ship.”

      “I doubt it.” Aran couldn’t help but scoff. “If you could one-shot Voria and the entire Spellship we’d never have made it this far. I think that move cost you, and that you’ve been saving your prayers ever since I embarrassed you the last time.”

      That did it. His enemy glided forward, and the broadsword slashed down at him with the inevitability of a moon crashing into a planet.

      Aran easily dodged backwards, void carrying him swiftly in the gravity-free confines of space. Several more slashes followed, and Aran dodged them all. Each made him more wary than the last. Either this guy was really bad, or…

      A hundred ghostly copies burst from Vinctus’s weapon, each seemingly independent. They fanned out in a sphere around Aran, almost faster than he could track, then darted in one after another as they sought a weakness in his defenses.

      He dodged the majority, and used his tail and wings to knock aside most of the rest. Most.

      One ghostly sword sank into the small of his back, and he grunted in pain as the weapon numbed his entire middle.

      “I never tire.” Vinctus launched another conventional attack, which Aran dodged. “I never slow. That is why I will triumph this time. I am not attempting some grand maneuver. I will simply outlast you.”

      “I’m not buying it.” Aran flew back a good twenty meters, enough space to talk and still react if he needed to translocate. “Your attacks are impressive, but if this is a duel you waited millennia for I’d expect better. I do think you want me dead. I think before that can happen you have to fulfill a directive. I think you need to delay me for some reason, until after my intervention is too late.”

      The lack of an answer was all the answer Aran needed. He’d determined his opponent’s strategy.

      Aran saluted him with fist over heart, in the old way, mockingly, then translocated back to the Bulwark. He had his theories as to who Vinctus had to be, especially with the golden shield clue.

      Xal had faced several stewards, the equivalent of demigods, and one had been focused more on politics than war. The steward of justice had attempted to slay Xal’s best friend, and Xal defeated then executed him, returning his soul to the cycle.

      Past that? There were nothing but questions. Aran didn’t remember anything about Dalanthar having been forced into some sort of servitude. It must be in another tomb, or not important enough for Xal to have included.

      “That seemed to go well,” Nara’s voice came from behind him, and he shifted to face the lithe demoness. “You destroyed his ship, but his answer wasn’t very nice either. I’d have expected you two to keep punching each other until planets started exploding. Why did you break it off? He looks lonely out there.”

      “Because Vinctus is using us. Playing for time.” Aran shook his head as he considered Vinctus’s motivations. “I think we need to get Briff up and running, and put him in command of this ship. I think we need every god we can get online, and I think we need to be ready for whatever Jerek is going to do. We’re in the endgame.”

      The screen chimed as a missive came in, then Voria’s face appeared upon the scry-screen as one of the demons dutifully accepted it and projected it as per Aran’s standing orders.

      “Aran? Nara? Good you’re both present.” Their former commander relaxed slightly, though a line still creased the lady of light’s forehead. A troubling sign. “That assault was the worst I believe we have faced. It was divine in nature, but not something I have encountered before. We can make repairs, but we are significantly weakened. Without both Ikadra and Ardaki in play I don’t believe we could have survived.”

      “Bad as that is I think the attack is a ploy.” Aran let his instincts guide him as he made tactical connections without knowing the precise reasons why.

      “You’re right.” Voria gave a deeply troubled sigh. “There is more, and I saved the worst for last. Nameless ones are flooding the Sol system at the same time that the Terrans have inexplicably started attacking themselves, as if a civil war has begun.”

      “The Nameless Ones are swarming earth?” Aran’s grip tightened around Narlifex, whom he realized he’d never bothered to sheath.

      “No. Worse.” Her face paled. “They are assaulting the Eye of Om directly. If they devour the star, the war is over.”
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      Briff knew he was dreaming, but also knew the dreams touched reality. He floated in space, watching the earth, and the moon, a great pyramid of a ship designed to protect the world that had given birth to their finest outriders.

      He’d stood sentinel here for thousands of revolutions around the sun, invisible to the natives of the world below, hidden through simple illusion.

      This world was vital. It had birthed and would birth the heroes that would decide the war of the titans. Mother had been certain of that. Neith had been certain of that. It must be preserved, kept safe from the endless war devouring all realities.

      Briff found that part of the dream troubling. He’d never known his mother, and had no idea who Neith was, though the context suggested a sister maybe? The emotional resonance was kind of how Jer referred to Rava.

      Then the dream shifted to near wakefulness as space disappeared, replaced by the chamber with the silver walls. The lift doors slid open, and four brown-scaled hatchlings reverently entered carrying a palanquin, with a tremendous egg perched atop it.

      Briff recognized the egg. It called to him, through not with words. Like a magnet calls to another magnet. There was a pull demanding he get closer.

      Unfortunately, he was feeling even more lazy than usual. He must have feasted on too much algae the night before, because he couldn’t even move his limbs. It was like being trapped in a…oh. He was in a dream.

      Kind of.

      The four hatchlings brought the egg into the chamber, reverently set the palanquin down with the egg still atop its cushioned seat. Then they hurriedly retreated, and the lift sealed behind them.

      Briff was aware of the egg in some immense way. It wasn’t sight, or smell, or anything so common. He was the egg. The egg was him. They’d been separated, but it was time for them to come back together.

      Part of him wanted to get up and walk over to the egg, but that too was common. He had other methods. Quicker ways to achieve what he wished. He didn’t understand those methods consciously, but they had been imbued within him when the room had judged him.

      Briff willed himself to be one with the egg, and he was. One moment he was lying in a wing-cocoon of his own making, and the next he was plopped right inside the egg’s warm embrace.

      It was like a warm nap, right in the sun, and the longer he lay there the more he lost himself in remembrance. Only those remembrances were not his own. In these memories he was a woman, birthed from an egg within the Earth flight by the legendary Wyrmmother herself.

      He remembered the earthmother’s elevation even as a hatchling, where she was promoted for her levelheadedness and shrewd tactics upon the battlefield.

      Yet she wasn’t truly recognized by the wyrmmother until the wake of the first godswar, when the Earthmother turned her burgeoning skills to peace. She became the prime mediator, and administrator, of many worlds.

      Decade by decade her influence grew, until after centuries of service mother recognized her and elevated her to wyrm mother of her own flight, an honor granted only once per aspect.

      Each snatch of memory came further and further apart. He saw the rise and fall of empires, the dragonflights in their glory, then toppled, then ruling once more.

      The demons were enemies, then allies, but ultimately enemies once more. She did not trust, nor like them, but agreed with the rest of the pantheon’s decision to admit Xal.

      The Earthmother understood that his admission represented an ending. Soon the flights would fall again, and there was nothing she might do to stop it. So she began to prepare.

      While the others enjoyed peace and prosperity, and anticipated a golden age without end, she was creating a new vessel. This vessel. And handpicking children to watch over the planet earth.

      Long had it been known, and the eye identified, but after the water flight’s last attempt to control it the flights abandoned it. The Earthmother realized that was a mistake, and as time passed her obsession with the blue-white orb grew, particularly after the Wyrmmother’s death.

      No one had been able to control the Eye itself, and the few who tried died. No one attempted to harvest it, nor the world that orbited it. Yet the Earthmother could not put aside her fears.

      Eventually she sought her sister, a many-eyed scarlet dragon who filled Briff with terror. An arachnidrake. An immense one. He pushed aside the fear stirred by the memory, and focused on the content.

      Neith had warned that if the Earthmother did not move the Eye it would be stolen, and all lost, but that if she did she would sacrifice her own life.

      This the Earthmother did gladly, and the final memories all had to do with setting up this ship, and its guardians, and the final divine act that had moved the Earth from its previous location to this one.

      No wonder Jerek had had such a hard time finding the place.

      With each memory he was more Briff and less Earthmother, but that didn’t mean the memories faded. By the time the visions receded he was himself again, but more, and with a greater sense of responsibility and purpose.

      The egg split with a tremendous crack, and Briff clawed his way out as if he were a hatchling on his first day. He certainly felt it.

      His body was far larger, and barely fit within the confines of the chamber. He had become a venerable dragon, but his skinny frame had the look of a juvenile, which suggested the moment he found a supply of food and magic to eat he’d begin to swell in size.

      As if on cue, perhaps because they had been waiting, the lift doors slid open, and the same four hatchlings entered, each reverently placing raw steaks from some great creature upon the chamber floor.

      Briff slithered forward, and began dragoning them down, snapping up morsels whole. To his immense delight he realized the creature had been magical in life, and power infused every bit of the flesh.

      “Earthfather,” one of the dragons intoned. “This meal has been prepared for you. When you have finished the vessel can send you directly to your sanctum with but a thought. Unlike other vessels this one does not possess a guardian, as it was believed you would wish to appoint such a position yourself when you awoke. This means we perform the rituals, and a full priesthood dedicated to your needs.”

      “Buurrrp.” Briff straightened, and his scaly head bumped hard against the ceiling. “Ouch. Hmm, I appreciate the meal. I’ll see if I can convince the ship to send me to my quarters.”

      Briff wasn’t certain what to expect, but simply thinking of what he wished caused it to happen. His awkward body vanished, and reappeared in a plush chamber, the walls covered in ancient tapestries, and the deck coated in a layer of thick brown dragon scales, like a carpet of dirt for him to sleep atop.

      Laying on those scales sent a thrum of power up into him, and also a wave of exhaustion. He longed for his bed, and very nearly curled up and slept. Only…now wasn’t the time for that.

      If he really were the Earthfather, then it was time for him to start issuing orders, and making things better. He needed to stand alongside his friends, and help them to overcome the evil threatening everyone.

      It seemed like a lot, and the prospect of leading scared him, but Dag and Rava had helped him a lot with his confidence. Jerek believed in him, and Jerek had shown him the way. He’d led. He’d fought. He’d never given up, and Briff wouldn’t give up either.

      Briff reached for the ship. He could feel the vessel there, waiting to answer, “Hey, ship, if you can hear me, will you send a missive to Geb and his siblings and ask them to come visit me here?”

      There was no audible answer, but he felt a bit of fire magic as the missive was sent. The ship understood, and had done as he asked, even though it had no guardian.

      Would Geb come? Would the others? He didn’t even know all their names, just that they’d been the children of the woman who’s place he’d assumed. They would expect him to remember all the things she did, but he didn’t. He still felt decidedly Briff-like.

      Maybe she’d left the rest of her memories on these dragon scales. Maybe every night when he slept he’d become a bit more like her, and better able to protect his friends.

      For now he needed a plan. He knew a few things. First off, Jer was on Earth trying to solve things, but with no real help. He needed to see if he could send him that help.

      He knew that the humans in charge of Earth didn’t seem to respect the dragonflights, nor the Vagrant Fleet. And he knew that the Vagrant Fleet was outside the solar system, away from the Earth forces, where it could be ambushed.

      They needed to bring everyone to earth, and make them all get along. Was that something he could do now?

      The double-doors slid open at the far side of the sanctum, and a pair of dragons in hybrid form entered. Geb, and one of the women. Bhumi he thought her name was. More came after. He recognized Gaia from one of the earthmother’s early memories, her eldest child.

      The others came one by one until all had gathered and not a one spoke. They seemed to be waiting for him.

      “Hi there,” he began awkwardly, as was his way. Briff leaned into it. “Looks like I am the Earthfather after all. I’ve recovered mother’s legacy, and I— well I understand what she was trying to do. She needs us to protect earth, and the eye, and to help the prophecy come true. We have to recruit outriders, and push the darkness back. We have to protect this galaxy, and this reality, and ensure that it never falls to the titan of the void. I can’t do that alone. I need your help. Will you give it to me?”

      One by one the dragons began to kneel, and Briff couldn’t help but weep. They’d accepted him. Now, with their help, he could really make a difference.
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      I hovered above the seeker and watched her fail at my job. You have no idea how gratifying it was to see someone fail at something that I considered trivial.

      Here I’d started off this journey a couple years back with not able to make it across a cargo hold without getting winded, and precisely zero combat experience, but even back then, even at the very beginning I’d had the arcane chops to get the security locker door open.

      This one would prove no different. As she fumbled through melodies and chants and snatches of song I resisted the urge to laugh. The seeker had the right idea. The pictograms called for a very specific sequence, but the trouble was it didn’t give two whits about music.

      The door wanted magic. It wanted aspects used one after another, and required either an arch mage, or a combination of mages with all eight aspects in order to open.

      If she’d possessed dream magic, then the seeker could likely have fooled the door into thinking the other aspects were present, but she seemed to lack even that.

      Maybe it was a good idea not to underestimate her, but I couldn’t help but remain cocky as I slowly rubbed my thumb along Dez’s grip, ready to draw the weapon the instant there was a need.

      I think the funniest part was watching her puzzle out void. Whenever she got to that part of the “song” she fell quiet. I couldn’t tell if she’d correctly identified void as corresponding with silence, or just didn’t know what to say.

      Meanwhile the two borgs cleaned up the site, and removed all the debris from my exploded robot. Their air-scrubbers gradually removed the smoke, and the white noise gave me a bit more confidence I wouldn’t be detected.

      Finally after an eternity of waiting for her to solve the puzzle I realized I was going to need to take action. The seeker might eventually give up, or succeed.

      While I was waiting the cultists were making their move, and the dread fleet might be as well. I had no idea what was going on up there, but the common theme in every step of my journey had been we never had enough time.

      So I took a chance. First I cast a simple illusion, one that dampened sound. I created a sphere around the seeker through which sound could not pass.

      Then I used a bit of dream to pitch my voice as close to the seeker’s as possible, “Both of you go and protect the shaft down. I’ve received word we may be attacked.”

      The pair of borgs rose as one, faced the seeker, then turned unquestioningly and headed in the direction I’d suggested. Once they were out of direct line of sight with the ship’s door I drew dez and shot the seeker with my highest magnitude dream bolt.

      “Nighty night—,” I began then trailed off in horror, as the woman spun around, and wrenched a wand out of her jacket, completely unfazed by my spell.

      Pulses flowed furiously down her temple as she scanned the area looking for her assailant. The wand came up, and a fan of pure void shot out in a wave.

      I was too close to dodge, and took the spell full in the face. Thankfully I have fairly high void resistance, and what that didn’t eat the Heka Aten absorbed. Yellow spots appeared along the paper doll, but nothing worse.

      Unfortunately the woman seemed aware of my presence, and I needed to act fast. I pulled as much void into Dez as I could, and increased the woman’s gravity to bone-crushing levels.

      She collapsed to the deck, and her right leg snapped in total silence as the bone gave way to the spell. She cried out, but my spell blocked her words, hopefully keeping the borgs ignorant to her plight.

      I dropped to the ground, seized the cable with the both hands, then used Dez to cast a disintegrate point black at the midpoint. The cable resisted somehow, and the slimy feel reminded me of working with shards of Gortha, but the spell’s magnitude overcame whatever protections the book had.

      It must not be as strong as the one Vee used, or we’d made a mistake in experimenting on the book but not the cable.

      Whatever the case the cable unraveled into particles, and the purple pulses stopped. The seeker’s eyes went vacant, and her jaw slaw, half a cable still dangling from her temple. She seemed oblivious to her injuries, and merely slumped down, and began to cry.

      “Not what I was expecting, but I’ll take it.” I leaned down and punched her in the jaw, knocking her to the deck, unconscious. I’d have preferred a dream bolt but we already established that hadn’t worked.

      I rose from her crumpled form and observed the pictograms on the boat of heaven’s door. “Okay, I’m going to have to be quick before those guards come back.”

      I raised Dez to the door, and one by one touched the barrel to the pictograms. Each time I did so I channeled a bit of the proper element, or dream for the ones I didn’t have.

      One by one the pictograms lit up, and when the void one finally glowed purple back the door slid up into the wall with a hiss exposing a golden corridor that led deeper into the ship.

      “I did it.” I blinked at the open door, then recovered myself.

      After releasing the gravity spell I leaned down and picked up the seeker, who groaned, then prepared to carry her inside the ship.

      A missile unexpectedly detonated directly behind me, so we did enter, but not quite the way I’d have liked. The force of the explosion flung us inside, and I slammed into the far wall, red spots appearing all over the paper doll.

      The moment we passed through the door it slid shut behind us, and I breathed a sigh of relief. Until I looked down and realized there was no longer an us. Let’s just say the seeker didn’t make it, and leave it at that.

      I rose with a groan, but the cracks through my faceplate made it difficult to make out the ship’s interior. I willed the mask to slither back into the suit, and blinked around as sweat dripped down my face.

      Past the entryway the ship appeared to have one open layout. Waist high walls separated what appeared to be living quarters, but none afforded true privacy. I couldn’t begin to guess what the vessel’s original purpose was, nor who’d created it.

      What I did recognize was the spell matrix in the center of the deck, a silver, gold, and bronze ring slowly rotating one inside the other, just as I’d see in any modern vessel. I had the sense this had been created untold eons ago, just from the decor. It was old. Very old. Maybe it had even come from the Great Cycle itself.

      I strode down through the vessel peering into each cabin to find most empty. The last few had all been hastily filled with objects, and as I thought back to the list I’d read in Inanna’s poem I recognized at least a few.

      There was a crown sitting on a pedestal.

      Next to it was a dagger, casually sitting atop a nightstand. It had a golden blade almost two feet long, and was more short-sword than dagger in my estimation. The poem had called it a dagger though.

      Someone had lugged an enormous golden throne into one of the rooms, and there it still sat, crusted with rubies and emeralds and sapphires and diamonds.

      The last room yielded the greatest find though. There atop a single table in an otherwise empty room sat a pile of dragon scales, and not just any scales. They were crusted with runes. Knowledge scales.

      “These must be the last few knowings, or meh,” I murmured as I moved to the table and bent to inspect the pile, careful not to touch them until I was certain there were no hidden wards.

      I touched one, and an illusion sprang up above it with a table of contents written in a dialect of draconic. An ancient one. This particular scale was the meh of the carpenter. Interesting. Hopefully one corresponded to the dagger. That was the only weapon, so either that was what we needed, or we were in a lot of trouble.

      The whole vessel shook suddenly, and I realized that my buddies outside must be trying extra hard to get in. “I need to get this ship out of here, before they decide to collapse the temple on me.”

      I had no idea if they could do that, but if they did I was fairly certain it would damage the ship, and might prevent me from escaping. It would be awfully ignoble to die here having just located a possible solution.

      I stared reluctantly at the dagger, and the scales, but left both and headed back to the matrix. I slipped inside and tapped the gold, then silver, then bronze ring.

      Fire flowed out of me, identifying the magic type the spelldrive used. Not my favorite, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. Not until I got back to the Word anyway, then I’d have all the void I could ever want, and I could turn this thing over to Aran and Nara to figure out.
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      I mated my senses to the Boat of Heaven, thankful that it seemed to function precisely like the Remora, except far more simple, with far fewer sensors, both magical and mundane. There wasn’t even a scry-screen, which meant I’d be flying by feel.

      It was fine. I preferred it anyway.

      “First things first. We need a way out.” I searched through the systems hunting for a spellcannon.

      I knew there had to be one, because many of the legends of Ishtar had mentioned her laying waste with this very ship. She’d also used it to repel Enki’s forces.

      The Heka Aten didn’t need an external cannon and was still capable of dishing serious energy blasts. A quick examination revealed that the hull of the Boat of Heaven functioned in exactly the same way. I could charge it with spells, and fling them just like every other ship I’d used.

      “Okay, time to get out of here.” I began by tapping all three void sigils. I could have disintegrated the area above the ship, but that risked a shower of rock that could damage the vessel.

      Instead I willed the vessel to teleport, just far enough to put us above the ruins. The ship shimmered out of existence, and obligingly reappeared in the clear desert sky, plainly visible both to the guards below, and to any satellites scanning from above.

      Odds were good they already knew since the guards had launched that missile, but I suspected whatever priority they assigned catching me was about to be bumped up to whatever the top level was.

      I zoomed skyward, pouring fire into the reactor, which expelled behind us as thrust. What would a ship like this have looked like to ancient and superstitious man? Every story about Ishtar made sense as I blazed my way into orbit, scanning visually as the ship possessed no sensors with which to scan.

      I couldn’t even send a missive without using the hull like a spellpistol, but I took the time to do that. “Earthmother’s Remembrance and the dragon flight this is Admiral Jerek of the Word of Xal. I’m fleeing Earth and being pursued by an unknown number of enemy vessels and agents. I request any aid you can give me in reaching the fleet.”

      A trio of sleek black fighters were accelerating after me, and only in that moment did I realize I’d left Chromey behind. I spent about two seconds cursing myself, then reversed course.

      I cast another teleport, and appeared back above the site where I’d started, then mentally aimed at the three fighters now suddenly ahead of me instead of behind. I loosed void bolts one after another, peppering all three craft until they exploded under the hail of unfamiliar energies.

      Then I descended over the site where I’d left Chromey. To my immense relief she stepped out from under the domed canopy. Now that I had visual it was a simple matter to use the matrix to teleport her inside the ship.

      She appeared about two meters away, a rifle in hand. I had no idea where she’d acquired it. “It appears you were successful, and correct that there was an artifact. However, destroying those three fighters, and being visible to the satellites above will mean they send everything they have.”

      “That better include some way of dealing with magic if they want to catch us.” I tapped dream, dream, air, and grinned as the ship shimmered from sight. “We’re invisible to every scanner they have, unless they’ve gotten their hands on some dragonflight era tech.”

      I zoomed upwards, angling my flight to take advantage of the rotation of the Earth to further increase our momentum, then I left for orbit, flinging desperately around satellite debris as I made for open space past the planet.

      The cultists had made a real mess, and most of the stations were either missing, or hideously damaged and now dark and silent. The human defenses were all but stripped away, and the dread fleet hadn’t even arrived yet.

      Before me hung two moons, one natural, the white orb rotating around the earth, and the other was the Earthmother’s Remembrance bulky pyramid shape, the jewel of the Earth fleet watching over the planet.

      “Let’s hope they’re not hostile.” I tapped another missive, and this time used my suit to facilitate a two-way connection for the spell. “This is the Boat of Heaven, under control of Admiral Jerek. Earthmother’s Remembrance, can you hear me?”

      “Jer?” Briff’s surprised voice answered me, but it was deeper than it had been. Still unmistakable, but I wished there were an image to go with it. Too bad my HUD was still shot from the combat below. “You’re alive! And safe. I grant you permission to dock aboard the Remembrance. I’m in charge now, I guess, of the ship and the Earth flight. I’ve just ordered them to assemble. We’re moving out to the edge of the solar system to link up with the Vagrant Fleet. They’re under attack from the Nameless Ones right now, and it looks like they need our help.”

      “What about the prime collective?”

      “Not very cooperative.” Briff’s tone thickened with tension. “I don’t enjoy talking to them. They argue everything. I guess they’re dealing with rogue collectives, which has them on high alert, and they don’t trust anyone right now.”

      “So we’re on our own. All right. I’ll get this ship docked, and then we can get me back to the Word. We need to get Ardaki into the fight as soon as we can. Do we know where Aran and Nara are?”

      “Nara just arrived.” Briff’s voice suggested he was looking over his shoulder. It was weird how well I could infer body language from his speech. I knew him that well. “She wants to inspect the ship, and will be waiting when you dock.”

      “Acknowledge, bud. See you soon.” I killed the missive and focused on flying.

      No additional collective forces had come after us, so we were able to fly a straight shot directly toward the giant pyramid, which seemed a style the ancient dragonflights had absolutely loved.

      Unfortunately the ship’s thrusters were not capable of rapid flight, and I was stuck going far slower than I’d like. The Word, or even the Remora could have crossed the gap in minutes. This took me the better part of a tense hour, during which time Chromey was completely silent, focused on her own thoughts or collective I imagined.

      I made for a yawning shuttle bay with a blue membrane, and the Boat of Heaven passed through, and settled into a smooth landing. Not like Seket smooth, but I’m not a bad pilot.

      Xal’Nara stood against the far wall, with her bat-like wings folded flat against her back. She looked almost human in her lithe black spell armor, with the horns covered by the helmet.

      “Wait here, please.” I willed the ship to open the door, and was pleased to find it contained that basic functionality.

      Nara didn’t need to be told twice, and the goddess hurried from the wall into the ship. By the time she’d entered her helmet had disappeared, leaving her long dark hair, and horns, exposed.

      “This is an impressive relic.” She glanced around the same way I’d done, then her eyes locked on the throne. “And it looks like it contains a pile of artifacts. Is one of these what we’re looking for? What kind of research have you done?”

      “Too little, I’m afraid. I’m going to leave you with Chromey here, who will need to be sent back to her collective.” I nodded at my silent companion. “She has information on earth’s myths, what I used to locate the boat of heaven. I’m hoping one of these artifacts is the key for the aranara, but I have no quick or easy way to test that. I’m hoping you do. You’re a lot more advanced magically than I am.”

      “I’ll learn what I can.” She gave a frustrated sigh. “Aran is still battling the dread fleet. I have a feeling we aren’t going to learn much until he arrives and we can test it together, but I’ll read your notes and start cataloguing. You should get moving. We appreciate your work here, but we’re into combat now. The Word is doing fine, but we could you use as soon as possible.”

      I think we both knew what she meant was that we could use ardaki, who would amplify the Word’s offensive capabilities. She was right. I needed to get back to my ship.

      “All right, I’m going to speak to Briff about the fastest way to get me home. Good luck.” I gave her a nod, then ducked out of the ship.

      It occurred to me that Chromey didn’t even say goodbye, but given everything she’d went through I couldn’t press. Her whole order had been redefined, and I imagine she was still adrift.

      Me? Nothing had ever been so crystal clear. My friend had apparently been recognized as the Earthfather, and had his own ship. I did too.

      Now we were going to ride into battle together, and either save the human race, or die trying. Exactly the sort of hopeless quest we’d pretended to have when we were just kids.

      We were in the endgame, and despite the odds I knew in my heart we would find a way to triumph.
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      I was escorted to the bridge of the Remembrance where to my immense surprise and delight an utterly massive Briff squatted on a cushioned platform overlooking the whole of the bridge.

      He’d tripled in size, at least, and was now a proper adult dragon. His blue-white scales had not changed, but the shape of his body had. His wings were longer and sleeker, and his tail too.

      “Jer!” Briff perked up on his platform. “Welcome back. I, uh, ascended I guess? I’m the Earthfather now. I rule the Earth flight.”

      “And fart earth’s,” I pointed out with a grin. “Great job, Briff. I’m proud of you doesn’t even begin to cover it.”

      “Now let’s get you back to your ship.” Briff craned his draconic head, now on a longer neck, toward the crew. “Set a course for the Vagrant Fleet. We’ll move to the edge of the system and link up. Jer, as soon as you’re in range you can just teleport back over.”

      “That works.” I moved to the bank of chairs lining either side of the bridge, presumably left for non-crew such as myself. “Guess this is it huh?”

      “Yep!” He perked up. “We’ve been training our whole lives for this.” Then his face fell. “It looks like it’s going to be tough. More and more Nameless Ones are gathering around the star, and if they continue eventually it might block out light to earth. I’m not loving the odds in my first battle.”

      “I don’t have an answer, but I’m hoping Nara and Aran will.” I rested a hand on Dez’s grip, which made me feel better even if it didn’t really solve anything.

      At least I knew I could fight. I might not win. We all might die, but at least I wouldn’t be powerless, like all the people we’d lost on Kemet who’d helplessly watched their world come apart.

      I had gained agency. I had made a difference, and perhaps there was room for me to make an even greater one. I willed my helmet to slither over my face, and waited until the glow of the HUD lit my face to speak. “Guardian, this is Jerek. I’m approaching now. The instant I am within range teleport me to the bridge, and Ardaki from the core to join me.”

      There was no response, but this far out I wasn’t surprised. The Word lost a great deal of functionality once you were far enough away, but it could always receive input from the Heka Aten suits. They were a true technological marvel.

      Tags appeared to denote the Word, and every other great ship. I’d set the filter to ignore everything smaller for now, so I couldn’t really see what was happening on a micro level.

      What I could see alarmed me in the extreme. Countless ships, and I mean that literally, the counter just kept rising, were clustering in around the Vagrant Fleet’s position, all dishing whatever attacks they could. Some appeared to be nothing more than weight strapped to a thruster, and were attempting to ram the great ships.

      The fleet was holding their own, mostly through the wards cast by the Spellship, a great golden sphere that blunted all but the fiercest of volleys, but enemy vessels were slipping through and obliterating the first target they encountered.

      The Spellship itself had sustained visible damage, though I couldn’t see what had caused it. The upper decks had compressed, and the shape had changed in an unnatural way.

      The Bulwark, the Word, and the Flame of Knowledge all rotated around the Spellship like matrix rings, each directing their own attacks where they were most needed. I wouldn’t call the situation dire, yet, but their attempts to hold the enemy at bay were beginning to fail.

      There were simply too many enemy vessels.

      “We need to get them out of there,” I murmured as I drummed my fingers along Dez’s holster. I hated being cooped up here, but we weren’t close enough yet.

      That left me too much time to consider the Boat of Heaven, and wonder if it really was what I’d hoped, or if I’d just delivered a fake. What if none of the treasures within were correct? What if the real artifact had been at one of the other sites? What if I’d left prematurely?

      I opened a second window in my HUD and examined Sol, the Eye of Om. It had started to grow dim. A shadowy haze now blocked it, like fog but instead of being burnt off it was thickening.

      A chime came from the Heka Aten, and a “connection restored” icon flashed in the lower part of my HUD. Guess we’d finally entered range. I rose to my feet without thinking, then began to pace as I waited for Guardian to latch on to my coordinates.

      I had a moment to register that magic was affecting me, and then I was elsewhere. I appeared on the bridge of the Word, my crew at their stations, and Bortel wearing the second Heka Aten inside the primary spell matrix, where he was directing the battle.

      Ardaki appeared in my right hand, the staff towering above me as I took in the battle playing out on the scry-screen.

      You have earned my respect, Ardaki thrummed.

      “Seriously?” I murmured, blinking at the unexpected praise.

      I was not speaking to you, child. Your performance was adequate. Barely.

      Dez pulsed in satisfaction at my side, and I realized who the first comment had been meant for. Was the staff turning my own weapons against me?

      What if they formed a union?

      My humor faded as another vessel exploded on the screen before me, a Ternus frigate that had likely been with us from the beginning. Gone as its reactor went critical, but at least it took the hulk that had grappled it in the explosion.

      “Admiral?” Bortel called from the matrix. His voice bled weariness. “We’re in rough shape. We need breathing room if we’re going to escape. I don’t have the juice.”

      “On it.” My grip tightened around Ardaki, and I linked fully with the Word’s senses, a dizzying array compared to the simplistic Boat of Heaven. “You need room, we’ll just have to make some.”

      I pulled void from me, and from the ship, and from the mages linked to the ship from the secondary bridge, and from the thoughts and prayers of people who actually thought I was cooler than I was, and who knows where else.

      That power, that divinity, became pure gravity. I created a singularity in the midst of the enemy fleet, one that dragged all matter toward it. Every vessel lurched in that direction, but those closest were swallowed into the dot, crushed to the size of a quark.

      The singularity grew weaker with each passing moment, and we were soon free from its grip. Bortel guided us toward the distant sun, barely brighter than the surrounding pinpoints thanks to the work of the nameless ones.

      “Okay, now for some speed.” I summoned the void once more, this time lending the strength directly to Bortel.

      My XOs face went rigid as he channeled all that power, increasing not just our speed, but that of the vessels around us. We pulled away, while the dread fleet moved sluggishly, not quite able to escape the singularity I’d dropped in their midst.

      Before I knew it we were past the Kuiper Belt, and making an approach on Neptune. The enemy pursued, but at least for now we’d opened up enough of a gap to break free of combat.

      Every Great Ship had made it to the formation, but a disturbing number of smaller vessels were missing. My maneuver had cost those people their lives, even if it might have saved the rest.

      “Explosion on deck six, sir,” one of the techs called.

      “We’ve lost contact with deck forty-one, sir,” another chimed in.

      “Some of those projectiles weren’t projectiles.” Bortel rubbed his temples, then withdrew his vape pen and sucked in a deep breath. He didn’t speak again until exhaling a cloud of vapor. “We’ve got stowaways. Nasty ones. Let’s hope they’re not as bad as the ones in the Depths.”

      I opened a comm channel to my father. “Dad, we’ve got trouble. Can you get your squads prepped, and have Rava do the same? Bug hunt. We need to squash anything we find, and if you run into anything too nasty I want to know immediately.”

      “On it, Admiral.” The respect in my father’s voice made me stand a little taller.

      I leaned on Ardaki’s haft, unexpectedly tired from the spells I’d cast, and waited for the next round. Combat was just beginning. The fleet would reach us soon, and when it did it wouldn’t stop until every last one of us were dead.

      Our only hope was Aran and Nara finding a way to use what I’d given them.

      Reevanthara, if you’re listening, and in a good mood, please guide them or whatever you are planning is about to unravel.

      Maybe it was my imagination, but I thought I heard faint mocking laughter. Familiar laughter.

      Smug bastard.
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      Aran stared out into the black at the battle and frowned, overcome with agitation. He could not be everywhere at once, and he needed to choose with care. He could join Nara now, but if he did so and they found nothing within this boat, then the battle was lost.

      His pride yearned to stay and fight, and Narlifex echoed his agitation. The blade also longed for a battle that could be solved with steel. If only.

      The entire ship shook as something large exploded.

      Aran rose from his perch in the captain’s seat and rounded on the techs. He badly wanted to demand answers, but doing so defied the training he himself had instilled. He needed to wait for their report.

      “Boss, we been struck by a projectile,” a hulking bonecrusher called, the largest of the techs and the most out of place. “Just smashed through deck 56, but now we’ve lost contact with the core on 55. Now 54. Something is approaching the bridge, sir.”

      “Someone. This isn’t where I want to meet them in combat. Continue to follow the fleet. I will deal with this incursion personally.”

      Aran teleported, saving his translocate, and appeared on deck fifty, directly on the other side of where the interloper was likely to appear. A moment later a bone-white blade punched through the deck, then ripped a hole wide enough for Vinctus to claw himself through.

      Kill him, Aran roared in his mind, to Narlifex.

      The blade burst into shards, and swam around the lich, slicing armor, and bone. Each shard glowed with void, and fire, and acid, and lightning, each divinely amplified.

      Vinctus ignored the shards, which left deep furrows in his bone, but otherwise had no apparent effect. The lich waited a few more seconds, allowing the first blade to continue its attack, as if to boast that he could withstand it forever.

      “You stopped running,” the lich boasted. He climbed through the rent, then slid into Xakava stance, one of Xal’s favorites.

      “You’re missing a sword to make use of that stance.” Aran summoned a shield in his offhand, comprised of pure void. “If you’re going two-handed I’d recommend something more balanced.”

      “Balanced only matters if you fear damage.” Vinctus lunged with the blade, but Aran hopped back easily. “I do not fear any paltry attacks you can bring to bear. Most of your strength flows from the void, and I have an awful truth to bestow upon you, boy.”

      “Oh?” Aran considered charging, but curiosity stayed his hand. This wouldn’t be a fight he could end quickly anyway.

      “I am strengthened by the void.” The lich gave that ghastly grin again, which Aran longed to smash. “Every spell you use, the very powers you wield, will merely strengthen me. I am wholly forged with facing you in mind. Your sister remembers, even if you do not. She knows what you can do, and what your current incarnation can do. And all of it I exist to undo.”

      “Great speech,” Aran allowed, and meant it. He sheathed Narlifex, and faced his opponent. “I think you’re right that I can’t best you with a sword. Not quickly at least. You’re just a bit too smug about your abilities, and that tells me you’re confident you’ll win. You reached my ship somehow when the rest of your forces are still at least fifteen light minutes out. You translocated, didn’t you?”

      “Are you going to run again?” The lich gave a cackling, mocking laugh. “If you do I’ll tear this ship and everyone on it apart. Then I’ll use it to destroy the Spellship, and then I’ll turn my attention to whoever or whatever has not yet been devoured by the balance of my forces.”

      “You’re right.” Again Aran nodded placidly. “I can’t leave you here, and I can’t just brawl with you, because we’ll tear my ship apart. But I can still use the void against you.”

      The lich’s smile oozed confidence. Aran was all too happy to remove it with his next act. He tackled Vinctus, and crushed the lich close in a loving embrace, his wings cocooning them both. “You should never have given me time to recharge my translocate.”

      Aran willed the pair of them elsewhere, appearing at the galactic core, along the edges of the supermassive blackhole at its center. He didn’t even need to will Narlifex to take them home.

      The blade knew its role, and they winked out once more, but this time without Vinctus.

      They landed back on the bridge, where Aran dropped to one knee, panting. It had been fast, but brutal.

      “Sir, did you deal with the incursion?” One of the bridge techs rumbled.

      “Temporarily.” Aran rose wearily to his feet. “Looks like I’m going to have to join Nara the old fashioned way though.”

      “Can we expect another incursion, or have we seen the last of that thing?” the same tech asked.

      “I honestly don’t know. He’ll be able to translocate in an hour, but where I dropped him time moves differently. If we are fortunate we’ve seen the last of him, but assume we aren’t and that he’ll be back and pissed off. By that time I’ll be ready to deal with him again. As many times as necessary.”
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      After she dismissed the useless cyborg Nara spent about ten minutes cataloguing all the artifacts within the Boat of Heaven, then assigning each an arcane profile, and a list of their contents in the case of the knowledge scales. She enjoyed the process, right up until she reached the end and encountered a dilemma.

      “There’s nothing here.” Nara peered around the ship helplessly. “Nothing that will bond us with that star. Trinkets and leftovers.”

      She didn’t thrive on mysteries, and over the years she’d never much relished research either. Kazon had always been close enough to sweet talk, and truth be told it had taken very little sweet talking to get the artificer to help.

      Aran wasn’t the best in this role either though so even if he arrived they’d still need a solution. Was this the right ship? None of Jerek’s research confirmed that it was.

      Was there even an existing key? What if there wasn’t? How could she ascertain that?

      “Think, Nara. Think.” She began to pace the length of the too-small ship. “What would Frit do? Should I call Frit? She might be able to help. Or…Nebiat? Maybe both, and Voria?”

      Did they need all their best minds here right now? No, that wouldn’t work. Pulling their top tier people would mean removing the strongest gods holding back the darkness from obliterating the fleet. They were all locked in combat.

      So it fell to her, but she felt wholly inadequate to the task.

      Nara rolled her head back and around, then began massaging her neck. She glanced up while relieving a particularly nasty knot, and there on the ceiling was a relief, like the others but with a picture that made her jaw drop.

      Could it be that simple?

      There was a picture of a ship, shaped like this one, flying into the sun. That seemed pretty self explanatory. None of these items were the key to the Aranara.

      The key was the ship itself.

      In theory, if she could get her lovely-but-troublesome other half here they might be able to do something to the gathering shadows.

      If not…well they’d go out in a blaze of glory she supposed. Better to die fighting.

      She withdrew her comm, and sent a missive to Jerek. He didn’t accept right away, but after a moment boy-turned-admiral’s harried face appeared, all business.“What do you need?”

      “Confirmation.” She wasted no time and simply sent him an image of the panel on the ceiling. “I know you weren’t able to examine the ship properly. The ceiling is covered in pictographs. I’m no expert, but the part where the ship literally flies into the sun seems relevant to our situation.”

      “Agreed, you’re reading it perfectly.” Jerek cursed under his breath and she didn’t quite catch it. “I should have thought of that. None of the items really felt right. The ship, though? It’s mentioned all over the lore. Well, testing the theory is a huge risk, and it’s going to require punching a hole through the Nameless Ones to get there. Think it’s time to pull in the other admirals, and get the whole fleet together? We’ll need everyone from the Void Wraith to the Earth flight to pull this off.”

      “Acknowledged. I’m going to fly back to the Bulwark to meet up with Aran. Good luck out there.”

      She killed the missive and focused on flying. Nara hated it at the best of times. She was good at it, but then she was good at a lot of things. Being surrounded by a tiny primitive vessel that could be blown to bits by any number of gods, wyrms, or larger vessels terrified her.

      Nara poured fire into the drive, and pushed it as fast as the primitive vessel could manage, all the way up to not very fast, and began accelerating toward the Bulwark, which was moving in her direction.

      Thankfully the enemy had not yet caught up to them, so it appeared she’d reach Aran before the dread fleet reached them. That would allow her to dock safely, she hoped.

      She continued her acceleration for a while longer, then began bleeding off speed, and finally reversed course to match with the Bulwark.

      There was a savage hole in the Great Ship’s side, caused by what she didn’t know, and considerable battle damage that hadn’t been present the last time she’d been just outside the ship. She hadn’t realized just how bad it had gotten until seeing it now. How much longer could they keep fighting without retrofit or real repairs?

      The Bulwark had seemed so impregnable once. It’s mortality had been exposed, and she did not enjoy the knowing of it.

      Nara glided through one of the lower cargo bays, breathing a sigh of relief as she passed through the azure membrane, and set the ship down. It wasn’t until the drive had died entirely, and she’d teleported from the matrix that she relaxed.

      She appeared on the Bulwark’s bridge, where Aran was pacing back and forth like some great demonic wolfhound ready to be loosed upon his enemies.

      “Tell me you found something?” Aran turned a hopeful expression on her, and ceased the pacing, hand on Narlifex, ready for battle.

      “We have.” Nara folded her arms and fixed him with a sultry smile. “This one you’ll actually like. We need to punch a hole through the Nameless Ones around the Eye, and then we need to sail Jerek’s gift right into the star.”

      “I was with you until the last part.” Aran’s tail twitched behind him like a displeased cat. “So we sit the battle out, and rely on the fleet to face the worst, darkest horrors ever birthed?”

      “Essentially.” Nara have an apologetic shrug. “I know that’s an area you hate ceding control, but all the rest of us have had to do it at one time or another. Or more. And we’ve had to rely on you. It’s time for us to rely on them. Jerek. Voria.”

      “Briff.” Aran gave a half-smile. “Yeah, I get it. Crewes and Davidson are out there too, and even Nebiat will be helpful. All right, let’s board this ship so we’re ready to go as soon as the Bulwark makes a hole in their lines.”

      Tension surged in her with those words, a premonition that something bad was about to happen. A price to be paid. It terrified her, and she didn’t even know what she’d be losing.

      Then the moment was gone. She and Aran appeared in the hold outside the golden ship as Narlifex carried them both.

      “Is this the wrong plan?” She asked suddenly, seizing Aran’s forearm, and holding on as if her life depended upon it. Maybe it did. “Couldn’t we retreat, then just translocate the ship into the star?”

      “Can’t,” Aran countered as he stepped in to wrap his free arm around her waist supportively. “Darkness is their realm. If we flee into the darkness, we meet the full dread fleet, and they pin us in place until we are overwhelmed. The only sanctuary is the light. We have to reach that star. The moment you told me your plan I knew it was the right one.”

      “Then why am I so afraid?” Nara’s words came out as a bare whisper. “Aran, we’re about to suffer something horrible, but I don’t know what it is, or even if it’s me that’s going to suffer.”

      She didn’t vocalize the last part, because it made no sense. Her premonition touched on calamity for many in the fleet, but the person she most feared for was…Nebiat? Why? They had been enemies more often than allies, and she’d never been fond of the wyrm.

      “I can see there’s more you’re not telling me.” Aran gave a sigh, then wrapped his wings around them both. “There is always a cost. Let’s pay it, and pay it gladly. We have work to do. No one else can do this but us.”

      “I know.” She returned his embrace fiercely. “I just can’t help but feel that after we do this nothing will ever be the same. Win or lose we can’t go back to who we were before today. I love you, Aran.”

      “I love you, too, Nara.” She squeezed her fiercely. “I can’t think of anyone else I’d rather face this with. Now let’s take this boat out for a spin. I assume I’m flying?”

      “Please.” Nara gave a shiver as she followed him into the craft. They were in the endgame now, and there was nothing left but to place their last few pieces and hope for a miracle, as always.
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      By the time we received the command from Voria to begin our push to the sun I’d linked my mind with the Word, and stood ready with Ardaki. I knew in the depths of my soul that today was what the staff had been created for, and that its creator had anticipated the need we’d face.

      Whatever was to happen I had to be bold, decisive, and accurate. No mistakes. Not one, or everyone paid the price.

      “All decks have reported in, Admiral,” Bortel glanced up from the row of terminals were he prowled between bridge personnel like a protective mastiff. “We’ve eliminated any pockets of nastiness, and we can’t locate any other stowaways. We should be clear to focus on our… approach.”

      The bearded officer paused to vape as he stared at the scryscreen, which contained a haze that was beginning to resolve into individual nameless ones. Zurjathorm was out there somewhere, no doubt, and possibly worse. Right now they were focused on their dark ritual, but as soon as the battle begun they’d turn en masse, and unleash their fury at the Vagrant Fleet.

      When that time came I needed to stand ready. So did my crew. I opened a missive to the entire crew. “This is it people. Everything we’ve trained for since Kemet. If we win, then we might actually have a new home. Losing is not an option, so it doesn’t bear discussing. You have a job to do. Do it as best you can, and if you have bandwidth to spare encourage your neighbor. This is the sum of all of us. We live and die as a crew. As a vessel.”

      Then I released the spell, and began accelerating.

      Voria had told me that the fleets were gathered, and waiting on my initiative. That included Briff, and as I plowed forward to form the tip of the spear I noted that Briff and his Remembrance were not so very far behind, the Earth flight’s strength added to our own.

      Sudden light bloomed in my head, and I sensed… a gathering? Something like Chromey’s collective. My mind touched many others. Lady Voria, and Frit, the organizer I think, and Nebiat, and others I did not know. Every captain and admiral seemed to be represented. Briff was there, which steadied me. Was this the Web of Divinity’s doing?

      Even the Terran government was represented, Chromey added into the collective like all the others. I don’t know how or why her people had placed her in charge, perhaps they simply recognized competence, but they appeared to be with us.

      Unfortunately that meant a few hundred space-worthy vessels. Their weaponry was untested, but nuclear weaponry possesses a certain tactical element that will never go out of style.

      Even the Void Wraith fleet was larger than the terrans, their sleek blue ships far more impressive, yet I was glad for everyone who’d joined us. Every voice, and every will, would play our own small role here. I had a feeling if we did not all get it right then every reality would pay the price.

      Was that what Reevanthara ultimately wanted? I wish I understood the titan’s motives.

      The Nameless Ones began rising and interposing themselves in a cloud before our fleet, and being the vanguard I needed to decide how to deal with the threat. There were hundreds of city-sized or larger creatures, but only one that I recognized.

      Zurjathorm flew toward us, lesser mutations spawning from his rotting flesh as the dragon-thing sailed in our direction.

      I reached through Ardaki, and used the staff to activate the Word’s main cannon, then lined up a fire bolt that could have cooked a continent. Wave after wave boiled out over our enemies, an endless tide of flame.

      The lesser spawn burned away, but Zurjathorm itself appeared untroubled, and the creature closed with the Word, approaching with frightening speed.

      A scarlet beam shot from the Flame of Knowledge, and a green one from the Earthmother’s Remembrance as Briff joined the fray. Both slammed into the horrific nameless one, but Zurjathorm’s twisted body threw off the spells, and the immense creature slammed into the Word of Xal with the force of world’s colliding.

      A terrible metallic tearing ripped through the ship, and countless screams echoed over every deck as millions of crew became aware of their peril.

      Outside the Void Wraith swarmed around the creature like piranha, ripping and tearing and firing with their blue plasma beams. The great twisted beast gave a groan that shook the system somehow, even in space, unimpressed by mere physics.

      Alarm flooded through our mental bond from Nebiat as more and more Void Wraith were struck down, yet not a vessel fled the fight. They fought on, desperately attempting to kill the monstrosity that had halted our forward progress.

      They failed. The Word’s hull continued to buckle.

      You have to keep going, I thought furiously into the bond, knowing they could all hear me. I can keep fighting, but I’ve dealt with Zurjathorm before. He will not give up, and this time we aren’t escaping. Go! We aren’t needed for this plan to succeed. Get Aran and Nara to that star.

      I knew I was ordering the likely deaths of my crew, and that wasn’t just an academy’s worth of cadets any longer. We’d taken on millions of people from a number of systems, and the composition had changed often as people had migrated between the great ships during our journey.

      We were a living, breathing nation, and every bit of it was about to be extinguished. Yet another sacrifice in the long line I’d been facing ever since my homeworld had disintegrated.

      Nebiat’s consciousness vanished from the collective as one of the final Void Wraith vessels exploded, yet not a one of them had managed to dislodge the nameless one worming it’s claws and tail into the ship.

      Its skin writhed as a thousand eldritch monstrosities wriggled free, and sought prey within the confines of my ship. I didn’t even have time to pity Nebiat.

      I needed to focus on the living.

      What could I do?

      How did I stop Zurjathorm?

      No one was offering advice, nor had Voria said or done anything. The rest of the fleet sailed on, while systems exploded on over seventy percent of the Word’s decks. The ship was dying.

      The bridge crew stared at me, mouths open, desperately waiting for me to say or do anything, but what could I say? What could I do?

      Only one order made sense.

      “Abandon ship,” I missived through the Word’s damaged corridors, watching the Vagrant Fleet now accelerating past us toward the gap created the Zurjathorm and his companions leaving the line. “Grab what you can and make for a shuttle, escape pod, or EVA suit if you can find one. You’re still in range of earth.”

      Miri would be one of those evacuated. Would she go? Or stay behind and wait for me? I couldn’t afford to chase that line of thinking. I had work to do.

      I reached through Ardaki deep into the Word’s immense reservoirs, made stronger by the worship of its crew. What could I do with such a resource? Not save the ship. Perhaps if it had been life instead of void, but it wasn’t.

      Avenge her, Ardaki hissed. Kill the thing that killed you and your people, so that it may never trouble another system.

      “There’s no point,” I muttered, shaking my head as I considered my dwindling options and the limited time I had to implement them. “If Aran and Nara succeed, then Zurjadork is toast. If not, then killing him won’t stop the rest of the nameless ones. Everyone still dies. Vengeance would be ineffective.”

      This sounds dangerously close to cowardice. Make them fear you, staff-bearer. Leave your name’s mark upon the history, if any survive to record it.

      There it was staring me in the face, right in the middle of the staff’s rambling animosity.

      The answer.

      I knew how to use the Word’s magic.

      I knew how to save everybody.
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      A tremendous crack spread through the Word of Xal, down the centerline, rupturing the skeletal struts at the vessel’s core. That triggered a series of detonations within, and many more systems went dark.

      The Word was coming apart, and if I didn’t do something right now everyone inside was dead. Everything I’d done up to now, saving them from Kemet, and from Necrotis, would count for nothing. It would all end here.

      No.

      I couldn’t allow that.

      I reached deeper with Ardaki, pulling from the Word’s overfull core, and seizing all the worship. Flush with power I peered through the system using the Word’s senses, not at the sun, our destination, but back at earth.

      The blue-white marble hovered there in space, all local combat concluded now. Most of the satellites and stations in orbit had been destroyed, and a visible layer of debris now orbited the word. It was immaterial to my purpose.

      Below that debris I glimpsed one of the largest continents. Africa, according to the map Chromey had provided me. I scanned it until I found a fertile region along the banks of a massive river, then I used the magic I had gathered.

      I pulled at Highspire within the cargo hold, and the cadets I’d saved, and every crewman we’d added since. Among their number I sensed people I knew like Miri, and Bortel, and Vee, and Seket.

      Then I peered down at the fertile river lands I had found, and willed Highspire to appear at the center of where I’d choose to build a city were I migrating there, atop a gentle hill.

      I set the people south with a several kilometer gap, then once I was certain the crew had all been deposited I added a mountain of rations, ammunition, and equipment set off a ways from Highspire.

      Finally I began teleporting entire deck sections from inside the Word, and setting them up in a circle that radiated out from Highspire. Each section would be suitable for habitation, even if it were cut off from the magic that had powered the ship.

      Outside that city, well inland from the river, I dumped the Word’s water supply, and created a new fresh water lake bordering the bounds of the settlement.

      The magic began to dwindle, but I forced more into the divine act, saving everything that could be saved, until I was content nothing more remained.

      Finally I relaxed, panting, sweat coating my brow. I stood on an empty bridge now, slowly filling with smoke from sparking consoles. Most of the lights had gone dark, and plasma poured from a ruptured conduit in the wall.

      “Time to get to safety. Just one more thing first.” I peered up at Ardaki, and used the staff for a final time, to pull the last of the magic that I could reach from the Word, leaving the doomed Great Ship in much the state I’d first found it.

      I used that last bit of magic not to save myself, but to teleport Ardaki. The staff disappeared, and while I couldn’t see the destination, I knew it was now Briff’s problem. I hoped that Ardaki would be kinder to him than he had been to me.

      A tremendous crack sounded, and the Word began to break apart into large fragments. I was aboard the largest, a jagged quarter pyramid that included the bridge.

      Zurjathorm continued to tear apart the remaining sections, sucking at them like a dog after the last bit of marrow from an oft-chewed bone.

      I knew I no longer had the juice to get back to earth, or even another ship. Ardaki was gone, and the matrix had been severed from the ship. There was no longer a way to control it without the staff.

      I could try to locate an escape pod, and hope one of the nightmares in system didn’t find me. Or I could use an illusion spell, and just try to fly back to Earth using the Heka Aten. That seemed best.

      I hadn’t given up.

      Then the tip of a bus-sized claw broke into the bridge, bearing down on me with inevitable finality. There was nowhere to dodge, or go, and even a teleport wouldn’t have saved me because the appendage the claw was attached to was wiping out every surrounding deck.

      After all I’d survived this was it.

      I knew I wasn’t going to make it, but strangely my last thoughts were peaceful. I’d done it. I’d saved them all. I could go to my rest proud of what I’d accomplished.

      I bet even mom would be proud.

      I let go and accepted death.
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      Something broke in Aran as the Word of Xal came apart in their wake. The rest of the fleet was still moving, but the Nameless Ones were slithering through the great ship, rupturing systems, and blowing out entire decks.

      There was no final explosion. No moment when the slaughter ended. The Great Ship simply powered down, and went derelict, three massive fragments drifting away from each other, then breaking up into smaller fragments.

      All those people, and all those hopes and dreams, and futures, extinguished by the malice of the titan of the void. That was what he and Nara must oppose.

      “No more casualties,” He snarled, focusing on his flying.

      Aran was conscious of Nara crying softly outside the matrix, though curiously the tears had begun before the Word had broken up. Something else had her rattled. He let her be while he tended to problems he could solve.

      Jerek’s sacrifice had opened a hole in the ranks, and now Frit’s Flame of Knowledge was widening it. The Earthmother’s Remembrance added its own emerald fury, and the fleet passed through the halo of nameless ones, into the direct light of the star.

      The Spellship’s wards extended around the fleet, and they suffered few casualties as they accelerated past their enemies, the sun’s gravity aiding their flight.

      Then their escort broke off, and the Vagrant Fleet began pulling away from the star’s gravity well, which left only Aran flying in that direction, the painfully slow ship aided greatly by the star’s gravitational pull.

      The last ship to pull away was the Talon, and the fierce destroyer wiggled its wings in farewell as Crewes pulled away and left Aran to his fate.

      Neither he nor Nara spoke as they plowed into the sun. They could die. This could be the end. He didn’t really believe that. Everything he’d endured had been for a purpose, and that purpose had all been leading to this moment.

      The ship didn’t break up on impact, nor incinerate. Instead it filled with light and life that burst over Aran, overwhelming his senses and carrying him into a vision, more powerful than any he’d experienced.

      Aran witnessed the very first moment of creation when matter sprang into existence.

      It began in darkness.

      Complete. Total. Infinite.

      A light flared, all matter, all thought, all consciousness. Everything in that one dot, smaller than the smallest molecule.

      The Gift of Creation, a voice thrummed in the darkness. Let it spread and flourish and do as it will.

      Something external, something outside the universe, probed the tiny dot and it exploded. Aran exploded.

      He was flung along with the rest of everything away from that center point in the universe. Millions of years blinked by as the first elements and then the first stars formed.

      Stars became galaxies and attracted planets and moons and comets. Systems arose across the cosmos. Order in chaos, slowly dismantled by entropy.

      Through it all, Aran hurtled as the giant flaming orb he knew as Sol, observing the entirety of the universe, the eye of the being who had created it.

      Time spun too quickly to track. Empires rose and fell throughout the Milky Way, rising as clouds of ships like tiny gnats leaving an orange, but within seconds to their perceptions, those empires withered and died. Nothing lasted.

      Aran? Nara’s anxious voice echoed through his mind, and a moment later, she appeared next to him, floating in space in demon form, the idealized version of her, so beautiful.

      “I think we can speak normally,” Aran said, his voice echoing through the void in an unnatural way even as time continued to play out around them at an accelerated rate. “We’re seeing the history of our reality, since the creation of the  Great Cycle. That was the big bang at the beginning, and the Eye has been here all that time.”

      “So how do we get back?” Nara looked around her, flapping her wings out of habit, though it didn’t seem necessary here. “Time isn’t passing there, is it?”

      “I don’t think so. I think we’re witnessing some sort of vision from Om, or from a previous Aranara maybe?” Aran shrugged as he considered the implications. “We know there are others.”

      “How do we find them?” Nara wondered aloud. “I wish we could get to the core of it all instead of following these breadcrumbs with no guidance.”

      On the heels of her words the entire vista abruptly changed, like a pet performing tricks in an attempt to please its master.

      Behind them spun the cosmos, but before them, a vast, vast sphere comprised of all colors, ever-shifting, floated in space. It dominated the entire expanse, perhaps the largest object in existence, a galaxy in itself.

      “We’re not alone.” Aran turned to see dozens of pairs of people from a truly diverse array of species, all spaced out around the edges of the massive golden orb. “Each the champions of their reality, I think.”

      One of the closest pairs began flying in their direction, but pulled up short a little ways away to confer before a final approach.

      They were an ordinary enough looking pair of humans in civilian clothing of some bygone era that would have been at home among Davidson and his family.

      The man was unassuming with clear eyes, and the woman was a tall redhead with freckles and an inquisitive smile who reminded him a bit of Jerek’s engineer Vi. They hovered in space, just as Aran and Nara did.

      “I realize this is awkward,” Aran ventured in as friendly a tone as he could manage. He knew how he and Nara must look. “But do you know where we are? We willed ourselves to come to the core of it all, and it took us here.”

      “We told it we were looking for other Aranaras,” the man gave back.

      Nara removed her helmet and shook out a mass of dark hair, and gave one of her disarming smiles. “Did you say other Arans and Naras? Are you from another reality, maybe? Other versions of us?”

      “I don’t think so.” The tall redhead blushed scarlet. “You are way hotter than I will ever be. Tail and all. I’m Liz. This is Blair.”

      “I’m Nara,” she replied.

      “I’m confused,” Aran broke in. “I mean, my name is Aran. But when you said other Aranaras, what did you mean, exactly?”

      “We’ve just connected to the Eye of Ohm.” Blair hesitated as he gathered his thoughts. The man’s expression said he only half-understood what was happening himself. “Bonding requires something called the Aranara, a bonded pair. The Aran and the Nara. I think all these couples around us are other Aranaras.”

      “That explains so much,” Nara murmured gratefully. “Thank you. You’ve filled in a big piece of the puzzle for us. About what we need to do…in our reality. Aran, I think I know what the sphere is. I think it’s the Great Cycle.”

      Aran turned his full attention on Nara. “If you’re right, that would mean that every one of these couples is from a different reflection.” He turned to Blair. “It means we’re all from different timelines, and this place is the real center of the universe. Whatever makes it all go is in there.”

      “How do we get inside?” Liz turned toward the sphere once more.

      “I don’t think we do.” Nara shook her head slowly. “I don’t think we’re meant to. I think each of us is where we need to be in our own timelines. I think we’re only here to be taught something. What else can you tell us about this Aranara?”

      “The most common titles were Avatar of the Creator or Avatar of Creation.” The man scratched his beard as he spoke. “Does that mean anything to you?”

      “Maybe,” Aran mused. “We’ve stumbled into a war between titans in our own timeline. I wonder if we’re the divinely empowered military designed to keep the peace between them.”

      “This is kind of a lot. All of it.” Liz’s mouth firmed into a tight line. “What Blair and I really need right now is a way out of our current predicament. We need to use these powers to kill someone really bad who’s trying to destroy our world.”

      “Exactly what we’re after.” Nara smiled warmly at Liz, softening her demonic visage. “And I think we both found exactly what we need. Good luck in your fight. We’ll get back to ours.”

      “I have a feeling,” Blair realized aloud, “that it’s all the same fight. Good luck.”

      The pair disappeared and left Aran and Nara staring at each other. Immense power thrummed through them, and around them, all part of the great glowing cycle they could now see. It was no longer abstract, but a real place, just like he’d glimpsed when he’d gained Xal’s childhood memories.

      An immense presence appeared behind them, and Aran shifted in Alarm as he realized that Xal had appeared. The titanic version of Xal, with eyes like moons, yet he stared down at Aran and Nara as if he could see them perfectly.

      For the first time there was a marked difference between the construct Aran had piloted and this being. Within those eyes were the light of knowledge and purpose, the purple flame of Xal, the intelligence that the deity had evidently left behind when his soul had passed back into the cycle.

      And now he was here, and staring at himself. A Shade of Xal, perhaps? The largest one ever created? Aran hungered for answers.

      The old demon smiled at him, that smile wider than the deepest trench on the largest world.

      “You have succeeded,” Xal smiled at him, then at Nara. “Both of you. You have done what I could not. You were right, Nara. Your former self. You told me I needed more help. That I could not do it alone. You were right.”

      “What is it we’ve done exactly?” Nara gave a tentative smile and floated a bit closer. “I’m assuming you’re the puppet master who’s been pulling our strings this whole time? Are we talking to the entity Xal that fled the Great Cycle?”

      “You are, more or less.” Xal’s hands fell to his sides, and his right hand rested upon a titanic replica of Narlifex. “I chose to die. I chose to offer my soul to the cycle, but before I did so I bonded it to yours, Nara. And to many others. I have been guiding these souls around the cycle for eons, all to bring about this day.”

      “How long do we have for this discussion?” Aran wondered as his hand tightened around Narlifex’s hilt in precisely the same way Xal had reached for his own weapon.

      “As long as we wish.” Xal gave a fanged smile. “Now that you are the Aranara you can perceive eternity. Once, this was considered the true mark of godhood, the ability to exist outside the flow of time. Without that are you truly divine? My apologies for all you have endured. You have both been so patient, but there is no longer a need. Ask your questions, and see them answered.”

      “You are the shade of Xal?” Nara asked, cocking her head as she studied the elder demon.

      “I am.” He nodded at her. “That was the best mechanism to ensure my consciousness remained to guide things. I allowed my soul to pass on, but kept a unique shade able to guide events as needed.”

      “What about the other Aranaras we saw at the Great Cycle?” Aran asked, curiosity overpowering every other need. “There were quite a few. Who and what were they? What are we?”

      “Not so many as there once were. Far, far, fewer now. They are the champions of the creator,” Xal answered smoothly. “It took me forever to puzzle out that answer. I believe that the creator, Om, has intervened twice. Once to insert the new titans, after the creation of the  Great Cycle. And once to create the Aranara, a new type of titan designed to be more powerful than the others, for it was the first titan created after the concept of worship had been discovered.

      “I realized that the Aranaras are the sum of all of us, and all the worship given us, from all realities,” the god continued. “Consider us a sort of guardian, each for our own reality, and that those realities together form something very powerful. Those realities are diminished. Dying. Most have been overrun. Only a few dozen remain. Gortha threatens to break free and destroy the cycle, and it is only the Eye of Om that prevents such an outcome. If we were a kem board we are playing for the last of the stones.”

      “Can’t the titan of life stop her?” Nara asked. “I have never understood his motivations.”

      “No one does,” Xal admitted. “I think Reevanthara wants our reality to be shattered. Wants the cycle destroyed. Then he will be called upon to create whatever comes next, without guilt. Gortha will shoulder all the blame, and he will still get to build something new, which is all he seems to care about.”

      “And how is it you have opposed her? Can you really wage the war successfully without the aid of the titan of life?” Aran asked the question plainly, from a purely strategic standpoint. He was asking himself, after all.

      “We can.” Now Xal’s smile went predatory. “We have won so many critical engagements. Gortha fears me. Xakava fears me, and rightly so. Now you possess the power to leash her in this reality. You can force her, and her ilk, back to the Depths. You can reorder reality so that they cannot escape for billions of years. Not forever, but as close as you can get. I have built a new titan. One that is you, and your friends, all linked together and fighting. She cannot resist your collective strength. Now then, have you any more questions, or are you prepared to realize your destiny?”

      “I am ready.” Aran turned to Nara. “What about you?”

      “I think I’m ready.” She turned back to Xal. “Will we see you again?”

      “On occasion.” Xal’s expression became pained. “This war straddles several realities. Your struggle is far from the only battlefield, though it is one of the most critical. Once she knows she has lost here, once you have risen, Gortha will shift to a new front. I must be ready to aid those heroes, as I have aided you.”

      “Then we have no more questions.” Nara folded her arms, her expression grim. “We will use this power, and do as you’ve asked.”

      “Triumph, then. And flourish. I regret I will not be here to see the golden age you build.” The great titan Xal snapped his fist over heart in salute, and then was gone.

      Aran was left staring at his other half, the demon he loved now, and apparently had loved in eras past when they had worn different names and faces. “Are you ready?”

      “I am.” She extended a hand and touched his chest. “Let’s do this, and do it right. I have some ideas about how to stop the Depths spreading.”

      “I was hoping you would.” Aran leaned in and kissed her, then leaned back and grinned wickedly. “If you handle that I’ll take care of the nameless ones. I’ve been itching to deal with Xakava, and Vinctus, and all the rest. Now we can. Poor Vinctus will be so disappointed he doesn’t get his duel.”
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      I didn’t expect to still be alive.

      Imagine my surprise when I found myself floating in space, well away from the debris slowing expanding outward from what had once been the Word of Xal.

      A new ship’s graveyard formed around it, a Vagrant Fleet just like the one that had orbited Kemet for ten millennia. That couldn’t be a coincidence, could it?

      More importantly I should still be in the middle of that, but I wasn’t. I was alive. How? Why? My armor wasn’t even damaged. The paper doll was clean now.

      “Come on lad,” Reevanthara’s jolly voice came from a few meters away, and I realized the dwarf was floating there, seemingly unperturbed by the vacuum. “You know exactly who saved you. As to why? Because you did good, lad. You followed through. You fulfilled the prophecy, and in the end rather than save your own life you thought only of others. It’s hard to bandy about concepts like good and evil, but creating and nurturing life is my purpose. I release you from prophecy, to find your destiny. Do as you will, lad. No more great wars. No more gods. No more nameless ones.”

      “With respect,” I tried being polite, I mean he had just saved my life again, “The system is still full of nameless ones. Like right there. I can’t even see the star. If Aran and Nara have succeeded there’s no sign.”

      “Not that you can perceive, I spose. I forget how very mortal you are.” Reevanthara scratched at his ample beard. “I will allow you to witness reality as a true titan does. Beyond the flow of time. You’ll get to see what you’ve wrought. The Aranara is about to smack down my dark sister’s champion. How about we enjoy the show?”

      Our perspective changed. We became larger, and when I say larger I was the universe. I knew the stars, and the spaces between them, as I knew my own limbs.

      A painful icy wound grew within me. The expanding darkness. The invasion of the Umbral Depths. The stain had grown large, and grew still. It fill me with fear, as abominations large and small, ethereal and tangible, swam out of their prison and into reality.

      That stain had spread very nearly to the Eye of Om, which glittered before me in a way that my mortal eyes could never have appreciated. I saw the danger. Saw the stain reaching out with clawed tendrils to devour to the star. Saw it obscured. Fading.

      The nameless ones, those not destroyed by the star’s fury, were slowly draining its power and majesty. In time, a millennia, or eons untold, the star would be bereft of power, not just in this reality, but all realities. They would win the war, and lay naked the  Great Cycle itself.

      My fears were assuaged as a new force appeared. A shining, towering figure of golden light, not one entity but two, as one, occupying the same space. The Aranara.

      The golden figure stretched out a hand, and the star answered, enforcing the guardian’s will in a casual gesture of contempt.

      The Nameless Ones within the solar system were incinerated by the sun’s sudden fury as fiery tendrils of nuclear mass whipped in all directions and pulled the unsuspecting creatures into its lethal embrace. Only a few stragglers at the rear of the cloud were able to flee back to the darkness.

      The largest of those included a patch of living darkness, one that I now perceived as the most powerful. The offspring of a titan. This was Xakava’s true form, and it terrified me.

      The Aranara pursued that darkness, but not alone. As the deity flew more and more stars gathered in its wake, like a cloak of suns, and as the Aranara closed the gap those suns sprinkled out behind it into an obedient line.

      They began to form a barrier, a fence of sorts, extending in all directions, hemming in the darkness. No longer could it spread as it willed. Throughout the sector, everywhere the darkness touched, the light pushed back.

      New stars appeared from nothing, conjured by the wealth of power within the Eye. More and more until the darkness was fully ringed, and there was no longer even a single area where the darkness still spread.

      The Umbral Depths had been contained. The wound not healed, but healing. And within that wound the surviving Nameless Ones had once more been imprisoned. Xakava herself had been pushed back within those confines, and the titan’s senses allowed me to perceive her new prison.

      “That’s right lad.” Reevanthara clapped me on the back, which should have sent me tumbling through space, because physics, but for some reason didn’t. “She’s not getting out, not from this entrance, not any time soon. This galaxy is barred from her, and now it has a strong champion that can protect it. Life will flourish for a season, which always brings me pleasure. I’m a patient god after all. Time is a tool, not a master. Now then, lad, your part is done. It’s time I returned you to your flock. They’ll be needing a leader now that you’ve saved them and built them their first city.”

      I glanced down at the blue-white world even as the titan’s senses faded. I glimpsed the people around Highspire, already moving into the buildings I’d created.

      Me. I’d done that. And the best part? If Reevanthara were on the level prophecy was done with me. I’d finally get to live a normal life. No more planets being blown up, or ships disintegrating around me, or assassination attempts.

      I could retire, and play video games with my future wife and friends. There were a few steps first, obviously, but all if it was trivial in light of what I’d already overcome.

      Then the world spun, and Reevanthara was gone.

      I was left standing atop Highspire looking down at the new life I had created.
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      Those first few weeks were hard. Tempers were short, and there were a great many challenges to solve, beginning with the Prime Collective trying to evict us from earth, even with no practical way of getting us off the surface, nor another world with a breathable atmosphere.

      Other than stern comm messages there wasn’t much they could do, especially with their fleets shattered and their colonies in dire need of help only the Vagrant Fleet could provide.

      That had resulted in a willingness to work together, and today’s meeting represented the culmination of those efforts. Today we birthed a new government

      Ushers led me to the gathering hosted in the Spellship’s largest amphitheater. I didn’t see Pickus, but his fingerprints were all over the organization.

      Each faction was given a prominent place upon the main stage, with segments of their followers allowed to gather in the stadium seats, which shifted to size for the species sitting upon them. Even the larger wyrms in the Earth flight were comfortable in the section behind Briff.

      I sat next to my friend, amazed by the change in him. He held Ardaki cradled in his right hand as if the silver staff had been made for him. Perhaps it had. His eyes held a weariness and a wisdom they had not before.

      This was my friend, and I was still Jerek, but both of us had become something else entirely.

      “I can’t believe we’re sitting at this table,” Briff whispered out of the corner of his mouth. “Rava is taking care of security. She says the outriders are incompetent, but I think she’s talked Seket into staying and training them.”

      “That makes sense,” I gave back neutrally. For a moment I’d been about to protest the transfer, but I had no ship now. Nowhere for Seket to be stationed. Expecting him to give up the stars to live on Earth was foolish at best.

      “What about you?” Briff fixed me with a concerned stare, his slitted irises narrowing.

      I didn’t have a chance to answer.

      “Delegates, find your seats please,” Voria’s high clear voice broke through the din. She hadn’t asked for silence, but it fell anyway and her next words were unchallenged save by the rustling of cloth and the occasional cough. “Please, be welcome. Before we get started on the official proceedings I would like to acknowledge one man in particular.”

      Her gaze fell on me, and then so did everyone else’s. My cheeks were on fire, but a soft hand rested on my shoulder and gave me a reassuring squeeze. I glanced up and found Miri smiling down at me from behind my chair, and I found strength there.

      “Jerek, the last rank you held was admiral.” Voria gave me a motherly smile. “That rank is no longer suitable, sadly, given your sacrifice to see us all safe. But it’s clear your people wish you to speak for them, and so a new title will need to be made.”

      “I was thinking of taking the job of headmaster at the new academy.” I scratched uncomfortably at my neck.

      “I don’t think your people will settle for that.” Voria shook her head, some sympathy in her gaze. “I would instead like to propose the rank of governor, of the first world in the new galactic Confederacy. It is my hope that we can negotiate the details of that alliance today, and see you installed as the model we replicate throughout the galaxy.”

      “One of the models.” Frit rose to her feet. “I agree with everything you’ve proposed, and recognize Jerek’s heroism, and right to the role of governor. However, I feel that imposing a standard on all worlds restricts the expression of the populous who chooses to dwell there. They should be able to choose their own way of life.”

      “Agreed,” I found myself saying as I rose to my feet. “Yet there have to be core rules we all recognize. For example, slavery should be outlawed on all Confederate worlds. Any kind of slavery.”

      “Excellent point.” Frit nodded at my words, and I was a bit shocked by the respect. She treated me like an equal. “We don’t need to ratify every such tenet right now, but we do need a list of core values we all agreed to share. Slavery is something I believe everyone here is comfortable with outlawing?”

      Not a single delegate spoke up against the motion.

      “Wonderful.” Voria seized control of the conversation once more. “Then there is the matter of leader. I believe many of you will suggest that I head this new Confederacy, so lets end that notion right now. I will lead the Spellship and nothing more.”

      “Then who will lead in your place?” Aran asked. The demon rose quietly, and looked no different than before he’d assumed his role as Aranara.

      “No one,” I found myself saying, drawing everyone’s attention, and this time not flinching. “What role does such a president fill, really? All the important decisions made by a Confederacy are made by its members. We rule ourselves, and come together when the need arises. A single authority hasn’t worked in the past. No leader rules forever, and having one inspires jealousy.”

      There were slow nods all around, some reluctant, and some eager. Voria was one of the latter.

      “Precisely my point.” Voria’s warm smile shone at each delegate in turn. “All of us have our own business to be about. I need to inspect the star border Aran and Nara have created. I want to know what’s become of all those who once inhabited our sector, particularly Virkon. Did they escaped, or are some still trapped? I’d prefer not to have some high-minded ruler pulling my strings and telling me where I need to go and when.”

      The Earth dragons were squirming in the stands, obviously uncomfortable with such a lack of defined protocol. I think they were trying to get Briff’s attention to get him to protest, but he seemed oblivious to their discomfort. He did speak though.

      “I like this idea,” Briff agreed with an enthusiastic nod. “I want to stay here, and watch over earth. I want to make sure our flight grows back into the size it was before. We don’t need any more wars, or conquests, or problems. It’s time to quietly build, and live our lives, and I want to make sure that’s possible for everyone who has settled on terra.”

      “About that,” Chromey rose form her own chair, those silver eyes locked on me. “The Prime Collective has decided to recognize the settlement of Highspire. One of our oldest sayings is that possession is nine tenths of the law. You possess the planet. You outnumber us, and possess far greater technology that we do not understand. We consider you an ally, and would like to serve this new government in an advisory capacity.”

      “What of the Aranara?” Frit asked. Many people seemed to avoid looking at Nara, or Aran, as Frit continued. “The power you bring could sweep us all away. It makes the rest of us rather superfluous. What is your role in this new Confederacy?”

      “We stand for the demons as we always have,” Aran allowed cautiously. “Yet you’re right. Our war is different now. Nara and I have greater power, but also an awareness of the greater stakes. We’re likely to be busy dealing with divine problems, and unable to assist on a regular basis. I wouldn’t count on us, though if Earth is in danger we can return.”

      “Nah.” Crewes rose from his seat, then clapped Davidson on the shoulder hard. “We got this. Davidson and I will stay with earth. I’ll keep the Talon as a response team, and he can organize the Ternus vessels to do the same. You need a police force? We’re it. We got the juice and the worship now, even me. That leaves the Earth Flight to babysit Jerek’s new settlement, and you can go chase scary stuff in other galaxies.”

      “My people are leaving this sector,” Frit interjected. “But we will remain in contact, and establish trade once we have a new home. Further, some of my people are likely to want to stay behind and return to our native forms. Not all are comfortable with this body, and now is their chance to join the Eye. I can think of no better place to dwell in our primal forms.”

      “A fitting reward for those who have suffered so at the hands of the old Confederacy.” Voria nodded approvingly. “It makes me proud that we have ended that tradition, and that no pattern inducers survived the death of our old sector. We can do things differently this time. We can ensure that life is good for all citizens. No longer are we gods and dragons leading the masses. We are all of us equals, and our voices all carry weight, even the lowest.”

      I began to clap, and the rest of the chamber took it up. We’d created something lasting today, something that would grow and develop over time. I’d make certain of it.

      I wasn’t some scared kid anymore. I was a leader, and it was time to lead. For the first time that didn’t terrify me. It excited me. I think I finally understood why mom became headmistress of the Academy.

      Those who can, do. That was something she used to say. Something I hadn’t understood until now.

      And so there you have it. That’s my story. That’s how I met the gods and heroes of our sector, and led them to the promised land. To earth. I’m just as surprised a you.

      My adventures aren’t over, but this tale? This is the end of the road, folks.

      I’m going to go and spend some quality time with my favorite lady friend. As for you?

      This book didn’t find you by accident. Your story is just beginning, and I can’t wait to read it.

      Welcome to the Magitech Chronicles, Outrider.
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      Nebiat snapped back into her stone body, the magic reuniting her with the stone effigy once more. The Void Wraith judicator she’d inhabited had been obliterated, and its threadbare soul returned to the cycle.

      She had survived. Again. Just barely. One more contingency used.

      The restraints whirred as they released her, and she gradually settled into this radically different perspective. The dragon-sized body was more powerful, certainly, but it was also cumbersome, and difficult to hide without the aid of magic. It very directly announced what she was to all observers.

      Useful for impressing worshippers, at least. Or other gods.

      Nebiat scanned the rest of the facility, but it had served its purpose and was only so much rock, metal, and circuitry now. None were useful. She’d had her fill of technology, and would never again be shackled in such a way.

      She considered teleporting, but thought better of it. Nebiat did not know the state of the system where the station floated. It should be empty, but one did not grow into an ancient god by taking unnecessary risks.

      The roof parted at her touch, sliding open like an iris in an a human eye. As there was no atmosphere the massage was gentle, and soon she floated into the field, just another bit of moon debris sharing a loose orbit.

      Absolute terror blanked her mind as she turned in a long slow circle. Darkness ruled in all directions. There were no constellations with which to steer. No markers. No Erkadi Rift tearing the sky.

      There was only blackness. The Umbral Depths.

      She had inadvertently trapped herself in the realm the Nameless Ones had been trapped in. It didn’t matter what happened in the Sol system. Fail spectacularly, or triumph as they always seemed to manage…either way she was trapped here.

      For now.

      Nebiat reclaimed her courage and began considering her options. The first thing she needed to do was get far from the facility. She carefully drifted further into the debris field, but kept an eye upon the station to see what became of it.

      Shapes moved in the darkness. Tiny, no bigger than a human hand, but whatever they were burrowed into the rock, swarming the station. Hundreds of thousands…more maybe.

      The creatures wormed into the stone. Were they seeking metal? Flesh? She had seen enough. Whatever their goal their existence as proof that the Nameless Ones had already swarmed this area, and that it was no longer safe.

      Nebiat drifted further into the field, lurking near its edges. She found one of the larger rocks, and slid her unwieldy body into a crevasse, then settled in to wait.

      Leaving this asteroid and sailing into the darkness was a risk. A hideous risk. If she chose wrong, and encountered anything hungry, then she would be overcome and devoured. Being a god was no armor against the creatures that dwelt here.

      Nor could she merely translocate to safety. Using an ability would move her through the Depths, but not out of them. She’d still need to open a fissure, but to do that she’d have to reach a place adjacent to the realm she’d left behind.

      That was virtually impossible. There was a reason why ships were so careful when entering and exiting the Depths, because being off by even a few degrees could leave you lost forever. If she left this reference point there was no way to establish another.

      “There is no need to leave, daughter,” a sibilant voice hissed from the shadows all around her. It was the darkness. Yet the voice was also familiar somehow. It reminded her of…her own? No that couldn’t be, unless the thing was mimicking her.

      Laughter tinkled around her in the void, a testament both to this voice’s power, and their lack of fear of the denizens of this place. What had she happened upon? What dark terror had found her? Would her magic and soul be devoured?

      “You are flesh of my flesh,” the voice whispered in the comforting tone Nebiat imagined a human mother might use. “Soul of my soul. One of my first children. One who has lived, and lived again. This time you are ignorant of your true lineage. You have been ensorcelled by the foul god Krox, who made you and your siblings believe you were his children. But that was never true. You do not belong to spirit. You are no binder. You belong to the void, child. You belong to me.”

      With that last word Nebiat became aware of the speaker. The terror and wonder and disbelief paralyzed her. Gortha, the dark titan, an endless mass of tentacles that stretched between the stars, between galaxies, between realities.

      This place, this reality, was nothing more than a single stone on a vast kem board, one that had been playing out for Nebiat could only guess how long. It was awful and humbling, but it did not feel untrue.

      “Be at peace daughter,” the voice assured her. “Your wandering is done. At long last you have come home. I will remake you into all that you have aspired to be, and when you are ready I will unleash you upon your enemies to sate your thirst for vengeance.”

      Nebiat could scarcely believe the words. In fact, she didn’t believe them. Yet how could she pretend when this entity could sift through her thoughts like pages in a tome? She could not hide herself, and it shook her.

      “I speak truth, daughter.” Darkness enveloped her. Cocooned her. It was so cold, and so comforting. “Sleep now. Sleep, and when you awake my many children will have a new leader. They may be nameless, but you will not be. They will know your name, Nebiat, and they will tremble.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NOTE TO THE READER

          

        

      

    

    
      Wow, I can’t believe we’re at the end of Magitech Legacy. This series is important for a lot of reasons, but the most important is that it links together Deathless, The Magitech Chronicles, The Void Wraith Saga, and Shattered Gods.

      Five series, almost 40 novels, and this one was the hardest because it connected the most dots. This one sets the stage for everything to come, and of course a final series where the war of the titans is resolved.

      If you want to get ready for that series and follow Xal’s story to its conclusion you’ll want to read:

      
        
        - The Magitech Chronicles

        - Magitech Legacy

        - Shattered Gods

      

      

      

      If you want to connect all the easter eggs you’ll also want to read:

      
        
        - Deathless

        - The Void Wraith Saga

      

      

      

      Whether you continue on, or consider your stay in my fiction over now that you’ve finished Jerek’s tale I am eternally grateful for the time you spent here.

      Your contribution allows me to do this for a living, and as long as you keep reading I will keep writing!

      Thank you =)

      

      -Chris
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